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‘Books give the best and greatest thoughts
Of all the good and wise;
Books treasure human knowledge up,
And thus it never dies.’
– E. W. Cole



 CHAPTER ONE 
A CURIOUS VISITOR
Pearl Cole lived in a bookshop.
When most people said that, they meant that they spent so much time at the library, the theatre, or their workplaces that they felt as if they lived there. But for Pearl, this was not the case. She did not spend her life in bookshops in general. She lived in a flat at the top of Cole’s Book Arcade, 299 Bourke Street, under the rainbow sign that could be seen from as far away as Parliament House. And although it meant she had to explain herself often, Pearl would not have given up living in a bookshop for any price. For one thing, living in a bookshop allowed her to read lots of interesting books. 
For another, it allowed her to read lots of interesting people.
She was reading one now. He was a tall man, leaning on a shelf in the business section. A black walking cane, topped with silver, rested at his side. Pearl held Treasure Island up to her face and watched the stranger over the top of it. He must be some actor or magician, she decided. He must be promoting his show to the public by wearing his costume out and about. She could see no other reason to wear full evening dress – top hat, tailcoat, bow tie, patent leather shoes – at three o’clock on a Saturday. Especially on such a hot afternoon, which made Cole’s Book Arcade as bright and stuffy as a greenhouse. Sunshine glared down from the skylight, through the lightwell that cut through the upper floors, and off the mirrored obelisks in the centre of the ground floor, so that every shelf and corner was well illuminated. On the reading chairs, ladies waved their fans at their sweaty faces. The air was stifling inside the Arcade, but outside was worse. The scent of lavender from the Arcade’s Perfumery was better than the stink of dust and sweat and horse muck in the street. Reflected rainbows were better than the stinging rays of the sun. The Arcade welcomed everybody, whether they had money to spend or not. Read For As Long As You Like, urged the signs at both ends of the Arcade, on every floor. No One Asked To Buy.
This customer was making the most of the invitation. His slender fingers flipped the pages of a volume bound in red. Pearl reached into her bag of peppermints. A specialty of the Book Arcade’s lolly shop, they turned your breath to a frosty breeze, better than ice cream for cooling off. The confectioner made them by writing spells into the sugar dough while it was still molten flowing liquid. Pearl popped one into her mouth and glanced at the stranger again. Perhaps he didn’t feel the heat. People came from all over the world to Victoria, and from all over Victoria to Cole’s Book Arcade. After all, this was 1893: trains and steamships could carry a person to any country in the world these days. He might have been from Ceylon, or Brazil, or Egypt – somewhere that would make late March in Melbourne feel like the first day of spring. 
He looked up, saw Pearl staring, and snapped the book shut.
‘Afternoon, mademoiselle.’ He tipped his hat. ‘Just come from Lolly Land, have you?’
His voice was rich and smooth – and Australian, by the sound of it. Intrigued, Pearl put Treasure Island down. The peppermints were beginning to stick together in their paper bag, red stripes bleeding out of the wrappers and into each other. ‘Would you like one?’
‘Shall we trade?’ Between his fingers, a liquorice button appeared from the air.
Pearl grinned. ‘I knew it.’
‘Beg your pardon?’
‘You’re a stage magician.’ The ability itself to do magic wasn’t particularly unusual. Many people could do a little. Pearl herself could make a playing card wobble in the air for two seconds, and command a coin to turn over. But this was the equivalent of playing ‘Hot Cross Buns’ on the piano. A career magician was an expert, a virtuoso, who combined the three magical principles of imagination, conviction and articulation. They had the talent and motivation to practise for years. No two people practised magic in the same way, so it was no good taking lessons; you had to discover your knack on your own. Pearl’s father liked to write his enchantments in his office, losing himself inside his head as he dreamed up new attractions for his splendid Arcade. Her mother liked to join hands with people and chant rhyming spells in the dark. 
Pearl didn’t know her style yet, nor if she even had any real aptitude for magic. Though her parents were talented, her brothers were not. Pearl could picture her ideas with brilliant precision, and she had no shortage of belief in herself, but her articulation was still developing. She considered herself excellent at writing – and she was, for a ten-year-old. That wasn’t good enough where magic was concerned. She found that the more descriptive she was, the better her results, but her spells still fell short of what she wanted, like her drawings always did. Last week, she had tried her big sister Linda’s method, which was to speak to the object of her spell as if it could listen and obey. The aim had been to patch a hole in her sock, so she’d laid it on the floor and told it – in the stern, patient voice Linda used – to return to the way it had been before it was damaged. It had briefly turned into the fluffy head of a cotton flower. She’d scrunched her whole face up with the effort of imagining a sock – then opened her eyes to find a hopeless snarl of unravelled string. Her brothers had laughed at her. She’d been so angry with them and herself that she’d thrown the stupid sock out the window, where a stray cat had run away with it before she could get it back.
So she was somewhat in awe of people who did have a talent for the magical arts, and especially of people who had the motivation to do it for a living. 
‘Well?’ she asked the stranger. ‘Aren’t you?’ 
‘Aren’t I what?’
‘A stage magician.’
‘Young lady,’ said the stranger, extending the liquorice to Pearl, ‘I have never set foot on a stage in my life.’
She knew better than to eat an unknown sweet, especially one from Cole’s Book Arcade. Once, her brother Eddie had given her a raspberry drop that turned her feet into flippers for an hour. She didn’t want to seem rude, though. She let the stranger pick his peppermint, and dropped the liquorice in her lolly bag. ‘Can you show me another trick?’
The peppermint made the man’s breath come out in a cloud. ‘Go and ask the chicken. She’s got a good trick.’
Pearl glanced towards the nearby staircase. The black metal hen was clucking, about to lay a tin egg with a treat inside. Small boys shoved one another, each trying to feed the chicken its next penny. It was impressive, but it wasn’t magic; it was mechanical. Such clever deceptions filled the Book Arcade, sometimes making up for where her father’s magic had failed to work the way he wanted it to. ‘Please, sir? Just one more?’
‘Hasn’t anyone ever told you that children should be seen and not heard?’ 
‘We say seen and not hurt, in my house.’ 
‘You must have awfully modern parents.’
‘Oh, yes.’ Pearl’s mother and father were both full of bright ideas about how the world would change in the next century, and they liked to hear bright ideas from Pearl and her siblings. Pa said that by the year 2000, everyone would be using telephones, flying machines, and the moving picture lantern. ‘My parents are very modern. Nearly futuristic.’
‘Futuristic? What a big word.’ 
Pearl tucked a toffee-coloured curl behind her ear. ‘Just medium, I think. A big word is something like … prestidigitator.’ As she heard herself say it, she was pleased by how well it fit him: the word had more flair, more arrogance, than magician.
The prestidigitator chuckled deep in his chest, like the beginnings of a tiger’s growl. 
‘Sorry.’ Pearl learned most words by reading, and most pronunciations by trial and error. ‘Is that not how you’re supposed to say it?’
‘Don’t apologise.’ He took a square of paper out of his pocket. ‘You reminded me of something, that’s all.’ He removed his hat, dropped the paper into it, and took up his cane. He tapped the hat three times, and tilted it right side up again. A neat paper statue of a bird dropped into his palm, in its own little black tailcoat. 
Pearl grinned. She couldn’t tell how the stranger had done it. His imagination must have been powerful, because the bird was so crisply folded. He gave off conviction like a fire giving off heat. But she hadn’t seen how he articulated the wish to turn the piece of paper into a bird. Was it sleight of hand after all, or was it possible to be so creative and confident that he could change the world just by thinking about it? ‘It’s a willie wagtail!’
‘Quite right.’ He tossed the tiny bird into the air. Just when Pearl thought it would fall, it opened its wings, flitted to the top of the nearest gas lamp, and fanned its tail proudly from side to side. ‘Run along, now, or your mother will go home without you.’ He opened his book again.
‘She’s already home. In the flat.’ Pearl nodded towards the second floor of the Book Arcade. ‘Mr Cole is my Pa.’
The man had been growing bored. Now, though, he had the look of a raven spying a skink in the grass. ‘Is he really?’ He slid the red book back onto the shelf, without looking at it. ‘Why, then you must be Ruby Cole.’
‘No.’ She looked away. ‘I’m Pearl.’ 
‘I see,’ said the stranger – and she had the oddest feeling he had known that already. ‘So is Ruby your elder sister, or younger?’ 
‘Elder.’ But Pearl was older now than Ruby had ever been. She still ached a bit, to think of her sister. They’d been born a year apart, neither of them knowing a world without the other – until all of a sudden, Ruby had dropped out of the world, and it had gone on turning. ‘But she’s not with us anymore.’
‘Already grown up and married off?’ 
Pearl frowned. ‘No, sir. She passed away three years ago.’ 
‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I must have been thinking of Ada. Scarlet fever, wasn’t it?’
His brows were raised at an expectant angle. He knew the answers to his own questions, Pearl realised. The thought sent a chill wriggling down her back that had nothing to do with the special peppermints. He didn’t realise that Pearl’s eldest sister, Ada Belinda, went by her middle name – but all the same, he’d found out about her somehow. He wasn’t asking Pearl to gather information, nor to be polite. He had no interest in what she said, but how she said it. He was using what he knew about Pearl’s family to see how she would react.
‘Yes, it was,’ she said, no longer caring whether she sounded rude. The silver-topped cane seemed dishonest, now she could see he didn’t have a limp. She glanced about in search of a red jacket – the uniform of the Book Arcade staff. Even a familiar customer would have given her an excuse to leave. But she could only see strangers.
‘Well, Miss Cole, it’s lovely to meet you,’ said the smiling magician. ‘What a lucky little girl you are, to live in this beautiful arcade.’ 
Pearl hated being called little. Her sister Ivy, three years younger, was the little one in the family. She felt a sort of scrunching in her chest when she remembered she had told him about the flat. It was easy to be friendly in the Book Arcade, and easy to forget that not everyone else was. In England, when Pa was small, strangers used to snatch children off the street to make them sweep chimneys and mine for coal. 
‘Quite an improvement on that cheap old barrow your father used to push.’ The man studied the skylight as he spoke. He gave a slight nod at it, as if approving the design, before he turned back to her. ‘I don’t suppose you know where I might find him?’
‘You know my Pa?’
‘Everybody knows the Book King of Melbourne,’ said the stranger. ‘I have a business proposal for him.’
Pearl narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you the taxman?’ This fellow looked as if he liked taking money from people. Maybe more than money.
He shrugged. ‘I collect debts sometimes. But not the sort you’re thinking of.’ He ran his hand along the cane. Its slender stem was made of lots of little rotating barrels inscribed with silver symbols, a bit like a combination lock. So he did use articulation after all – it was just that his gestures were so subtle and practised that his magic seemed effortless. Pearl had never seen anyone work an enchantment like that before. The stranger showed his palm to her again, revealing a business card between his index and middle fingers. ‘Take him that. I might give you another lolly, if you’re quick.’
Pearl glanced down at it. It was completely black. ‘There’s nothing on it.’
‘He’ll know who I am.’
Important people often called upon Pa at his Arcade. Pearl tucked her lollies in her pocket, stood up, took the card and turned away, heading towards her father’s office. As soon as the stranger was out of sight behind the bookshelves, she snuck another look at the card. Silvery letters shimmered on its surface. She tilted it back and forth, reading them by their shine on the matte background.


There was no name, and no address, and when she murmured ‘Obscurosmith’, it sounded like a hiss.
She suddenly wanted to throw the card away. Or better yet, to hide it. She could slide it into the back of a bookshelf somewhere, or inside some dreary volume nobody would ever want to read. But no sooner had this impulse struck her than another thought reined it in. The stranger might find out. And Pearl knew, in the same deep-down way she knew to never walk down Brown Alley, that something terrible would happen if he did. 
Arriving at her father’s office, she knocked on the door. 
‘Come in.’ The voice was distant, distracted. Pearl turned the brass doorknob – one of the Arcade’s many modern fixtures – and entered. 
Pa’s cluttered office, like Pa himself, was both newfangled and quaint. The shelves were lined with gold-embossed leather books, and threadbare cloth books, and crisp card-bound books from the Arcade presses. Beside the antique gas lamp stood the big electric telephone, with its funny talking trumpet and the shrill bells that chattered when a call came in. 
Pearl’s father sat at the desk, jacket off, sleeves rolled up. He propped his face on one hand and held a pen in the other, but the way he held it told her that his usual creativity had deserted him today. March tended to have that effect on him. The official mourning was over and done, and the black mourning clothes long gone from the Coles’ wardrobes, as it was bad luck to keep them too long. But every autumn, the days leading up to the twenty-seventh of March weighed on Pa. He had a pensive nature and he didn’t like to leave the Arcade very often, which meant that he had few distractions from his own thoughts. What had once been the season of pears and grapes and the Book Arcade’s Easter sales was now the season of missing Ruby. 
Smoothing his hand down his beard, he dropped the pen and looked up. He must have been expecting one of the staff, for he lit up at once. ‘If it isn’t our Pearl!’ 
‘Hello, Pa.’ She closed the door. ‘How is your writing?’
‘A little slow today.’ Spread across his desk, she could see a letter, some gardening books, and a collection of nursery rhymes, which he often rewrote as newspaper advertisements for the bookshop. The desk was cluttered, but not chaotic. Like the rest of the Arcade, it was organised – although the system of that organisation might be known only to Pa. He lifted a notebook from one of the piles and read a line aloud. ‘Why does the ocean roar?’ 
He often tested his material on his children. Pearl thought about it for a moment. ‘Because the lobsters pinch it on the bottom?’
It could be hard to tell when Mr Cole was smiling, because of his long brown beard and moustache. You had to pay attention to his cheeks, his eyes, his gentle voice – but he was smiling now. ‘Too rude to print, but it is a better joke …’ He crossed something out. ‘What else can they pinch?’ 
‘Nose,’ said Pearl. ‘Hand. Foot. Toe.’
‘Toe!’ Pa dipped his pen in the inkwell. ‘Pinch … its, let’s say … undertow.’ He jabbed the page with an emphatic full stop. ‘What have you got there, Pearligig?’ 
‘Oh.’ For a moment, she had forgotten the stranger and his strange card. She glanced at the door, as if he might be standing behind her. ‘There’s somebody here to see you …’
Pa must have noticed her hesitation, because he sat up with a furrowed brow. ‘Not another Holy Joe complaining about the rainbows, is it?’ 
That still happened sometimes. Pa could champion any noble cause. He could delight the public in a hundred wonderful ways. He could abstain from and condemn every vice from smoking to racism – it made no difference to some people. They couldn’t stand the idea that anyone could think of the Book Arcade when they saw a rainbow, instead of thinking of Noah’s Ark and the flood. Of course, rainbows could remind a well-read person of anything: leprechauns, poems, lorikeets, crystal chandeliers, soap bubbles, old paintings and the Bible and Cole’s Book Arcade. Pearl saw no reason why all these ideas ought not to coexist in an educated head.
But the only thing the Obscurosmith had in common with Pa’s critics was that, like a vicar, he wore black. And pious people, in Pearl’s experience, did not have astonishing deals at incredible prices. 
‘He said he’s here with a business position,’ she said, handing over the card. ‘He said he remembers when all you had was a book wheelbarrow.’ 
‘Business proposition,’ Pa corrected her. ‘What kind of business?’ 
‘He didn’t say … but …’ She wanted to tell her father the rest of it, all at once. The eager look in the stranger’s eye when she’d said she was a Cole. The odd, unkind way he spoke about Ruby. The peculiar length of his legs, like a shadow at sunset. That deep-down squirming Brown Alley feeling, which wouldn’t go away. But she didn’t know where to begin, or how to explain her unease without sounding babyish. 
‘Aha.’ Pa had figured out the trick of tilting the black card to make the letters shine. ‘That’s new …’
‘Shall I tell him to come back another time?’ 
‘What? No, I’ll see him.’ He stood up and attempted to tidy the desk. ‘Tell him I’ll be … just … a minute …’
Pearl went to the door. Resisting the urge to bolt it, she turned the handle and glanced at the business section. The Obscurosmith was gone. She gave a small sigh of relief. 
‘Thank you, Miss Cole.’ 
She whirled around. He was leaning on the wall behind her, all careless elegance. ‘You followed me!’ 
‘So?’ 
It was the kind of thing Pearl herself would have said to annoy her brothers. She stared at him, mouth half-open. He was a grown man, he was in her house, and he was teasing her as if he were a child himself. What was he hoping to achieve? 
‘Pa will be out in a minute,’ she said, and strode away, trying to look as if she was too busy for mysterious strangers.
The sense of being followed stuck to her like a spider’s web. She climbed the stairs to the first floor and looked over the railing at the door to her father’s office. It was shut, and gave away nothing. Atop the nearest obelisk, the paper wagtail stopped preening itself, and fixed her with its small white eyes.
Despite the heat, she shivered. This wasn’t Brown Alley foreboding anymore – the nervous feeling that warned her of trouble. It was the sense that she had made a wrong turn somewhere, and was deep in trouble already.



 CHAPTER TWO 
STRANGE BIRDS
The Tea Salon was bustling. Customers chatted and read, scribbled and nibbled, among clinking plates and potted palm trees. On opposite sides of the room, splendid scenes of India and China competed for attention: misty peaks, opulent palaces, well-dressed people riding through rainforests, beasts hunting, birds fanning magnificent tails. In a few paintings, the people had magnificent tails, and well-dressed beasts were riding through the forests – just as in Pa’s picture books. The Symphonion was playing ‘Daisy Bell’, the cheerful tune tinkling out as the silver disc turned.
And Valentine Cole was losing his brother. 
He knew it from the moment Gao Meilin, the waitress, set their afternoon tea down on the table. The scones breathed sweet steam. The jam glistened like a jewel. It was the most delicious sight Vally had seen all week. 
Eddie wasn’t even looking at it. His eyes were on Meilin, in her tight gold qipao. 
Eddie had changed a lot recently. He was the same height now as their big sister. The boyish roundness had left his face, giving definition to an angular jaw, which he was now shaving every second day. Vally didn’t think he’d ever have Eddie’s confident good looks. He had his father’s oval face: the kind that managed to look childlike even with a luxuriant beard.
‘Well, anyway, I was getting to the good bit,’ said Vally, trying to salvage the conversation they’d just been having. ‘The master calls the marks and we get our tests back. And as we’re leaving, Henry Bramford goes, “Another A-plus for Val Colon. Got to study hard to be like his crackpot dad.” So I turn around and I go, “Don’t worry, Henry, you can always work on the family farm.” And he shoves me and says, “Because all farmers are stupid, are they?” And I go, “No, because you’re a donkey.”’
The kitchen’s saloon doors swung with Meilin’s passing. Eddie turned abruptly back to face his brother. ‘Sorry?’
Vally sighed. At the time, it had seemed like the perfect comeback. Henry Bramford hadn’t hurt Vally as much as he’d hoped to: nobody who knew Pa could deny that he was bonkers. A person would have to be, to write anything as joyously silly as Cole’s Fun Doctor, or the Funny Picture Book. No sane man could have dreamed up anything as wondrous, as magical, as downright peculiar, as Cole’s Book Arcade. But it was all right to be a bit eccentric if everybody loved you for it.
Now, though, the argument seemed stupid and childish. ‘It was sort of only funny if you were there.’ Vally bit into a cream-covered scone. 
‘Hm.’ Eddie’s eye was wandering again. Meilin was bent over the neighbouring table, gathering teacups. 
‘Are you in love with Meilin, Ed?’ Vally whispered. ‘Do you want to marry her?’
To Vally’s surprise, his brother shrugged. ‘I’d have to learn Chinese.’
Vally didn’t know how to respond. He’d expected Eddie to punch him on the shoulder or flick a crumb of scone at him. 
‘Maybe she could teach me Chinese, and I could help with her English.’ Eddie slathered more jam on his scone. ‘Don’t you think she’s pretty?’
Vally felt as if he was searching one of Pa’s picture puzzles for a hidden image: Here is a traveller in a forest. Find the bear. But Vally had never found that bear, and he couldn’t see what Eddie could see now. Perhaps one day, it would pop out of the image and he’d wonder how he ever missed it. 
‘Come on.’ Eddie grinned. It reminded Vally of the warped reflections in the mirrors of Wonder Land, the Arcade’s hall of illusions. ‘You must be able to recognise a jammy bit of jam when you see her.’ He lifted his scone to his mouth. ‘And actual jam doesn’t count, by the way.’ 
A red-headed shop girl who worked across the street gave Vally a fluttery feeling in his stomach when he saw her, but the general idea of jammy-ness was foreign to him. The Tea Salon, with its fine china and sumptuous furnishings, suddenly seemed too grown-up. Vally found himself wishing they were in the lolly shop instead, where they could watch the confectioner smack and slap the oozing hot sugar into humbugs and raspberry drops. They used to go there for afternoon tea. They’d laughed so hard when Vally had put two voice-changing caramels in his mouth at once, and been stuck speaking in a thunderous bass all evening. Why had they stopped going?
‘Miss Finch,’ his brother challenged him. 
Vally tried to recall the face of the sunny young woman who played the piano in the Book Arcade Band. ‘Pretty, I guess …’
‘Her, over there.’ Eddie gestured at a dour-looking grandmother on the far side of the room. 
‘Pretty old,’ said Vally, but he regretted it. Quibbling with classmates was one thing. Judging people this way, as if they were animals in a livestock show, felt stupid and mean. 
‘Right, then.’ Ed seemed smug, as if he had proved a point. ‘And how about Ma?’ 
The question felt like a trap. When Pa had put his Good Wife Wanted ad in the paper all those years ago, he’d hoped to meet someone intelligent, funny, kind and responsible, and he had. Eliza Cole was a bright sunbeam, who made friends wherever she went. She was stately. On special occasions, she was elegant. But there was nothing remarkable about her appearance. She was short and robust, reassuringly solid when you needed a hug – but not beautiful. At rest, her face looked stern. And because she and Pa were famous, people liked to gossip. On the tram, in the market, anywhere people could get hold of a newspaper, they’d eventually come to the Book Arcade ads. And then they talked. 
‘Old Cole’s cooked up some outrageous fib about a sea serpent.’ 
‘His marketing is creative; I’ll grant him that.’ 
‘Did you know he advertised to find his wife? There’s a lesson in that – don’t forget to ask for a pretty one.’
And Vally would have to stare at the street, pretending it didn’t hurt to hear them talk about his mother like that.
‘I don’t know, Ed.’ Vally stood, shouldering his school satchel. ‘See you at dinner.’ 
As he emerged into the Arcade proper, Vally felt brittle. He knew he wasn’t supposed to have favourite siblings, but he did. The two closest to him in age were – had been – closest to his heart as well. 
Above him was Eddie, who was outdoors and sunny days, football and crude humour. They kept each other company on the tram. They talked across the darkness of their shared bedroom, although Eddie usually fell asleep first. They’d once hidden a dead rat in a teacher’s desk. When they were caned for it, the pain and humiliation were halved by Eddie bearing it beside him.
Below him was the sister who was winter evenings in the warm flat, reading by rain-specked windows, indoor games, secrets, dreams, imaginings. The sister who’d never made fun of him for liking games girls liked, but let him join in. One day, she’d shown him how she could make a soft light, the size of a dandelion head, balance on her fingertip. She’d coaxed it and praised it to life, her powerful imagination making up a little for the shakiness of her seven-year-old articulation. When she’d tried to teach Vally, he’d struggled the most with conviction. After half-a-dozen tries, with Ruby’s encouragement, he got it – but then, as often happened with him, an intrusive worry had disrupted his imagination. The light had turned into a flame at the last moment, burning his finger and narrowly missing the curtain. Ruby had told their parents he’d been careless with a candle.
But she wasn’t around anymore. She hadn’t been, for a long time. 
And now Eddie was on the train to adulthood, leaving Vally behind.


He felt a little better when he breathed in the rich tropical smell of the Fernery. 
On the outside, the door was set in the middle of a bookshelf. On the inside, it was in the middle of a tree. Yellow butterflies rose in a whirlwind as Vally stepped through. The Fernery was one of the Book Arcade’s most marvellous rooms. From outside, at the Little Collins Street entrance, it looked like an ordinary greenhouse – but from the inside, it was enormous: taller and wider than any greenhouse in the world.
It had once been ordinary. Full of shady ferns and the calls of the birds in the aviary, it had been an oasis in its own right, a little spot of green in the middle of the city. On rainy days, when the sky was as dark as wet bluestone, Pa had often escaped his office and sat on a hidden bench, scribbling away at his letters and articles. One bitter Sunday in August, when the Arcade was closed, he’d come down to the greenhouse. There, alone and secure in the knowledge that he wouldn’t be interrupted, he had written the Fernery into its present vast existence. He had expanded the inner space, pushing the glass roof up to the height of the tallest church spire and the glass walls out to five acres. It would never have worked so well if not for Pa’s strength in all three principles of magic. Being a writer gave him an advantage in articulation. Being a visionary made his imagination both broad and minutely detailed. And being an optimist made his conviction more powerful than that of anyone Vally knew. Negative thoughts didn’t seem to touch Pa. Shoplifters and customer complaints didn’t bother him. If he’d burned his fingers conjuring floating lights, he would have simply brought a bucket of water next time. 
In the years since, Pa had stocked the Fernery with plants and creatures suited to its climate. He collected some of his own specimens, and accepted others as gifts. Having failed to produce a miniature thundercloud, he’d installed a system of handsome brass sprinklers. But magic didn’t always do what it was supposed to. Spells and magical effects all decayed eventually, like anything people created, and the unstable nature of magic made it impossible to predict exactly how this might happen. Sometimes spells fell apart all at once, like a house of cards. Sometimes they wore away gracefully, like a castle. And sometimes, like coral growing on a shipwreck, they gradually transformed into something stranger. This was probably the case with the Fernery, because some of the trees had grown as much in six years as they ought to in a hundred. And now the Fernery was its own world, hot and green and glorious – a whole rainforest inside Cole’s Book Arcade. 
Perhaps Vally would have a dip in the pond. He would have to hide his clothes, though, to stop the monkeys playing with them. He scanned the treetops for their telltale rustling. Last time, they’d stolen his trousers, tossed his underclothes in the water, and bounded away hooting. They might have been the animals next to man – as Pa called them – but Vally preferred them to be the animals far away from boy. 
Something rustled in the undergrowth nearby. 
He froze. It sounded big. A bear? A jaguar? A komodo dragon? Pa would never buy such beasts for the peaceful Fernery. But although Vally trusted his father, he didn’t trust magic. It was unpredictable, its laws and limits varying from one artist to the next. It turned every nice safe never into a shifty maybe. Someone could have smuggled in a cat and transformed it for a laugh. The Fernery might have spontaneously created some predator to control the monkey population.
He gave it another moment. The ferns were still. 
Vally relaxed. It must have been a bird, then, shaking the fronds as it flew off. He could hear the parrots screeching, somewhere up ahead. He started towards them, passing where the leaves had stirred.
‘RAH!’ 
Vally jumped. Behind him, his attacker fell into a fit of giggles. He whirled around. ‘Pearl!’
She stood behind a tree, grinning like a pixie. Not a pretty one from a girls’ reader, but the wicked kind that stole babies and turned milk sour. 
‘It isn’t funny,’ said Vally, his pulse still hammering inside him. ‘That’s the oldest trick in the book.’
She pushed aside ferns. ‘You were so scared.’
‘I was startled. There’s a difference.’ He set his shoulders. If anyone were to leap out from hiding and surprise their siblings – which was a stupid joke anyway – it ought to have been him. According to a thousand songs and pictures and stories, older brothers were bullies and heroes, while little sisters were subjects and victims. Perhaps that had been somewhat true of the Cole family once. It was true of Eddie. He used to come storming in like a giant while Vally and Ruby were playing Zoo Escape, kicking over the dolls and wooden animals, the tin soldiers and buildings. And it was true of Ivy, the baby. She was an innocent little thing, easily fooled, and afraid of the stuffed polar bear at the front door. 
But then, Pearl had always been bricky. She was a meddler and a show-off, as curious and bold as the monkeys. She was the loudest of the Coles, the most liable to run off on family outings, the one who took the least notice of what was expected of her. She had a knack for finding the wettest or dirtiest corner of anywhere, and coming home wearing its souvenirs. 
And the worst thing, for Vally, was that she’d always brought out the same wild side in Ruby. The Ruby who’d played with Pearl was like a different child altogether: one who bounced on furniture and rifled through other people’s things, and drew too much attention on the tram, and laughed in the faces of older siblings who lost their temper. It had come as no surprise to Vally when he’d read about pearls and their formation. When a bit of sand or a parasite got into an oyster, the mollusc would smother it in shell-like layers before spitting it out – and thus, the book had said, a pearl is the result of constant irritation. Vally had held onto those words: their pleasant cadence, their cruel wit.
‘You,’ he said, as Pearl extracted herself from the undergrowth, ‘are a constant irritation.’
‘And it’s lovely to see you, too,’ she said, striding past him into the jungle. ‘Come on. Pa thought you’d want to see our new cockatoo. It’s pink.’
‘Galah,’ said Vally, jumping over the low loop of a vine.
‘You’re a galah,’ said Pearl. ‘It’s a cockatoo. With a crest.’
The marvellous new bird was a Major Mitchell cockatoo, and as promised, it was pink. It stood on a platform in the feeding area, taking nuts from the hand of Vally’s captivated father. 
‘Try it again, Echo,’ Pa said. ‘I love Cole’s Funny Picture Book.’ 
‘Silly bird,’ the cockatoo said, flexing its red and yellow crest. 
Pearl narrowed her eyes. ‘Is it really talking, Pa? You haven’t done it with magic?’
‘No, no! It’s trained.’ The bird bit him. ‘Although how well trained is up for debate. Come and say hello, Val.’ Pa straightened, gesturing to a paper bag on a nearby picnic seat. ‘Watch your fingers, though.’ 
Vally took a handful of nuts. ‘Hello, cocky.’ 
The cockatoo gave an ear-splitting shriek. ‘Mind your head!’
‘Be good, you cheeky thing,’ said Pa, stroking its crest. ‘This is Vally. Val, this is Echo.’ 
‘Come on, birdies!’ the bird cried. ‘Tuck in for your feed!’ 
Vally stretched out his hand, offering the treat. The bird bit him instead. With a cry, Vally dropped the whole handful and the cockatoo hopped to the ground to gobble them up.
‘Echo, don’t bite!’ Pa made a frustrated noise. ‘You’re a naughty one, aren’t you?’
‘He’s a great talker, Pa,’ Vally said. 
The parrot bobbed its head. ‘Clever girl, Echo.’
‘I do believe she understands every word we’ve said,’ said Pa with a chuckle. ‘Although I hope she’s not as cunning as our monkeys, or we’ll be in trouble. What do you think, Pearligig?’ 
But Pearl wasn’t listening. She had gone still and quiet, watching something flutter among the fronds high above. It moved like a wren, but its body seemed as slight as a butterfly’s. 
‘What is it?’ Vally asked. 
‘A paper wagtail.’ Pearl shaded her eyes against the greenish sunlight. ‘It’s been scrutta-nising me.’ 
‘Scrutinising,’ Vally said. 
Echo flapped back to the chair. ‘Cheeky bird!’ 
Vally watched the paper bird wave its tail. ‘Is it one of yours, Pa?’ 
‘No,’ said Pearl. ‘The other day, this tall man came into the Arcade looking for Pa. I thought he was a stage magician, so I asked him to show me a trick, and he made the paper bird fly out of his hat. But now I wish I hadn’t – he was creepy, and he –’ 
‘Shh!’ Pa threw a wary glance at the wagtail, as if it might be listening. He put his hand on Pearl’s shoulder and dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘How long has it been watching you?’ 
‘Since he was here. Today is the third day.’ 
‘Does it come into the flat?’ 
Pearl looked a little startled. ‘No, but this morning when I walked out, it was waiting for me.’ 
‘What’s the matter?’ Vally was beginning to feel left out, and a little unnerved. ‘It’s only paper, isn’t it?’ 
‘Of course,’ said Pa in a loud, wooden voice, as if he was acting in a bad play. ‘Come on. Let’s leave the parrots to their dinner.’
‘Why can’t you write it away?’ Vally asked. 
‘I can try,’ muttered Pa, steering Pearl and Vally away from the clearing. 
‘I tried to magic it away, too,’ Pearl said. ‘I wanted it to disappear, but I only made its head invisible for a few hours.’ 
A headless bird. Vally winced. Horrors like that were the reason why sorcery ought to be studied and practised meticulously, the way Pa did it. Pearl should not have been allowed to play with magic any more than she was allowed to play with matches. 
Pa kept one hand on Pearl’s and Vally’s backs, all the way to the Fernery door. Now and then, he peered over his shoulder. Vally did the same. He glimpsed the wagtail once, then again. The sense began to crawl up his body that the wagtail was somehow much stronger than it appeared. 
Right on the Fernery doorstep, Pa tripped. Vally heard his knee clunk on the bluestone. He let out a dreadful moan.
‘Pa!’ Pearl dropped to her knees. ‘Are you OK?’ 
‘Yes,’ said Pa through clenched teeth. ‘Go on, you two.’ He limped through the door behind his son and daughter. As it closed, Vally searched the green gap for a flash of black and white, but the wagtail was nowhere to be seen. 
‘Well, now.’ Leaning on a bookshelf, Pa ventured a smile. ‘I think we’ll let the sprinklers take care of that.’ 
He was trying to pass it off as a game, trying to pretend neither of them had seen the panic in his eyes. Maybe Pearl was fooled, but Vally wasn’t. His Pa was afraid – as afraid as he’d been at their sister’s deathbed. And there was more white at his temples than Vally had ever noticed before.



 CHAPTER THREE 
A FUNNY OLD MONKEY
Pearl’s father called his Book Arcade the Palace of Intellect. The rest of Melbourne sometimes called him Old King Cole. Ma’s favourite spot in the shop was called Queen’s Corner, where she liked to ‘keep an eye on things’ – which really meant having tea and plotting marriages between the staff. So if Pa was the king, and Ma was the queen, that made Linda the princess, Eddie the prince and Vally the duke. 
Pearl didn’t want to be a duchess, though. A duchess sounded poncy and a bit useless. She preferred to think of herself as a marchioness, which was the next rank down. She didn’t really know what a marchioness did, but she liked the idea of marching around with pet lionesses, and didn’t want to be corrected. Anyway, Ruby was born before Pearl, so she should have been the duchess.
But being a poncy duchess was better than not being a Cole. 
If her Pa had not been so clever as a young man, he might have kept searching the goldfields for his fortune forever. 
Instead, he had noticed that it wasn’t the prospectors making their fortune, but the shopkeepers. The miners had needed something to drink, but beer made them violent, and river water made them violently sick. So he’d started Cole’s Cordials, and painted his sign on the back of a frying pan.
If he had not been so hopeful and bright, he might have stayed on the lemonade cart, amid the noise and dirt of the goldfields. 
Instead, he’d believed in something better. So, working as a field botanist and photographer, he’d rowed down the Murray and round the coast to Melbourne. His seeds had been accepted by the director of the Botanic Gardens, Sir Ferdinand Jakob Heinrich von Mueller. When that money ran out, he’d sold pies in the wild carnival of Paddy’s Market. 
If he had not been so curious, he might never have spent time in Melbourne’s libraries. If he hadn’t spent time in the libraries, he might never have written his first pamphlet, which he sold with his pies. If he hadn’t done that, he might never have met the customer who’d sold him the shelf of old books. And if he hadn’t done that, he never could have turned his pie stand into his first bookshop.
If he had not been a man of so many wonderful qualities, Ma might have decided not to marry him. She might have stopped writing him letters, and travelled back to Tasmania. 
And then Ma would have been unhappy, and Pa would have been all alone, and Pearl Adelia Cole would have been born Pearl Adelia Shufflebottom. 
But Pa was clever and hopeful and brave. He had done all of those things. He made shiny bronze tokens with messages of wisdom on them, and scattered them around the street for people to spend at his Arcade.
Best of all, he was kind. His Funny Picture Book did have a picture of Cole’s Patent Whipping Machine for Flogging Naughty Children, but that was just a joke. He had only ever hurt a child by accident: the time Eddie launched a springy toy snake near a horse in the street, and Pa had yanked him out of the way as the terrified animal bolted. He stood up for the Rational Dress Movement, those sensible ladies who wore baggy trousers to ride bicycles and play tennis. He denounced prejudice of all kinds. The People Everywhere In The World Whom You Do Not Know Are Just As Good As Those You Do, his medallions read. 
And to prove to the world that it was true, the Arcade had a rainbow staff to match its rainbow sign. The jeweller was Indian. The Tea Salon staff were Chinese. And Mr Gabriel, head of Non-Fiction Enquiries, was a Mauritian with vitiligo. Pearl liked the words Mauritian and vitiligo very much, even if she wasn’t sure how to pronounce them.
So the Cole children woke up every morning in a beautiful bookshop filled with monkeys and music, perfume and china, toys and sweets, magic and rainbows. The city was on their doorstep, all the clanging trams, shouting push-cart vendors, and buskers playing their hearts out. The Coles didn’t even have to go to school: Ma and Pa disagreed with the methods of discipline. Linda, Eddie and Vally chose to go. Melbourne’s grammar schools had team sport and choirs and other teenagers, which outweighed the teachers’ canes and the frequent boredom. Pearl and Ivy preferred to be schooled at home, where their parents and tutors encouraged them to study what interested them most. The Coles had dessert every day. Sometimes it was crisp apples. Other days, it might be luscious peaches. Always, there was a game. 
‘I can put a hole through your hand and it won’t hurt a bit,’ Ma might say. The trick was to roll up a piece of paper like a telescope, look through it with your left eye, and hold your right hand in front of your right eye, so the hole and your hand lined up as one image. 
Other times, when dinner was cleared away, Pa would announce, ‘The perfect thing to finish off that lovely meal is a bit of smelly cheese.’ He’d pat his pockets, feign horror and shout, ‘By heavens, I’ve lost it!’ Everybody would run around the flat, pretending to search for the cheese. Instead, they would find a bag of lollies behind the couch cushions, or strawberries hiding under the lid of the piano – as long as Ebenezer, Vally’s slobbery mastiff, didn’t find them first.
But on Tuesday night, there was no Smelly Cheese Game. Instead, Pa claimed that if anyone climbed onto the table, he would bring them down upon a feather. 
Eddie leaned back in his chair. ‘You can’t make a person float down from the table on a feather. Bet you a shilling.’ 
‘I’ve told you what I think of gambling, Eddie,’ said Pa. ‘And I’m a man of my word. I will bring whoever stands on that table down on a feather.’ 
‘It takes career magicians ages to work up to making a person fly. Years of practice.’ Eddie took a bite from his nectarine. ‘There’s an American bloke who says he’ll give a thousand dollars to anyone who can stay more than six inches off the ground for thirty seconds. No one’s done it yet.’ 
‘And if they think about anything other than flying while they do it – boom!’ said Vally. ‘They hit the deck. What’s the point of flying if you can’t enjoy the view?’ 
‘Go on, Ma,’ cried Ivy. ‘Let’s see him bring you down on a feather!’ 
Eliza Cole couldn’t speak, for snorting with laughter. A lady of her comfortable proportions drifting through the air would be a sight indeed. 
‘Down on a feather,’ said Linda thoughtfully. ‘You never said fly, did you, Pa?’
‘I still don’t see anybody on the table,’ Pa said. 
So Pearl kicked off her shoes and climbed up into the middle of the table, to cheers from her sisters. She didn’t know what to expect. It could be magic, or it could be a trick. There was no way of telling with Pa – or indeed, the Arcade. A coin appearing from behind her ear was a trick. The bookshop’s tendency to roll a ladder towards you when you needed one was magic. But when she asked, Pa always said the coin was magic, and the ladders were nothing but smoke and mirrors. Pearl wasn’t as gullible as Ivy, but she wasn’t as sceptical as Ed, who had the imagination of a beetle. And she couldn’t help feeling the tiniest bit nervous as Pa took a long white feather from his pocket, and began to wave it about. Would he lift her down, with her toe touching the feather? Or would he have to shrink her to fit on it? What would he imagine? What would he say to make it come true? 
‘By all the powers of wind and weather,’ he chanted, ‘I bring this child down on a feather!’ 
And, laying it in her hands, he pointed to the base of the feather, where the fibres were soft and fluffy. ‘There you are, Pearl. That’s the down.’ 
Linda, Eddie and Vally groaned as one. 
‘Bring me down on a father instead!’ Pearl said, and jumped on him. 
This was not clever of her. He was a wonderful Pa in every way, but at sixty, he was not a young one. As he began to buckle under her weight, there was a knock at the front door. Ebenezer barked, shockingly loud. Pearl fell on her bottom on the carpet: skirts up, frilly combination-suit on show. She wasn’t hurt – in fact, she began to laugh – but her father looked alarmed. 
‘Pa?’ Linda stood up from the table. ‘Are you all right?’ 
‘Yes, I …’ He glanced at the door, then at Ma. ‘Sorry, dear – I’d better go and see …’ 
The laughter was dead by the time he left the room. Vally struggled to hold Ebenezer’s collar. ‘Down, Neezer! Shush!’ 
The dog strained towards the door, growling. 
‘Evening, Cole,’ purred a voice from the front door. ‘Not disturbing you, I hope?’ 
‘Who’s that?’ Linda whispered, but the others looked mystified. Pearl could see them trying to puzzle it out. The Arcade was open until ten o’clock, but the staff always called Pa ‘sir.’ Friends and relatives usually telephoned first. Ma wasn’t holding any concerts or seances until next month.
Pearl knew that voice, though. It belonged to the strange man, the one who called himself the Obscurosmith. The one whose paper bird had been watching her. 
‘You said you’d leave the others alone,’ said Pa under his breath. ‘If you can’t keep your word, I don’t want anything from you.’
‘And I’m well, thank you,’ said the Obscurosmith airily. ‘I thought you’d be pleased to hear my news.’
‘Cole?’ Ma said – she never called her husband Edward. ‘Aren’t you going to invite our visitor in, darling?’ 
‘Don’t,’ said Pearl before she could stop herself. 
‘Pearl!’ Linda began, aghast, but Vally hushed her. 
‘… tremendous success,’ the Obscurosmith was saying. ‘But have I come at a bad time?’ 
‘Oh – not at all,’ Pa said. ‘That is … that’s excellent.’ He ducked his head back into the dining room. A peculiar spark was dancing in his eyes. ‘Just popping down to the office, dear. Won’t be long.’ And, whisking his top hat off the polar bear that served as the family coat rack, he followed the stranger outside. 
In the baffled silence, Eddie dropped his nectarine pit in the empty fruit bowl. ‘What’s he up to this time?’
They all mused on their father’s history of peculiar stunts: the flying-machine contest, the incident with the soap mountain, the city-wide scramble to find Cole’s Pot of Gold and win the free books … 
Vally ruffled Ebenezer’s fur. ‘I don’t think we could guess in a million years.’


Pearl worried about her father until bedtime. When he came to say goodnight to her and Ivy, though, Mr Cole seemed pleased with himself. Pearl looked up from the pages of Captain January. ‘Who is that man?’ 
Her father hesitated a while. ‘He used to work near my stall at Paddy’s Market. He sells things you can’t get anywhere else.’ 
‘What sorts of things?’ 
Pa smiled, in a way that made Pearl unsure of whether or not he was spinning a yarn. ‘A beautiful singing voice. A look into the future. But it might cost you three of your teeth, or a day’s good luck. And he doesn’t care if you come off worse.’ 
Pearl’s spine prickled. ‘What does he need teeth for?’ 
‘Just how he works his magic, I suppose. Some people find conviction comes more easily when they concentrate on an object, or a group of objects.’
It was plausible. Linda, for one, used small objects for her sorcery – mending broken eggshells, commanding silk handkerchiefs to tie themselves in knots. But Pearl didn’t quite believe that the Obscurosmith bothered with party tricks like that. 
‘He sounds like a swindler,’ said Ivy, in her gap-toothed lisp. 
‘A what, my darling?’ 
‘A swindler.’ Ivy bounced onto her knees. ‘Like in The Emperor’s New Clothes.’ 
‘Even I couldn’t get away with strutting around Melbourne in my birthday suit.’ Pa sank down on the foot of the girls’ bed. 
‘Not there!’ Ivy cried.
A fleeting sorrow crossed their father’s face. A pang of jealousy shot through Pearl’s chest.
Ivy had been four years old in 1890. She must have known Ruby wasn’t coming back. But, a week after the awful day, Pearl had come into the playroom to find Ivy conversing with nobody. Was it a ghost? Could they talk to it, perhaps, at one of Ma’s seances? No, Ivy had said; Ruby wasn’t a ghost, she was imaginary. She was Ivy’s imaginary friend. 
Pearl had wanted so badly – still did – to be in on the game. It wasn’t fair that only Ivy was allowed to see Ruby, speak to her, play with her. But it was like trying to conjure by copying someone else’s style. It was Ivy’s special knack, and Pearl didn’t have it. Imaginary Ruby was naughtier than the real one, and not as clever. Whenever Ivy was accused of sneaking biscuits or breaking a plate, Imaginary Ruby took the blame. It was an angry Linda, thirteen then, who had put Imaginary Ruby in chains. Seeing Ivy chatter happily to thin air made their parents blink a lot and announce that it was a bad time of year for hay fever. From then on, Ivy had never asked anyone to set an extra place at the table. Nor did she speak to anyone who wasn’t there when in the company of someone who was. But sometimes, in the girls’ bedroom or the playroom, or when she thought no one was paying attention, she still made space for her imaginary sister. 
Tonight, Pa didn’t question it. He rose, and made to sit down on Linda’s bed beside them. ‘Here?’
‘Here,’ said Ivy, patting a spot that was nearer to the head of the bed.
‘Good!’ The cheer in his voice sounded almost genuine this time. Pearl went back to her book. ‘Now, shall I read or tell?’ 
‘Tell, please.’ Ivy snuggled close to his body. 
‘Once upon a time,’ said Pa, taking a deep breath, ‘there was a funny old monkey who had six young monkeys. There was one white monkey, and one black monkey, and one yellow monkey, and one red monkey, and one blue monkey, and one green monkey.’ 
Pearl had outgrown Pa’s monkey stories, but she couldn’t help listening. The cadence of his voice, with its occasional Kentish sparkle, was the sound of home. She liked the way he always left the red monkey in. 
‘One day, all the monkeys were leaping and swinging through the jungle, when the red monkey slipped and fell through the canopy. And though they searched and searched, the other monkeys couldn’t see her, and it seemed that she was lost forever.’ 
Ivy’s brow furrowed. ‘Pa, I changed my mind.’ 
‘Ah! But that’s not the end of it. You see, by and by the old monkey met a little bird. And the bird said he might be able to help with their problem of the missing red monkey. And the old monkey said that would be very kind of him. So the bird flew off, over the rivers and under the thorns, and do you know what he found?’ 
‘The red monkey?’ asked Ivy. Pa had never told this version before. The bird was new.
‘He did! And she was quite as lively and bright as she had been the day that she had tumbled down through the canopy. In that tangled jungle, she hadn’t been able to find her way back home.’ Pa stopped, and Pearl was afraid that he might be upset again, until he raised his fist to his mouth to cough. It was deep and hoarse – which was unusual to hear from Pa because he didn’t smoke.
Pearl looked up at him. ‘All right, Pa?’ 
He patted his chest hard and cleared his throat. ‘Losing my voice. It must be from yelling at you rotten kids all day.’ 
The idea of Pa yelling at them for being rotten, or yelling at all, was so silly that Pearl and Ivy had to giggle. In the next room, one of the boys did the same.
‘So,’ said Pa. ‘The little bird led the red monkey back to her family, and they were all very happy, and ate bananas –’
‘Grapes,’ said Ivy. Grapes didn’t grow in the jungle, of course, but the Arcade monkeys liked grapes better than anything.
‘They ate grapes in the treetops together,’ Pa said. ‘What did you think of that, Miss Ivy Diamond?’ 
‘That was a good one,’ Ivy said, sounding squashed as Pa hugged her.
Pearl was still thinking of the red monkey and the bird. The Cole children accompanied Ma to church when they felt like it, but they were allowed to choose any religion they liked. Linda was interested in all sorts of mythologies, and claimed to follow a different religion every time you asked her. Vally was an atheist, and didn’t keep it secret. Pa was agnostic, fascinated by the similar goals and messages of different religions, and the people who followed them. Pearl wasn’t sure of her own beliefs, but she liked Pa’s way of looking at it: Let The World Be Your Country, And To Do Good Be Your Religion. ‘Is the bird supposed to be God?’ 
A smile tugged the corner of his moustache. ‘If you like.’ 
‘Is Heaven real?’ asked Ivy. ‘Will we see Ruby there?’
‘Which Heaven do you think she’d like?’ Pa said. 
‘Definitely not the Asphodel Meadows.’ Pearl had read a little of the Ancient Greek myths. A field full of mindless shadows was not her idea of a pleasant afterlife.
Pa chuckled. ‘No?’ 
‘One of the paradises.’ Ruby had loved the Botanic Gardens, up on St Kilda Road.
‘If Heaven’s in the sky,’ Ivy said, ‘how come we can’t see it from a hot air balloon?’
‘Your mother probably knows more about that than I do. If you ask me, Heaven is any place where you’re happy.’ Their father stood up, a bit stiffly, and turned down the gas lamp until the flame was out. ‘You’re happy here, aren’t you, my little monkeys?’ 
‘No!’ said Ivy with a wink. She had just learned how to wink last week. 
Pa winked back. ‘Bad luck.’ 
And Pearl said that she was happy, too. 
But after Pa closed the door, she lay awake for a long time. Try as she might to imagine happy rainbow monkeys, her mind kept caging them in a stall in Paddy’s Market. Their shrieks added to the chaos of the fortune tellers and poultry sellers, the buskers and beggars, while a tall man sidled through the crowds, trading wishes for teeth. 



 CHAPTER FOUR 
PEARL
AND RUBY
Over the week, something awful moved into Vally’s brain. However hard he tried to kick it out, it always crept back in, like a rat. He tried to starve it, but it was a keen little scavenger. It kept finding errant thoughts and odd details. Pa’s limp. The rasp with which he’d told the little girls’ bedtime story. A crack in the plaster. A fraying reading chair. The more of these it gobbled, the stronger it grew. By Thursday, the thing was trapped in his skull, too large to ignore. 
It was a theory. And his theory was this. 
Pa was coming down with something … and so was the Arcade. 
Not the business. Not the management of the shop. The Book Arcade itself was ill, and Pa was affected by the same condition.
How, he didn’t know. Cole’s Book Arcade was suffused with so much of Pa’s passion and energy, and enhanced by so many of his carefully written spells, that it did seem to have a mind of its own. But a building still didn’t have organs or cells. Its skeleton was brick. Its insides were bright and dry. Vally could not have defended his theory if anyone had challenged him. Then again, plenty of sicknesses of the mind were yet to be explained by science. And Vally had found plenty of evidence that his idea, strange as it may have been, was true.
The rainbow sign at the entrance needed repainting. It was usually the brightest thing on Bourke Street, but as Vally jumped off the tram from school, the rainbow looked a little drab. The seven stripes had been touched up just before Christmas, but it seemed the summer sun had bleached the sign faster than usual.
The Little Men were out of time. The two mechanical sailor dolls worked at the mouth of the Arcade, day and night. Powered by a waterwheel, they rotated a set of metal signs that beckoned customers in. The rhythm of the flipping signs was as familiar to Vally as his own pulse, but by Thursday, they had lost their beat. It was supposed to go, Reading And Thinking Bring Wisdom. Clink! Welcome To Cole’s Book Arcade. Clink! Instead, the Little Men seemed tired. Federation Is Coming … clink. Two Million Books … clink. The pause was long enough that some customers were walking down the southern side of Bourke Street without hearing the clink. If they didn’t hear the clink, they didn’t look around for what made it. If they didn’t look around, they didn’t realise they were passing Cole’s Book Arcade. And if they didn’t see Cole’s Book Arcade, they didn’t come in.
Other troubling details added weight to the theory. A shelf in the Ornament Department collapsed, shattering the merchandise. The lift got stuck for half an hour with a throng of customers inside, and some of them shouted at the poor lift-driver. A lamp plummeted through the lightwell from the very top of the second floor – in the middle of the night, luckily, otherwise it could have killed someone.
All the while, Pa was going to bed early. He was still limping a little from the fall in the Fernery, and leaned heavily on railings. And within Vally’s theory lurked another, scarier thought. What if Pa never got better, the way Ruby hadn’t? 
He did his best to hide his feelings. Eddie and Linda would say he was being silly. The little girls didn’t need to be frightened. By Thursday afternoon, a kind of grim acceptance had taken hold of him. If the problem could be solved, Ma and Pa would solve it. If it couldn’t, it was out of Vally’s hands. He decided to spend no more time worrying over the things he could not change. All things, from mountains to species to people, rose and fell in their time – and this problem, one way or another, would pass. He would be calm. He would be level-headed. He would go and find something interesting to read.
‘What’s the matter with you?’ demanded Pearl, when he passed her on the first floor.
Vally looked up. The Constant Irritation was teetering on a ladder, armed with a butterfly net. At the top of the bookshelf, the willie wagtail surveyed the Arcade like an emperor. 
‘Nothing,’ he said.
‘Val.’ She fixed him with a hard, steady look. ‘Have you seen your face?’
Annoyance prickled at him like an itch. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’
‘Tell me anyway.’ 
‘Why would I do that?’
‘Well, why do you talk to Ebenezer? He doesn’t understand you.’ 
‘Because he still listens,’ Vally said – and then realised that Pearl, in her own way, was offering to do the same. Maybe he was underestimating her. Linda was as old to him as he was to Pearl, and Vally didn’t like condescension from her, either. Pearl wasn’t a baby anymore. She’d seen Pa fall in the Fernery. And she’d said she had met the mystery visitor. Whatever was going on, she knew something about it. 
Vally fortified himself with a deep breath. ‘I think our Book Arcade is sick.’ 
He braced for the dismissive laughter, but it didn’t come. Pearl only frowned. ‘Has it started sneezing or something?’ 
‘No,’ Vally admitted. ‘But things have been … well, strange. With the lift breaking down, and everything. And Pa sounds like he has a cold.’ 
Eddie would have snorted, and said something like, ‘Strange? Our Arcade? You don’t say!’ 
Pearl did not. ‘You’re saying that the lift broke down and the china shelf fell because Pa is ill?’ 
‘Or the other way around.’ 
‘Pa fell … because the Arcade is ill?’ 
‘It sounds like twaddle,’ said Vally quickly. ‘I just thought –’
‘I don’t think it’s twaddle.’ Pearl pushed against the bookshelf, rolling her ladder along its railings. ‘I think that’s quite a saga-see-us observation.’ 
‘Sagacious?’ 
‘Is that how you say it?’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, it makes sense. Pa sort of is the Arcade, if you think about it.’
‘How does that make any sense?’
Pearl gestured broadly. ‘It’s like all the different parts of his personality. He loves music. He loves nature. He loves books, and art, and different cultures. And us!’
Vally looked around at the hundreds of thousands of books. All around the first floor, they were stacked on shelves and packed in drawers and standing in towers. Pa did know an awful lot about an astonishing array of topics. 
The wagtail looked about and fluttered down to a nearby reading chair. Pearl tiptoed down the ladder. 
‘So you believe me?’ asked Vally. 
‘I do.’ She tightened her grip on the butterfly net. ‘It’s all the Obscurosmith’s fault. I think Pa took one of his astonishing deals.’ 
Now she was the one talking twaddle. ‘Who’s Obscure Smith?’
‘Obscurosmith, Vally. The man from the other night.’ Pearl was as intent as a cat on the wagtail as it preened its paper feathers. ‘And when I catch this spy of his, I’ll burn it!’ She lunged at the wagtail, her net swooping down to trap it. It dived from the chair, somersaulted, and darted out of sight. 
Pearl popped up on her toes to look over the railing. The bird was gone. ‘Oh, bum.’ 
‘Who is he?’ Vally asked.
‘Pa says he sells things you can’t buy with money. Things like dreams and wishes.’ She swished her butterfly net to and fro. ‘He’s very tall, and he has a little beard, and a walking stick – but it’s secretly a magic wand. And he wears tails during the day.’ 
‘Hang on. Tails?’
‘Not a real tail, you donkey. A tailcoat.’
Vally’s last hope that she was making all of it up deserted him. ‘So can you wish for a million pounds?’ 
‘You could.’ Pearl brushed some dust off her skirt. ‘But Pa says you have to give something precious in return.’
‘Like selling your soul to the devil.’ 
‘Exactly like that,’ said Pearl. ‘Or Rumpelstiltskin.’
Vally looked around at the colourful spines of the books. He saw the rainbows shining down from the balcony above, the sparkle of brass and glass all around the Arcade. 
The realisation landed on his shoulders, as heavy and cold as a sack full of stones. ‘Oh, no …’
‘Oh, yes,’ said Pearl. 
The Arcade was their home. It was their neighbourhood and their playground. The joy and passion of their father’s enormous heart was woven into the reading chairs, buried in the wood grain of the shelves. Protectiveness surged up within Vally. ‘Pa can’t give the Arcade away! What could he wish for?’ 
‘Good question,’ said Pearl. ‘Let’s ask him.’ 
And before Vally could protest, his sister was striding away between the bookshelves, her butterfly net like a spear on her shoulder. 


Pa wasn’t in his office. He wasn’t in the flat. Even Mr Pyke, the manager – who had worked with Pa for more than twenty years – hadn’t seen him all afternoon. 
Pearl insisted on searching all the back rooms. By now, the Arcade was awash with sunset glow and gaslight. Hunger nagged at Vally as he climbed over a broken cabinet in the back room on the first floor. Maybe Pearl had fooled him after all, and this was just an elaborate game of make-believe. ‘Obscurosmith’ wasn’t a real word. Nothing was in the back rooms but boxes of dead stock and a few chairs, worn and vandalised. He was about to suggest that they return to the flat when Pearl, with a cry, knocked down a stack of pamphlets. 
‘What have you done now?’ 
His sister didn’t reply. He heard her shallow breathing, the slap of the pamphlets sliding to the floor. 
‘Pearl?’ Vally struggled through the dusty chairs. ‘What happened?’ He pushed through the piles of old paper towards the sound. There was his sister, pulling herself up. 
And there was his other sister. 
She was lying in the cot that each of them had slept in when they were little. Her bare feet just touched the end. She had dark curly hair like Ma’s. Her cheeks were smooth as porcelain. Her eyes were open. She was pale and still, except for her breathing. 
It felt like reaching the top of a tree, and hearing the branch crack underneath him. Like a lightbulb coming on in his chest, only to shatter. 
Ruby was dead. Ruby was three years dead and buried. She had died with the rash all over her, and what must now lie in her grave did not bear thinking about. This was a bad dream. A hole in time. A desperate hallucination of his grieving mind.
And still, Vally reached out to touch her. She would vanish. She would turn to dust. But he missed her so much. His fingers met the solid flesh of her face. She was cold. So cold it burned, like a steel rail on a winter morning. 
Vally pulled back. This was no nightmare – it was worse. The experience was real, and Ruby wasn’t. She hadn’t moved: not to look at him, nor at Pearl. Her chest was rising and falling, but the rhythm was wrong. She didn’t pause between one breath and the next. And he remembered the bittersweet, lilting tune to ‘What Our Ruby Did’, which Pa had written for her the day she went to her last party in her fairy costume. She danced like a fairy, she sang like a frog! She buzzed like a bee, she dashed like a dog! The song had no verse for this quiet, still thing. 
‘Who’s there?’ It was Pa’s voice, hoarse and angry – which was so unlike him that Pearl and Vally both froze. He came out of a supply cupboard in the back of the storeroom, with a blanket over his shoulder and two more in his arms. ‘You kids aren’t supposed to play in –’
He met Vally’s eye, and stopped dead. 
‘We’re sorry, Pa,’ Pearl said. ‘We looked for you everywhere …’ 
Their father half-leaned, half-fell against a cabinet. Bracing himself on the edge of it, he drew in a long, shuddering breath. 
Dust whirled in the air. Somewhere downstairs, a child squealed with laughter.
‘No, darling. I ought to be sorry.’ He glanced again at the quiet false daughter, breathing mechanically in the cot. ‘It serves me right for thinking this time would be different.’ 
Vally was trying not to lose his temper. He didn’t like fighting. He didn’t like the monkey inside that made him want to ball fists and bare teeth; that left him feeling ashamed and stupid afterwards, tasting bitterness. But the shock of seeing Ruby – only to have her torn away again – made him feel like someone was playing a cruel joke on him. His voice, when he spoke to his father, was harsher than he meant it to be. ‘What is this?’ 
Pa gave him a long look, as if he would only speak when everyone was ready to be rational.
That only stoked Vally’s fire. How dare he. Ruby wasn’t just another gimmick, another stunt to make people spend their money. ‘How did you do this? Why would you do this?’
‘You won’t show her in the Arcade, will you, Pa?’ Pearl went to their father and put her arms around his waist. ‘I know you miss her, but …’
‘She’s not for our Arcade, Pearlie.’ His voice was soft. ‘I thought if … if it worked, then …’ 
Vally wondered, with a jolt of alarm, if his father was about to cry. As far as the children knew, Pa had cried exactly once: when he was writing out the Ruby song to put in a new edition of Cole’s Funny Picture Book. Even then, only Linda had seen. 
But Pa didn’t break down. He took out his hanky and gave it to Pearl. ‘Why don’t we go down to the office, and have some of our best China tea?’ 
Vally didn’t want tea. He wanted answers. He wanted the cot gone, and the fake Ruby with it, and the Arcade to go back to flourishing, and his father to be bright and quick and weird again. Fear and uncertainty belonged to the outside world. Home was meant to be safe and happy, a place where solving a problem was as simple as finding the right book. 
But Pearl nodded, and leaned against Pa, hiding her face from the thing in the cot.
‘Go downstairs.’ He patted her back. ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’ He gave Vally a meaningful look. 
Time to be the big brother and shepherd Pearl downstairs. How frustrating. Vally lingered at the storeroom door, making sure their father was really following. 
He didn’t come right away. Instead, he spread the blankets over the copy of Ruby. He stroked her forehead, the way he did when any of the children were unwell. He reached over and closed a storybook, which Vally hadn’t noticed before, on a crate beside the bed. ‘There you are, dear girl. I’ll be back at bedtime.’ 
The copy did not move.



 CHAPTER FIVE 
AN ASTONISHING DEAL
Down in Pa’s office, the clock ticked loudly. The waitresses brought the teapot and cups right to the door. China tea wasn’t sweet, but it was aromatic and soothing. Pa’s care in pouring it made Pearl feel right to trust him, even though her brother was sitting with his arms crossed and his lips pressed hard together. She felt she was on the edge of understanding. The tale of the red monkey and the clever bird was pressing at her mind. The red monkey fell through the trees. The other monkeys missed her. Then the old monkey met a bird who said he could bring her back. 
Pearl had what her mother would have called a brainwave. As Pa sat down, Pearl fixed him with fresh attention. Vally was right. Pa wasn’t well, and nor was the Arcade, and it all pointed to the long-legged man who wore evening clothes in the daylight. 
Pearl knew her father was putting off speaking about the thing in the cot. She could tell, by how he kept glancing away, that he was ashamed of it. Or perhaps he was ashamed that he had tried to protect his children from seeing it, and failed. Pearl decided to be brave. 
‘Pa.’ She put down her teacup. ‘That little bird in your story … you were talking about the Obscurosmith, weren’t you?’ 
Pa looked up, alarmed, and a touch guilty.
‘I know I shouldn’t have peeked at his card the other day – but I did,’ Pearl said. ‘And since he’s been watching me with his paper bird, and since you said he sells impossible things … I’ve been wondering what he sold you, and now I know. You made a deal with the Obscurosmith to bring Ruby back.’ 
Her father frowned. ‘Well … when you put it like that …’ 
‘They go wrong, don’t they?’ Pearl said, sitting up a bit straighter – she was hitting her stride now. ‘His deals. He gets what he wants and it goes wrong for the other person.’
Pa sat back in his chair, his fingertips touching his beard. Then, in a halting, gentle voice, he began. ‘In the old days of Paddy’s Market, you had to have a good head on your shoulders. You’d meet a fellow who said he had a horse with its tail where its head should be. And you’d say to yourself, “well, there’s something I haven’t seen!” So you’d pay your penny and pull back the curtain, and what did you find? Just an old nag standing backwards in the stall, with its rump in the trough.’ 
This brought the tiniest smile from Vally, but he didn’t uncross his arms.
‘Across the way was a lady who said her ointment would make a man look young again.’ Pa was taking a while to get to the point, but Pearl didn’t mind. She liked his stories. ‘You’d take home the ointment, put it on your face – and it made you look young, all right. Your beard would all fall out, and you’d have a face as bald as a baby’s. So, after a few years selling pies and books in a place like that, I thought I knew every trick of the trade. And then … he turned up.’ 
‘The Obscurosmith?’ asked Pearl. 
Pa nodded. ‘He asked me to call him Magnus Maximillian, but that sounded like a stage name to me. He liked to introduce himself that way. Never “my name is,” but “call me such-and-such.” He struck me as friendly – charming, even. But he seemed to consider himself … not above the rest of us, exactly. Perhaps … a little off to the side.’
Vally shifted in his seat. ‘How do you mean?’ 
‘Well, the rest of us – all the shopkeepers – got our lunches and suppers at one stall or another. But I never saw him eat a thing. He didn’t seem to have any regular customers, but he had plenty who wanted a refund. They didn’t intend to ask him for one, either. They demanded. They begged. Or they would have, if they had been able to find him. I tried to help them when I could, but he had a way of disappearing just when you wanted him. And nobody was more miserable than the people who found him in the end.’
‘Why?’ asked Pearl. 
‘He didn’t give refunds,’ said Pa. ‘Only exchanges. If you didn’t like the first deal, and managed to find him, he’d swap it for something worse.’
Vally fixed his father with a critical squint. ‘And you thought you could trust a person like that?’ 
‘I shouldn’t have.’ Pa dragged his hand down his face. ‘But I couldn’t refuse. No one else could have done it.’
‘Done what – double-crossed you?’ Vally demanded. 
Pa closed his eyes hard, and Pearl almost didn’t hear what he said next. ‘I wanted her back in time for Easter.’ 
Pearl glared at her brother. He looked away.
‘I know you older ones don’t care much about Easter anymore, Val, but it’s still exciting for your little sisters.’ Pa’s voice was getting shaky again. ‘She used to love all the new clothes, and dyeing the eggs with vegetable skins, and the games at the church fête …’ 
‘Don’t forget the chocolate,’ said Pearl, afraid that Pa might break down if he tried to keep talking about Ruby. ‘The chocolate is very exciting for us.’
The distraction worked: Pa looked at her with that familiar moustache-quirk that meant a smile. ‘Anyway. I don’t know what became of Mr Maximillian when they rebuilt old Paddy’s. When I moved down to Cole’s Cheap Books, Bill Pyke and I had our hands full. I thought the old fox had moved out to North Melbourne or somewhere, and that was the end of that.’ 
‘Pfft. North Melbourne. Probably barracks for the Shinboners,’ said Vally snobbily – he went for the Melbourne Redlegs.
‘Wait a minute.’ Something about all this, Pearl realised, didn’t add up. And it wasn’t the idea of the strange man hollering for the Shinboners at the football. ‘How old was Mr Pyke when you worked at Paddy’s Market, again?’ 
‘About thirteen when he started, I think.’
‘And how old was the Obscurosmith?’ 
‘Thirty, I thought.’ 
‘But that was twenty-two years ago! The Obscurosmith looks younger than Mr Pyke! And if you didn’t talk to him in all that time, how did he find out about us?’ 
‘Us, as in the Book Arcade?’
‘No, us.’ Pearl gestured at herself and Vally. ‘Your children. He knew how Ruby passed, and he knew Linda was the oldest.’
‘We’re in the picture book,’ Vally said. ‘All those poems with our names in them.’
Pearl imagined the Obscurosmith sitting cross-legged, poring over Pa’s Funny Picture Book. If it were any other grown-up, that thought would have made her laugh. With the Obscurosmith, though, it seemed to add to his strangeness. As if he didn’t know the proper ways to behave. Or didn’t care. 
‘He truly seemed glad to see me,’ Pa continued. ‘Told me he’d been travelling the world, and in all that time, he’d never seen anything quite like our Arcade. He mentioned your manners, Pearl. And how noble that I kept the Read For As Long As You Like sign in such a grand building, and how nice for Melbourne to have such a unique attraction …’ At that, Pa looked immeasurably sad. ‘I did think he meant it, you know. I really thought he liked our Arcade.’ It was becoming more difficult for him to speak. ‘When he mentioned Ruby, I knew he was up to something, but I thought I hadn’t left any space for him to slither out. He asked for a treasure, in place of the one he would give me. And I lost my temper at him then.’ He squeezed Pearl’s hand. ‘I thought he was after you.’ 
A Ruby in exchange for a Pearl. She shivered.
‘I wrote out the contract. I said, you’re not to touch anyone else in my family. You’re not to disturb her grave. I don’t want my Ruby-Roo coming back like Frankenstein’s creature. If you can’t bring her back alive, as hale and hearty as she is in this picture, don’t try it at all.’ 
He opened one of his drawers and took out a photograph. It showed Ruby aged around five, dressed up in her best frilly coat and bonnet. Her dark, curious eyes were looking right at the camera. But because it was a formal picture, she wasn’t smiling. Pearl had only been small on the day of the portrait, but she remembered it. The photography studio on the Arcade’s second floor had newly opened, and the Coles had recently moved into their flat. Everyone had worn their Sunday best. Pearl, aged four, had ended up with the worst photograph. She’d thought it was funny to move at the last moment and make everyone groan in dismay, because as the second youngest, she didn’t get to be the centre of attention very often. Baby Ivy was absolutely terrified of the photographer, like a hulking monster under his black sheet. In the end, Ma had been forced to sit in a chair with a cloth over her head, holding Ivy on her lap. 
Ruby had kept still. They had all earned a raspberry lollipop afterwards, and when Pearl complained that Ruby’s was bigger, Ma said she deserved it for sitting so nicely. Looking back, it was astonishing. She climbed like a possum, she flopped like a seal, she leapt like a lamb, she slid like an eel. Ruby – the real Ruby – had barely ever been still at all, even in her sleep. When they were little, all the girls had shared a bed. More than once, Pearl had woken up with Ruby’s toe in her ear.
She found she was frowning hard. How wicked, how pedantic, to give them a Ruby who was technically breathing, yet as lifeless as a photograph. ‘The dirty cheat!’ Pearl jumped up from her chair, nearly knocking over the teapot. ‘You ought to send the coppers after him.’
Pa shook his head. ‘He hasn’t broken the contract …’ 
‘He conned you, Pa,’ said Vally. ‘That contract isn’t worth a fart in a whirlwind.’
‘Vally, don’t be crude –’ 
‘You should burn it. You can’t let that …’ Pearl searched for the worst words she knew. ‘That bloody bastard have our Book Arcade!’
‘Pearl!’ her father cried, but the violence of the exclamation threw him into such a fit of coughing that he had no breath to scold her. 
Vally stood up to offer Pa his handkerchief. ‘I think bloody bastard sounds about right.’ 
‘Look what he’s doing to you.’ Pearl put her hands on her hips. 
‘No more gutter-talk,’ said Pa sternly, as he recovered. ‘That goes for both of you. And you needn’t worry. I never said he could take our Arcade.’ 
‘What did you pay him?’ Vally asked. 
‘I took him up to Pamamull’s Gems. I said he could have the most expensive thing he liked on display.’ 
Mr Pamamull was the jeweller, whose department on the second floor was heady with sandalwood incense. He had a tiny gold elephant with a gem-covered veil, which was worth several hundred pounds. Plenty of people might have been satisfied with that, but Pearl thought of the evening Pa had brought her down on a feather. ‘Were those the exact words?’ 
‘Yes,’ Pa said. ‘I told him he could have nothing that he couldn’t see right there and then. And I was very careful, too, to say expensive, not costly or valuable. Those can mean personal value, you see, but expensive is only ever literal. I made it clear that he was allowed a tangible thing that was not physically attached to me at the time of the agreement.’
‘Why did you say that?’ asked Vally.
‘In case he tried to take a hand or an eye,’ Pa said. ‘Some wicked sorcerers will pay a fortune for a human hand.’
‘And the most expensive thing he could see was the building around you!’ Pearl said. The Book Arcade was only magically connected to Pa. Even though he was happiest at home, he wasn’t chained to it.
But Pa didn’t look convinced. ‘Why would he want our Arcade?’ 
‘He’s jealous,’ Pearl guessed. ‘All these years later, you’re a famous author with a house and a family and the most beautiful shop in Melbourne.’ 
‘And he’s the same slimy old conman as always,’ Vally said.
‘I can’t imagine him caring about having a house and a family.’ Their father shook his head. ‘No – it must be something else, something small or hidden that he can sell. A few days of good health, perhaps. People used to ask him for that sort of thing.’ 
‘But that goes against what you said,’ Vally pointed out. ‘Health isn’t tangible. You can’t pick up a jar of it from the grocer’s shop.’
‘You can hear if somebody’s breathing is normal, and feel their temperature. You can buy and sell medicines and poison.’ Pa tossed up his hand. ‘We sell ideas and stories here every day, Val. I think old Magnus knows exactly what he can get away with.’ 
‘Well, we mustn’t let him,’ said Pearl. ‘What are we going to do?’
Pa sat in silent thought. Something would come up, Pearl was sure. Something clever, mad, exciting. Her father deplored gambling … but he did take risks with his business. He had left his home forever when he was sixteen, like Linda was now. And since those first optimistic days, his strategy had been to throw all he had – be it money, intellect, effort or love – into every new idea. Edward William Cole, the Book King of Melbourne, did things so bold that no one else dared to try them, and that was why they worked.
So Pearl was a little surprised when, after a long silence, it was her brother who said, ‘I’ve just had a brainwave.’
They both turned to him. 
‘Let’s talk to this Obscurosmith.’ He picked up the photograph and leaned on the desk. ‘I mean, you said our Ruby, didn’t you? Yes, the one upstairs is like the picture – he’s got us there. But it’s not our Roo. So since he couldn’t do what you paid for, the contract should be cancelled.’ 
‘Goodness me,’ Pa said. ‘You be careful, Val, or you’ll wind up as a lawyer.’ 
‘Well, how about it? Shall we write to him?’ Vally was doing his best to look innocent, but he gave Pearl a warning glance. 
‘He doesn’t give out his address,’ said Pa. ‘But perhaps we can speak to him.’ 
‘On the telephone?’ Pearl reached for the machine’s speaking trumpet. 
‘Afraid not,’ her Pa replied. ‘We’re going to need your mother’s help.’ 
‘Righto,’ said Vally, which he only did when he was making a special effort to sound cheerful. He stood up straight and drummed a quick rhythm on his stomach. ‘Let’s go up to dinner, then, and see what we can do about this afterwards.’ He caught Pearl’s eye as he passed her. 
Ma’s spiritualist friends sometimes attempted telepathy. They couldn’t do it very well, nor for very long. The result was often garbled, like a song played on a worn-out phonograph, and tended to cause headaches. And Vally, for as long as Pearl could remember, had treated magic as if it was a horse that had kicked him. 
At that moment, though, she could almost feel him thinking at her. The slight widening of his eyes, the tense set of his mouth, made his message as clear in her mind as if he had said it aloud.
Trust me. Follow my lead. Don’t tell Pa.



 CHAPTER SIX 
LIQUORICE
AND PHOSPHORUS
Vally had a plan. It was daring, and probably unwise ... 
Strike that. It was outrageously, stupidly dangerous. It made his insides flip over every time he thought of it. But audacious courage had built this family, and audacious courage was how Valentine Cole intended to save it. 
The trouble was, he didn’t know how he was going to talk to the Obscurosmith alone. If his parents found out about the plan, that would be the end of it. And the likelihood that they would was growing by the minute. His mother was getting completely carried away. After dinner, she bustled about the flat in a gaudy peacock shawl, and a matching turban that kept sliding off her head. She liked to make a real spectacle of her magic, using all sorts of symbols and trinkets and things she thought made her look mysterious. 
‘I hope this works,’ she said, as she lined up a candlestick with a compass in her hand. ‘Who’s this Mr McMillan, again?’ 
‘Pa used to work with him in Paddy’s Market,’ said Vally, which was true.
‘He’s been off travelling the world,’ said Pa, which was also true. ‘Popped in to say hello last weekend.’
‘I’ve never tried to call a living person before.’ Ma struck a match and lit the candle. ‘Is he attuned to the spiritual plane? Is he any good at magic?’ 
‘Very,’ said Pearl, and that was true as well.
‘Why can’t you call him on the telephone?’ asked Ivy.
‘We don’t know where he’s staying,’ said Pa, which was technically true. 
Eddie closed the curtains. ‘Why do you need to talk to him at all?’ 
‘Pa forgot to invite him to our Easter lunch,’ said Vally, which was a complete lie.
Linda looked at her younger siblings with narrowed eyes. ‘Not like you, Pa, to be so disorganised.’ She liked things organised. Even her name was organised alphabetically: Ada Belinda Cole.
‘Well, we all make mistakes,’ said Vally, in what he hoped was a cheery voice.
Linda pursed her lips. No doubt she was filing this odd exchange for later. 
But Ma didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. ‘Worth a try. The more, the merrier, I say!’ 
She did say that often, in fact – but she wasn’t always right. She and her friends held gatherings every month or two, sometimes at the Coles’ house. Nights devoted to fortune-telling or exchanging goodluck charms were always wonderful, the laughter of women ringing through the flat until the children fell asleep. But Vally had seen his mother’s seances, and they were anything but merry. Ghosts tended to arise from violent deaths, and they brought the fear of that violence with them. The candles would flicker, and the room would grow cold. Sometimes a ghost would knock down an ornament. One had written LET ME GO in matchsticks. A few could speak: they cursed, or wept, or asked the same question over and over, not always in English. This left Vally with the impression that ghosts – if they were ghosts, and not tricks – were the most pitiable beings in existence. They were lost and angry and confused, stuck in a cycle of the same few behaviours. It made him glad that, for all the times Ma had tried to speak to Ruby from beyond the grave, she hadn’t replied. Wherever his sister was, at least she wasn’t here.
Or rather, it would have made him glad last week. Now, knowing what he knew about the thing in the storeroom, he almost wished Ruby would answer. At least then he could be sure that the girl in the storeroom wasn’t really her. The copy was a horrible thing, but it would be worse if his sister’s spirit was trapped in a new body that couldn’t move.
What if this attempt to speak to the Obscurosmith called up someone else instead? The Melbourne Gaol was only a few blocks away – they’d been hanging murderers there for nearly fifty years. Frederick Deeming had been strung up last year. People said they felt his spectral hands around their throats in Hosier Lane.
‘Vally!’ Ma touched the fourth candle to the third. ‘Did you hear what I said?’ 
He hadn’t. 
‘Put the dog in the kitchen. We can’t have him breaking our concentration.’ 
No backing out now. Resigned to his impending doom, Vally did as he was told. Ebenezer looked up at him with baleful eyes, and Vally gave him a good scratch under the chin. Sometimes, that dog seemed to be the only sane creature in this house.
When he returned, the rest of the family were seated at the table. A yellowed piece of paper was spread upon it. 
‘Lights out, please, Val,’ said his mother. 
He turned the gas lamp down until the flame went out, and took a seat between Ivy and Ed. The sun had set outside, so it was now quite dim in the room. As his eyes adjusted, Vally could make out a glowing green ring on the paper.
‘What’s that, Ma?’ asked Ivy.
Ma dropped her voice to a dramatic whisper. ‘Ectoplasm.’
‘Phosphorus,’ Eddie muttered to Pearl. ‘And it’s made from wee.’ 
Pearl scrunched up her nose. ‘It is not made from wee, you fibber.’
‘It is,’ said Vally, who had read about it in a chemistry book. ‘Human wee.’ 
‘You’re both stupid,’ said Pearl.
‘Sit down, sit down,’ Ma clucked, rather un-mystically. ‘Now put your hands on the table, everyone, like so.’ 
The seven of them spread their hands flat, making the shape of a many-pointed star on the table. Eddie looked bored. Linda was biting her lip, as if nervous. Pa simply seemed tired. 
‘All right,’ said Ma, in hushed tones. ‘We need something of his, to establish a connection.’ 
Pa reached inside the breast pocket of his waistcoat, then grunted in surprise. ‘He must have taken back his card.’ 
Vally groaned inwardly. The paper bird was all they had left of the Obscurosmith, and they would never be able to catch it.
‘Wait.’ Pearl hopped off her chair, ran from the room, and dashed back in with a liquorice button between her fingers. ‘Is this OK?’
Eddie frowned. ‘You got that from a stranger?’ 
‘I wasn’t going to eat it, Ed,’ said Pearl witheringly. 
‘That will do nicely. Pass the candle, Pearlie, while you’re up.’ Ma set the liquorice in the centre of the phosphorescent circle. Taking a sprig of dried lavender from the folds of her shawl, she held it over the candle and let the ashes fall on the sweet. It was a more theatrical magic than Pa’s, more dependent on gesture and ritual, but that was what Ma thought magic ought to be, so that was what worked for her. She blew out the candle, and began to chant in a deep, eerie voice. 
‘Across the town, through walls of stone,
We call to you we name, alone,
With all our powers now combined:
If you can hear, show us a sign.’
‘Now all together,’ she said. ‘Martin –!’
‘Magnus,’ said Pa.
‘Magnus Maximillian,’ they all chanted slowly. ‘Magnus Maximillian! Magnus Maximillian!’ 
The circle flared to startling brilliance. The liquorice hopped up and spun in the air. The Coles reared back from the table with exclamations of astonishment. Ivy grabbed Vally’s hand. 
Then the glowing ring vanished altogether, leaving the paper blank. The liquorice fell back to the table. 
‘Hello?’ Ma said.
In the dim silence, Eddie and Linda exchanged looks. Beyond the flat, the evening customers tramped about the Arcade. The horses jangled with their cabs down Bourke Street. Several perfect moments for something to happen went past. Nothing did.
‘We’d better do it again,’ Ma said, sounding less confident now. ‘Hands on the table. Across the town, through walls of stone …’
‘But he did give us a sign,’ Linda said. ‘He heard you – he just didn’t talk.’
‘Maybe we caught him in the bath.’ Ivy leaned towards the circle, raising her voice a little. ‘Sorry, if you’re in the bath!’ 
Things continued not to happen. 
‘Pity,’ said Eddie. ‘Got to study, if you’ll excuse me.’
One by one, they trickled out, leaving Pa, Pearl and Vally behind. Vally’s disappointment must have shown, because his father smiled at him in sympathy. ‘Never mind, eh?’ He stood and let Ebenezer out of the kitchen. ‘Don’t you two worry about Maximillian. I’ll sort him out.’ 
Then he left as well, with the dog and the evening paper.
‘I really thought it would work,’ said Pearl, crestfallen. ‘Why didn’t he say anything?’
‘Maybe Ma doesn’t know what he looks like well enough to imagine him. Or maybe she never believed it would work in the first place.’ Gesturing for her to follow, Vally stood and took his jacket off the polar bear. ‘The only reliable thing about magic is that it’s unreliable. There must be a book somewhere in the Arcade that can help us to …’
He trailed off as he opened the front door. There, on the threshold, stood a fine top hat. Had one of the staff members brought back Pa’s hat? No; that was on top of the bear. 
‘Whose is that?’ Pearl wondered aloud. 
A hand slid out from under it. Vally almost knocked his sister down behind him. 
The disembodied hand reached out of the hat and lifted it, as if in greeting. But instead of stopping when the arm was fully extended, the hat continued to rise. One long leg kicked free, then another. The hatband stretched like rubber, and out popped a tall man with a goatee.
‘Don’t look so surprised,’ he drawled. ‘You called me.’
‘Mr Maximillian?’ Vally glanced over his shoulder into the flat. ‘But that’s not really your name, is it?’ 
The stranger lifted his hat, gave it a shake and caught a silver-topped cane as it fell out. ‘One of many.’ 
‘We didn’t ask you to drop in,’ said Pearl, whose face was set in an intense frown. ‘Why didn’t you say anything in our circle?’ 
‘I prefer to talk face to face.’ He tapped the stem of his cane with his fingers. ‘And speaking of faces, Miss Cole, you’d better hope the wind doesn’t change, or yours will stay like that.’
A sudden breeze blew her hair back. Behind her scowl, Pearl squeaked in horror. She tried to open her mouth, but her face kept forcing itself back into the same expression.
‘Stop that,’ Vally said. ‘Stop all of this.’ 
The man shrugged. ‘If you insist.’ He ran his hand along his cane, rapidly clicking a few of the little wheels into place, and twirled it in a circle. 
Cole’s Book Arcade went impossibly silent. Beside the lift, a young lady balanced on one foot, frozen in mid-stride. Down on the first floor, a shelving-lad teetered on a ladder, a stack of books hanging motionless in the air as they tumbled from his arms.
‘You know what I meant,’ Vally said, though he took the chance to close the door to the apartment. ‘We want our Arcade put back to rights. And our Pa.’ 
Magnus Maximillian spun his cane the other way. The Book Arcade came to life again, and Pearl’s face unfroze. ‘There. Good as new.’ He turned and strode away. 
‘It is not as good as new!’ Pearl scrambled after him, Vally on her heels. ‘You didn’t give Pa what he asked for. You don’t get our Arcade.’ 
‘I gave you the child. Just like the picture, he said.’ 
‘Pa asked you for our Ruby,’ Vally said. ‘Our Ruby would have recognised us.’ 
‘There’s no pleasing some people,’ sighed Magnus Maximillian, without turning around. 
‘We could …’ Vally began, but the rest of the words wouldn’t come out. They seemed to be swimming in his stomach. He tried again. ‘We could make a deal to buy the Arcade back from you.’ 
There it was. His own devil’s bargain. His head was in the lion’s mouth. 
‘I’m tired of these little one-off deals,’ said Mr Maximillian lightly. ‘They’re dead ends. And I’ve already got what I wanted.’ He waved at the Arcade. ‘Just as well. I was starting to tire of playing the same old song. I need a challenge.’
The word play pulled a thought from the back of Vally’s mind. It was something Pa had written. In the Condensed Library of the Future, consisting of the hundred best books on the choicest subjects, one of those must be a game book, for the love of play is a beautiful part of human nature …
‘What about a game, then?’ 
Maximillian stopped still. Vally’s heart banged against his ribs, as if to punish him. 
‘A game?’ He turned to the Cole children with hawk-bright eyes. ‘What kind of game?’ 
Vally had to haul the words up from inside him again. They were afraid to come out in the wrong order. ‘If you win, you can have the Arcade.’ 
‘Your father already gave me the Arcade.’ 
Pearl looked at Vally, and Vally at Pearl. Vally hoped his sister would have the sense to keep her mouth shut this time. Yet he also found himself wishing she knew the exact right thing to say, because he did not.
‘I think the old place and I will get along beautifully, once its old master is gone.’ Magnus Maximillian gave the balcony railing a sweeping caress. ‘Curious building, this. Although I’ll have to streamline it a bit, once he’s all cleared out. Rainbows are all very well for Cole’s Kiddie Funfair, but Maximillian’s Impossible Emporium ought to be more sophisticated.’ He twiddled the wheels on the stem of his cane. The warm brown wood of the railing turned black, as if his fingers were bleeding ink. The handsome wooden floorboards turned to cold black tiles around his feet. The plant-like curlicues of the wrought-iron balustrades shifted and bent into a mesmerising pattern of sharp angles. ‘How does this look?’
Like a vampire’s bathroom, Vally did not say. ‘You’re getting ahead of yourself.’ 
‘Am I?’ said Maximillian carelessly, but the furnishings around him returned to their usual design. ‘I’m afraid if you have nothing more to offer, I have nothing to lose by turning you down.’ 
‘All right,’ said Pearl. ‘You can have all our memories of it, too.’
‘Your memories?’ His nose wrinkled. ‘They might have sentimental value to you, but that has little to do with –’ With a small jolt, he cut himself off. A wild thrill of greed crossed his face. ‘Hang about. All your memories?’ 
‘She didn’t say that,’ said Vally. ‘She means her memories of the Arcade and my memories of the Arcade only. You can’t have anyone else’s memories, and you can’t take our memories of the seaside or Cousin Lily’s house, or anything like that.’ 
‘Or our brains,’ said Pearl. 
‘What could I possibly do with your brains?’ He made it sound as if there were so many horrible things to do with a child’s brain that he was spoilt for choice. 
Vally set his jaw. ‘What could you possibly do with our memories?’ 
‘You wouldn’t believe the things people demand from me. Give me happiness. Make my enemies miserable. Those don’t grow on trees, you know. I have to find them somewhere, and at no small expense. But memories of a childhood in a place like this – you’ve got some powerful stuff in those little heads, haven’t you? Real high-grade joy and top-notch sorrow …’ He made a grasping motion towards Pearl. ‘Can’t you give me some now?’ 
She pulled back. ‘No!’
‘Not even to check the quality of the merchandise?’
‘Not even,’ said Vally. ‘You can do that in your Insanity Warehouse.’ 
‘Impossible Emporium, Valentine. Keep up.’ 
Vally didn’t remember telling the strange man his name, but he tried not to show his surprise. ‘Why do you even want our Book Arcade? What did Pa ever do to you?’ 
‘I assure you both, this is nothing personal against your father. He’s done well for himself – that’s admirable. I simply don’t have the patience to spend twenty years building an empire like this. Especially not when this one is right here, and so much to my liking. Attractive urban location, distinctive character, and so treasured by so many people …’ 
‘What if the customers don’t like your Emporium?’ Pearl asked. 
‘I’m sure enough of them will,’ replied Magnus Maximillian, like a cat contemplating an aviary full of finches. ‘Some people are intrigued by the things they find … creepy.’ 
It was how Pearl had described him in the Fernery on Monday – and it made Vally wonder whether the ghost of a hanged murderer might have been less dangerous than this man. Pearl was right. The wagtail was a spy. 
Magnus Maximillian straightened his cuffs. ‘I suppose if you won, you would keep the Arcade?’ 
‘And all the people and things that belong in it,’ said Pearl. ‘And don’t bring back all the things we’ve ever sold, or stuff the whole city in here at once. We want the Arcade back to its usual self. No tricks.’ 
‘And you’ll stop draining away our Pa, too,’ said Vally. 
‘And we keep our memories.’ 
‘And your dear departed sister, I expect?’ 
‘No,’ Vally said. ‘Leave her in peace. You didn’t give her back properly the last time and you shouldn’t be trying to do it at all.’
‘Just your father, your memories and your Book Arcade, then.’ A golden Arcade medallion flashed between his fingers, back and forth. ‘I find poker and chess rather cliché, I’m afraid …’ 
Maximillian was losing interest. In a desperate effort to keep him on the hook, Vally said, ‘It can be any game you like.’ 
‘Any game I like?’ He said it as if each word was uniquely delicious. ‘How about Race Around the World? Or I Spy Goodbye? Or we could play a little game I call …’ He leaned in towards them, the medallion in his open palm. ‘Pearl and Valentine Disappear Forever.’ 
As his thumb passed over it, the token vanished. 
Vally bit his lip and glanced at his sister. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.
Maximillian laughed, with such sudden force that they both jumped. ‘I’m joking! That game is no fun. I only get one turn.’ 
‘We wouldn’t agree to it anyway,’ said Pearl. ‘We’ll only play if you agree not to rig it.’
‘Boo,’ said Magnus Maximillian, like a bored heckler.
‘You said you wanted a challenge,’ Vally said. ‘Give us a decent chance.’ 
‘And don’t cheat,’ said Pearl. ‘If you cheat, you forfeit.’ 
‘You drive a hard bargain.’ Fidgeting absent-mindedly with the little wheels of his cane, Maximillian surveyed the Arcade. ‘I’ll take those odds. Only for the novelty, mind you. Are those all your terms?’ 
Were they? Vally exchanged looks with Pearl again. No cheating, no brain theft, playing for double or nothing. He gave her the slightest nod. She returned it. 
‘Then here are mine.’ Magnus Maximillian whipped his cane up under one arm. Without warning, he clapped a gloved hand to one each of Pearl and Vally’s shoulders and pushed them towards the railing. ‘We shall begin tomorrow night at eight o’clock.’ He pointed out a rainbow on the upper gallery. As they watched, the crimson band began to shrink, fading from left to right like a fan snapping closed. When it was gone, the orange did the same. ‘You will have, let’s see … one plus two plus three plus four …’ 
Theatrically, he raised the corresponding number of fingers as he counted. As he passed ten, they kept unfolding from his hands – an extra five, another six. Vally shuddered. 
‘… plus seven …’ Maximillian looked down at his hideous multitude of fingers, and shook his hands into a blur. When he stopped, they had returned to normal. ‘You’ll have twenty-eight hours to play seven rounds.’
Vally did the maths. Twenty-eight hours from eight o’clock on Friday would mean … ‘We’ll finish at midnight. And that’s not a cliché?’
‘No, young sir – that is tradition.’ Yellow, green, blue and indigo faded to the grey of old bones. ‘Lose a round, and you’re out. If this happens before the final round is done …’ The last band, violet, shrank to half its length, to a quarter, to nothing. ‘I win.’
With a wave of his hand, the rainbow fanned out again. Magnus Maximillian resumed his promenade of the top floor balcony, so the Coles had to keep chasing him.
‘Why seven?’ asked Pearl. 
‘Because there are seven colours. Because there are seven Coles. Because it’s odd, and looks sinister.’ 
‘No it doesn’t,’ said the Constant Irritation. ‘I don’t think sevens are scary at all.’
Vally tried to elbow her in the ribs, to make her shut up, but he missed.
‘Have you not been concentrating on your Latin classes, Miss Cole?’ Magnus Maximillian traced a seven in the air. ‘I only meant that it faces left.’
‘And when we do win,’ said Vally, ‘you’ll give us our Arcade back and stop hurting our Pa?’
‘If you win … certainly.’ Maximillian extended both hands for them to shake, one arm over the other. 
‘No crossies,’ Pearl said. 
‘Forgive me. Old habits, you know.’ He grinned, and uncrossed his arms. Something in Vally was drawn to that smile, like a fish to a light in the deep. Then his left hand was clasped tight. Maximillian’s grip was hot through the glove, as unbearable and unnatural as the chill of Ruby’s copy in the storeroom. 
Before the Coles had time to wrench free, Magnus Maximillian let go of Vally’s left hand and Pearl’s right. He tossed up his cane and snatched it out of the air. ‘Any game I like! What a treat.’ Cat-like, he hopped up onto the balcony railing, and flicked two of the wheels on the stem of his cane. ‘Goodnight, Miss Cole; Master Cole.’ 
And with a tip of his hat, he stepped off. 
Pearl and Vally ran to the edge. But there were no crashes, no screams. Down below, the customers went on reading and chatting by soft gaslight. The man had vanished. 



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
THE GAME HE LIKED
The Arcade’s condition didn’t get any worse that night. It didn’t get any better, either. Nor did Pa. 
‘Cole, I am putting my foot down,’ said Ma on Friday morning. ‘You shall telephone Doctor Simmons today, go to bed, and rest properly. You’re becoming a hermit.’ 
Pearl had a fleeting fantasy of her father shrinking down and crawling into a shell, with only his beard poking out. Then she remembered a hermit was not a hermit crab, but a kind of mad old man in the wilderness. 
She looked over at Vally, who raised his brows. It was bizarre to be sharing a secret with Vally. He was the most serious of her siblings, and the most strange to her. He could be cold sometimes, and never more than when he called her a constant irritation. He was too old to be her playmate like Ivy, but not old enough to look after her, like Linda. Ruby had always been between them, showing different sides of herself with each. When she’d died, they had both pulled back from the void she left behind – Vally leaning one way, towards Ed, and Pearl reaching the other way, for Ivy.
Now they had something in common, and the burden of it was dark and strange and heavy. Pa knew part of it, but how could they tell him the rest? He didn’t like betting when the wager was a penny. He would be cross if they told him they were betting his life, his Arcade and part of themselves on a game with the Obscurosmith. Or worse – and in fact, more likely – he’d be disappointed. He’d worry. No, they’d agreed: Pa was not to find out.
It was the longest Friday of Pearl’s life. Perhaps if Vally hadn’t gone to school, they might have passed the time preparing for what was ahead of them – but he had, so they couldn’t. The doctor came and said Pa would likely recover in a few days. Thoughts of the paper wagtail kept fluttering across her mind. Even inside her head, she couldn’t catch it and hold it still. 
‘Perhaps your Pa should build that Whipping Machine,’ said the tutor in mock-despair, when he found Pearl’s work untouched after half an hour. 
Ivy looked smug. Her slate was filled with wobbly sums. Pearl could only see the sevens. Odd and sinister.
What had she and Vally got themselves into?


Pearl was thrumming like a violin string all evening. She couldn’t read. She couldn’t think. Pa had gone to bed early, on the doctor’s orders, and the last bright streaks of sunset were fading from the sky. Cole’s Book Arcade was golden with the glow of the gas lamps. She looked down from the second-floor balcony at all the shiny brass columns, the obelisks, the colourful books. The Book Arcade Band was playing, and the people were happy. It made her want to cry. She had known this place all her life. It had opened the week before she was born, and the Coles had moved in when she was four years old. She could imagine a world in which the Book Arcade did not exist, but she couldn’t imagine her world without it. 
‘Vally?’ 
He was pacing behind her, staring at the pocket watch he’d received for his birthday, Saint Valentine’s Day, a few weeks ago. He wound it every twelve hours even though it could run for thirty. Its little heartbeat hadn’t slowed once. ‘Hm?’ 
‘Did we do something very stupid?’
‘We made the best of a bad situation.’ 
‘But if we lose, it’ll be as if this place was never here. As if Pa never existed.’ 
‘Then let’s make sure we don’t lose.’
Pearl didn’t know how that was possible. She had no idea what the game would be, never mind how to win it. However, she was sure that it would not be like playing a board game with Linda, who often gave her little sisters strategic advice that cost her the game. It would probably be more like playing against Eddie: a hero for his own team, but a ruthless bully to his opponents. 
‘That’s eight o’clock,’ said Vally, snapping his watch closed.
No gong. No gunshot. No thunder. They looked at the rainbows. They were all intact, from red through to violet. The Obscurosmith was nowhere to be seen. 
‘There!’ Vally pointed at the skylight. The paper wagtail was dancing and tumbling in the air. It landed on the Ornament Department sign above them. It preened itself. From its tail, a paper feather broke free and began to spiral downwards.
Pearl didn’t have her butterfly net. Below, the customers were tramping all about the floor. 
She lunged out over the railing and clapped the falling feather from the air. As she opened her hands, tiny letters in a looping silver script sparkled back at her. ‘Val, look!’ 
Her brother leaned over her shoulder. ‘Follow me? ’ 
The paper bird wagged its tail – and dived. 
Pearl and Vally ran past the Ornament Department and down the staircase, footfalls like tumbling apples on the steps. A group of ladies gasped and clucked as the Coles raced past them. They pelted down the next flight of stairs, between Toy Land and the Perfumery, and came out on the ground floor between Lolly Land and the Tea Salon. Pearl jumped the last four steps. 
Vally was breathless. ‘Where’d it go?’ 
A young man moved on, continuing his browsing – and behind him was the paper wagtail, staring at the Coles with its empty white eyes. 
They ran across the Arcade. The wagtail teased them, flitting first one way, then another, always just out of reach. It came to rest upon the big central display in the children’s section. Pa’s books were arranged on steps, like Japanese festival dolls: joke books, educational books about animals, and the ever-popular Funny Picture Book, which stood in pride of place. The crossed rainbows on its cover were as bright as ever against a black background. But as Pearl came nearer, she saw that it was not quite the same Funny Picture Book as always. The words, which should have been as familiar as Pearl’s own reflection, had changed and shifted into a new verse – a sinister parody of the one her father printed on his covers. Each line was printed in a different colour. 
The famous rainbows of cole’s book arcade
Now count its final hours as they fade.
In seven wondrous rooms, you’ll find a test
To pass before the next can be addressed.
All must be solved in time for you to win.
Avoid, therefore, the snares that lurk within.
As it began, it ends. be good sports, if not friends.
Pearl opened her father’s book. Something slid out and landed on her toes. It was a bouquet of leaves and flowers, too fresh and too large to have fit inside the covers. ‘How did he do that?’ 
‘He’s had a full day to prepare,’ Vally said. ‘He would have set everything up like a row of dominoes.’
‘And this is the first domino?’
‘I suppose.’ He took the flowers, which were mostly red and blue. ‘Ooh, a Venus flytrap.’
Pearl frowned. The carnivorous flower seemed like a threat. ‘He said we would play seven rounds. Where should we find the first round?’ 
‘We’ll have to look all over the Arcade. You take that side.’ Vally started off towards Bourke Street, leaving Pearl to take the Little Collins end. 
‘Wait a minute!’ She hurried after him. ‘We shouldn’t leave the flowers. They might be important.’ 
‘Important for what?’ He didn’t stop. ‘I don’t know any games where you use flowers. Except that loves-me-not thing you do with daisies.’ 
‘Vally!’ She ducked between a pair of ladies with huge bustles. ‘They might have a secret message in them.’
He was only a little older than her, a little bigger, a little further ahead in his education. But as he looked down at her then, Pearl knew he was lording every inch and every day over her. ‘And they might have a spider in them. But I don’t see one, so we might as well not waste our time.’ 
‘Of course you can’t see it, Val. That’s what “secret” means.’ She held up the bouquet. ‘There’s a special code you can use to send a message with flowers. Most of them mean that you love someone, but an orange tiger lily means you hate them.’ 
‘What do these ones say, then?’
‘I don’t know.’ The tiger lily had appeared in a funny story she had read recently, about a poor fool who gave his sweetheart the wrong flowers. ‘We’ll have to ask someone.’ 
‘I don’t think we should.’ 
‘The Obscurosmith never said we couldn’t.’
He shook his head. ‘Bad idea.’ 
‘He’ll use every trick he can think of. Why shouldn’t we?’
Vally struck out an emphatic finger. ‘One, if we start looking for loopholes, he’ll just find a worse one. Two, if we tell someone, they might tell Pa. And three, they might actually try to help and mess everything up for us.’ 
He was probably right about that last part. ‘They don’t have to help us with the game,’ Pearl conceded. ‘Just the flowers.’ 
‘Who are you thinking of? Because if it’s Linda –’
‘Actually, I was thinking of …’ She hesitated. She wasn’t sure she could pronounce Mauritian with vitiligo, and she needed Vally to take her seriously. ‘Mr Gabriel.’ 
‘What makes you think he knows about secret flower language?’ 
‘He might not. But he’ll know where to find the books about it.’
‘All right, fine, we’ll ask Mr Gabriel.’ Vally gestured at the rainbows that shone down from the balconies on the first floor. The crimson bands no longer stretched from left to right. They were each missing a tiny piece from one end. ‘But we’d better not waste any time.’


Simon Gabriel had big bushy mutton-chops. He spoke more languages than anyone Pearl knew. He had visited more countries than the rest of the Arcade staff put together. He spent so much time taking customers to find certain books that he knew the shelves like his personal library. If he didn’t know everything, he knew where to find it out. 
He looked a little sceptical when Pearl and Vally came to Non-Fiction Enquiries with the bouquet in hand, but seemed glad to help when they told him it was one of Ma’s after-dinner games. He gathered field guides and gardening books for them, of every kind. 
‘Now, that one will help you with herbs and vegetables.’ Pearl tried not to stare as he stretched to take down a short fat volume, making his cuffs pull back to show his skin condition. It was none of her business that Mr Gabriel had pale hands and brown arms, but that was different to what most people had, and difference interested her. She wondered if vitiligo was painful. 
‘But what you really need is one of these.’ Mr Gabriel placed it atop the stack of books they had already collected with a satisfying smack. 
Pearl took it down and leafed through it. ‘Mr Gabriel, this doesn’t have any pictures.’ 
‘It’s a flower dictionary.’ He spread the book open on the desk. Every page had a left-hand column of plant names, and a right-hand column of words like wisdom and courage. ‘See, those are the meanings there. Every bouquet sends a message. You mustn’t ever give flowers to your beloved without knowing their meaning, young Valentine.’ 
Vally cringed a bit. He was a gentle sort of boy, like Pa, but Pearl had the feeling he wanted to be boisterous and hard, like Eddie. ‘No tiger lilies, right?’ he said.
‘Certainly not! No snapdragons, either – that’s a flat rejection. English ivy, on the other hand, is practically a marriage proposal. Now, as for these ones …’ Mr Gabriel pulled the book towards him. ‘You’ve got a scarlet lychnis there. That’s brilliant eye.’ 
Vally pointed to a set of delicate pink-tinged jaws. ‘And that’s a Venus flytrap.’ 
‘Yes, that’s deceit – where did your mother get these at this time of year? And this is speedwell.’
‘Telling us to hurry up?’ Pearl said. 
‘According to this,’ said Mr Gabriel, ‘it could also mean semblance or appearance.’ 
‘So,’ said Vally. ‘Bright eye, deceit, appearance. Look carefully at a thing that looks like something … but isn’t?’
‘An optical illusion?’ Pearl said. 
Vally tapped his chin. ‘In every wondrous room, you’ll find a test …’
And then it was obvious. ‘Wonder Land has optical illusions!’ 
‘Good thinking,’ Vally said. ‘Thanks, Mr Gabriel!’ 
As they ran towards the funhouse, the electric rainbow lights arching above the doorway looked like nothing so much as a mouth.



 CHAPTER EIGHT 
WONDER LAND
Wonder Land was usually dark and noisy. The customers would wander through its twisting passageways, laughing and yelling. They stumbled on the warped chequerboard of the Tiles of Madness. They bobbed and waved their arms before the four warped mirrors, making their reflections hideous. They twirled the wide brass praxinoscopes and watched the pictures inside come to life: a child chasing a hoop, a pair of acrobats swinging on a trapeze. At the Window to the Deep, they would gasp in awe at the glowing fish rippling through the dark water. They gawked at the Two-Headed Serpent, Terror of Toowoomba – a little pair of conjoined twin pythons called Bubble and Squeak. They marvelled at the Wall of Wonders: the Unicorn Horn, the Martian Rose, the Amazing Deadly Mandrake. Some of these curiosities, like the ammonite fossil, were genuine. Many were not, like the horn, which wasn’t from a unicorn but an oryx antelope. Vally felt a selfish pleasure in their secret truths, like a treat he didn’t have to share.
But all that was during the day. Now Wonder Land was eerily quiet. Vally’s footsteps rang out on the floor. It seemed less like a fun darkness, full of interesting things to discover, and more like a dangerous darkness where anything could be hiding. 
Pearl strode past him. ‘All right, what are we looking for?’
‘Some kind of test, and some kind of snare.’ A thirty-foot oarfish reared into view at the Window to the Deep, flashing its luminous stripes in the black sea. The Window was a fortunate accident of magical failure. Pa had meant to create a Window Across the World, to help people learn about one another’s cultures – like an explorer’s photographic slide show, but live and in colour. He’d chosen the island of Java for the experiment. Not counting the attempts that had been interrupted, Pa had failed a dozen times to make the Window display anything but his frustrated reflection. The last attempt was a twenty-page mental marathon, which had taken Pa the five quietest hours of the night to write and left him groggy all the next day. Whether he had the wrong coordinates, or whether Java was simply too far away, the enchantment had missed its target completely. The Window showed the ocean’s twilight zone, somewhere in the world. But it was easier to take a steamer to Java than to dive a thousand feet into the sea. In a way, the Window to the Deep was a greater educational success than anyone could have hoped.
‘You won’t find it in there, Val.’ Pearl skipped over to where the mechanical orchestra was poised in wait for a coin. Then she froze. ‘Did you hear that?’
‘Probably the Arcade cooling down.’ The building always creaked when the temperature changed, like the cracking of muscles in a stretch.
Pearl looked at the ceiling. ‘I think it was thunder.’ 
Vally stood still and listened. A low, distant roar was just audible, running under the sounds of the customers outside. ‘It’s the wind.’ 
‘I don’t remember it being windy when we started.’ 
Neither did Vally. He’d been thinking about the challenge ahead of them, not the weather. It annoyed him that Pearl wasn’t doing the same now. He gave her only a shrug in reply, then turned to look into the Famous Figures boxes. His own face peered back at him from atop the miniature waxwork bodies of Napoleon Bonaparte, Ned Kelly, Queen Victoria. Nothing strange there – just the usual mirrored illusions. 
He didn’t quite trust Pearl to notice any differences in the Wall of Wonders, but he left her to it and examined Bubble and Squeak. The pythons raised their heads, tongues flicking. They probably hoped he would give them something to eat. Feeding them took patience – as well as time and dead mice, which Vally didn’t have. Bubble and Squeak didn’t know they had the same body. They had to be fed a minute or two apart, each head hidden from her twin’s sight with a piece of card, so that they didn’t fight over each other’s food. Just as well Vally didn’t have to share a body with any of his siblings. It was hard enough sharing a room with Eddie sometimes.
Nothing was extraordinary about the pythons tonight. At least, no more extraordinary than the pythons themselves. Vally turned to face his reflection, monstrously tall in the distorted glass. Pa called this part of Wonder Land the Smiling Gallery, but he was the only one. Across the city, everyone referred to them as ‘the funny mirrors’. Was anything funny about them this evening? Vally stepped closer to the first mirror, where a short fat reflection with a giant head peered back. Tiny marks showed on the mirror’s frame. Vally crouched to investigate the bottom left corner, his reflection shrinking down flat and stumpy like a wheel of cheese. The marks became letters, lying on their sides. They were evenly spaced and neatly painted, as if they had always been there. B, E, G …
‘Stop staring at yourself,’ Pearl said. 
‘I’m not. There’s writing on the frame.’
She hurried over, tilting her head to read the message that ran up the left side of the mirror. ‘Beginning in anguish, surrounded by care. What does that mean?’ 
‘Hang on,’ said Vally, ‘there’s more at the top. You’ll find I reside –’
‘– in the midst of despair,’ they both read, tilting their heads the other way to read the message running down the right-hand side of the mirror. ‘I dwell in the mountains …’
The next part was upside down. ‘Hold on, let’s start again,’ Pearl said. 
Vally, who was getting the hang of reading the frames, returned to the left-hand side. They read at the same time, following the words around the different shapes and sizes of the mirrors. Pearl bent over, in a most ungraceful pose, to read the upside-down parts.
Beginning in anguish, surrounded by care,
You’ll find I reside in the midst of despair.
I dwell in the mountains, the plains and the waves;
Seen never in birth, yet always in graves.
I appear in the banquet, each party and game;
The middle of war, yet in peace just the same.
I am found in the darkness, but not in the light;
In pairs or alone; but in crowds, out of sight. 
I’m silent in Heaven, unseen within Hell.
Though absent in greeting, I’ll join your farewell.
Vally straightened up and glanced at the entrance. To his relief, no customers seemed to have come in. Chanting about Hell and graves into crazy mirrors would have been hard to explain.
‘It must be something sad,’ Pearl mused. ‘Like grief.’
Vally scanned the riddle. Each party seemed to imply that a celebration was impossible without it. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘Death.’ 
Death could be found in darkness or light – and the line about parties spoiled it, too. ‘No.’ 
‘Bats!’ 
‘Bats,’ repeated Vally flatly. ‘Bats in the sea.’ 
‘Cricket bats are used in games, and the animals live in mountains and caves and the dark –’ 
He exhaled hard through his nose. ‘It’s waves, not caves. Stop guessing and take this seriously.’ 
Pearl set her hands on her hips. ‘I don’t see the point if you’re just going to throw away all my ideas.’ 
‘I’m not. I’m thinking them through, and none of them work.’
‘Well, what do you think it is?’ 
Vally turned sideways to read the edge of a frame again. ‘I don’t know yet.’ 
Pearl huffed, and muttered the first few lines to herself. Then she said, ‘Water!’ 
‘Water can be in the light.’ 
‘No, Val.’ She gestured at her shoes. ‘The floor is all wet.’ 
A puddle was creeping across the floor. Vally’s eyes followed the flow past the mechanical fortune-teller, past the Famous Figure boxes, past the snake tank. The corner of the Window to the Deep was dripping. 
In the silence, Vally heard the low roar again. It wasn’t coming from the wind outside. It was coming from the ocean in here.
‘It’s leaking.’ 
‘Yes, Pearl, I can see that.’
‘How is it leaking?’ 
‘How should I know?’ It was as impossible, and alarming, as a tarantula leaping out of a photograph to scurry around the floor. The sea in the Window had only ever been a silent moving image. Now it was in the room with them, a problem demanding to be solved. It shouldn’t have been possible – but then again, Magnus Maximillian had frozen time. He’d brought something resembling Ruby to life. Who knew what else he could do? 
As if in response to this thought, a huge crack struck across the pane like a fork of lightning. Water sprayed out of it, bringing a cold, salty scent. 
‘I’ll fetch Mr Pyke.’ Pearl ran towards the exit, which was at the far end of Wonder Land. At least, it was supposed to be. Where the doorway had been, there was now only a wall. Pearl slapped it in disbelief. ‘It’s closed off!’
The puddle on the floor soaked through the seams of Vally’s shoes. ‘Try the other one.’ 
Pearl splashed to the entrance of Wonder Land, where she disappeared around the corner. ‘No good!’ she called. ‘We’re trapped!’ 
All must be solved in time for you to win. Avoid, therefore, the snares that lurk within.
‘We have to solve the riddle,’ Vally said. ‘Before the room fills up.’ 
Pearl ran back to the mirrors, her hands in anxious fists. ‘What happens then?’ 
If Vally remembered his marine biology right, the water pressure in the twilight zone was very powerful. At its shallowest, it would grip a person like a giant’s fist. At its deepest, it would crush their bones. The glass would not take long to shatter. The room would not take long to fill.
A shard shot out of the corner of the Window to the Deep.
‘Vally!’ cried Pearl, as the water crawled up her ankles. ‘What will happen if the room fills up?’ 
Vally looked at the ceiling. It was flat – no fancy plaster mouldings to hold pockets of breathable air. ‘I expect we’ll drown.’ 
Pearl’s eyes widened. 
‘Did you think the Obscurosmith would go easy on us just because we’re children?’ 
‘I didn’t think he’d kill us!’
The water sloshed against the walls. Vally tried to clear his head. Anguish, care, despair, darkness. It sounded like something both sinister and abstract. Pearl was probably on the right track with grief and death – except none of those fit. Then there were all the references to visibility: seen, appear, out of sight. 
‘A person,’ Pearl said. ‘In crowds, you don’t see a person – you see people.’
Vally took his precious watch from his trouser pocket and tucked it in his waistcoat, hoping to keep it dry. ‘I’m found in the darkness, but not in the light.’
Pearl turned upside down to read one of the frames again. The sea was lapping at the bottom, close to swallowing some of the riddle. ‘A heart! Heartless people are meant to go to Hell. People say you go to Heaven if you have a good heart, but you wouldn’t hear any heartbeats in Heaven because everyone’s dead.’ 
That sounded promising. Vally tried to ignore the freezing water creeping past his knees. ‘Go on.’ 
‘I’m found in the darkness – it should be dark inside someone’s body. That covers the crowds bit as well – people’s hearts would be there, but out of sight. You can’t have a banquet, party or game without people. Animals can live in mountains, plains or the ocean, and most of them have hearts. It works for war, peace, anguish and despair.’ 
Luminous fish were butting at the corner now, trying to pull themselves free of the current as cracks wriggled across the entire front panel of the glass. 
‘Why isn’t it stopping, Val?’ 
Maybe Pearl had it wrong. ‘What about graves?’ 
‘There are bodies in graves!’ 
‘But it says seen always in graves.’ 
‘Close enough, isn’t it?’
The corner of the tank burst open with such tremendous force that it splattered against the opposite wall and snuffed out one of the gas lamps. Freakish black creatures poured out of the gap. 
Though absent in greeting, I’ll join your farewell. The answer wasn’t a heart.
The water was up to Vally’s chest now. Poor Bubble and Squeak’s heads were each straining in a different direction, one reaching for the ceiling of their terrarium, the other trying to slither under a rock. 
He read the message again. Seen never in birth, but always in graves … that was strange phrasing. Shouldn’t it have been ‘at birth?’ 
The pressure of the ocean punched out more fragments of glass. A wave rushed in, filling the room to neck height and lifting Vally off his feet. He grabbed one of the mirrors, fighting the raging current. Maybe Magnus Maximillian had given them too narrow a chance to succeed, and they were trapped here until fanged creatures broke out and dragged them to the bottom of the sea.
Pearl was struggling to stay afloat, splashing in panic. Vally reached for her, but the current dragged her away. Should he let go of the mirror to grab her? She might push him under – then he would drown instead. Or they both might. He braced his feet against the mirror, ready to push off, but then Pearl’s flailing hand caught one of the curtains on the Wall of Wonders and he heard her gasping breaths.
The challenge. That was the only way out. In anguish, banquet, plains, game, waves, graves, the middle of war …
The answer clicked into place like a key into a lock. It had nothing to do with the ideas of war, peace, sadness or joy. It was all about the words. Beginning in ‘anguish’. Surrounded by ‘care’. 
‘A!’ Vally hooked his arm around the mirror, to fight the sea pulling at his legs. ‘It’s an A!’ 
At the bottom of the flooded room, something gave way with a crack – and the water sucked Vally under.



 CHAPTER NINE 
DANCE WITH ME
The curtain tore off in Pearl’s hand. The cold punched all the breath from her lungs. The current dragged her sideways. She tumbled helplessly, the roar of the sea in her ears. Something slimy brushed her face. 
Then her shoulder slammed against a cabinet and she fell to the floor, bringing down an avalanche of brick-heavy volumes. Pearl rolled over, gasping. She sat up and looked around. The exit to Wonder Land had burst open, washing her out into the Arcade proper. Vally was lying in a pile of scattered books. He raised himself on hands and knees and picked one up. It was drenched. 
‘Oi!’ Bill Pyke marched towards them, all managerial bustle. ‘What are you two playing at, knocking down my shelves?’ 
‘Sorry, Mr Pyke,’ said Pearl. ‘The Window to the Deep turned into a fish tank and broke open.’
‘It did what?’
‘We nearly drowned!’ Vally gestured at his clothes – but he was dry. 
Pearl touched her skirt. Dry. She felt her hair. Dry. Vally’s pocketwatch was in his hand, dry and still ticking. The last puddles vanished before Mr Pyke had a chance to see them.
‘Wait.’ Pearl turned back to Wonder Land. The archway was dark. ‘There was a whole sea here, Mr Pyke. All these fish got out …’ 
Beckoning him, she ran into the Wonder Land gallery, but no trace of the ocean remained. Where the Window to the Deep should have been, there was only broken glass in an empty frame. Bubble and Squeak’s terrarium held only a tattered snakeskin. The mirrors were grimy, and one was lying facedown on the floor. The praxinoscopes and mechanical amusements were draped in a cloth, under a decade’s worth of dust. The unicorn horn was lying at the foot of the Wall of Wonders.
They had solved the puzzle. But that hadn’t stopped the Obscurosmith sucking the life out of the Arcade. 
‘It’s true, Mr Pyke,’ said Pearl. ‘Honest.’ 
She had the wrenching sense that she was seeing something she wasn’t meant to. She looked away, to spare the poor Arcade its shame. By her feet lay a scrap of something green, the only bright thing in the room. It was another bouquet, smaller than the last. All the buds were closed. 
Pearl wanted to run to Mr Gabriel’s desk right away. Vally was picking up the books, though, which made her feel guilty. The red bands of the rainbows were mostly still intact. They had enough time to tidy up. She collected the flowers and the unicorn horn, and went to join him. 
‘What’s that for?’ 
Pearl shrugged, and put the unicorn horn on a book cabinet. ‘Unicorns can protect you from evil. I thought it would be good luck.’
‘Can oryxes protect you from evil?’ 
‘What are they?’ 
‘A type of antelope.’ Vally jerked his head at the magnificent horn. ‘You do know unicorns are only a myth, don’t you?’
She didn’t think he was being cruel. It was just his matter-of-fact nature. To him, science didn’t ruin the wonder of things – it was the wonder of things. He simply forgot sometimes that his little sisters didn’t think the same way. Pearl thought unicorns might be real, the same way she believed a secret population of clever dodos might still survive somewhere in the world. 
But all right, perhaps this was the horn of an antelope. That could still be lucky. After all, a wild antelope would be nearly as beautiful as a unicorn, and its horns would protect it from lions. Pearl resolved to do two things. The first was to not fight with Vally about the existence of unicorns. The second was to keep the horn.
‘So,’ she said, picking up a stack of cookbooks. ‘The answer was an A.’ 
‘It was.’
‘What about being in pairs?’ She put the cookbooks back on the shelf. ‘I don’t know any words with a double A.’
Vally bleated like a sheep.
‘Baa isn’t a word, it’s a noise.’ 
He pushed a row of thick volumes together and slotted another between them. ‘I think it just meant there’s an A in the words pairs and alone.’ 
Pearl picked up another book. ‘There’s an A in Heaven, and it said there wasn’t.’
‘Silent in Heaven. You spell it with an A, but you don’t pronounce it.’ 
‘Oh,’ said Pearl. ‘Well done.’
They tidied quietly together for a while. Pearl tried to remember the riddle, but could only think of a few lines. The memory of the sea filling her mouth and tugging on her skirt had shoved it out of her mind. 
‘Vally?’ 
He turned to look at her. 
‘Can you tell me next time?’ 
‘Tell you what?’ 
‘How you worked things out.’ Pearl took a deep breath. ‘Because it felt pretty rotten when I was trying to think of answers, and you kept saying no to them without telling me why.’ 
He broke her gaze and shuffled more books into place, checking to make sure they were arranged alphabetically. 
‘We have six more rounds to play,’ she said. ‘And if you’re going to keep acting like you know everything and I don’t know anything, we won’t be able to beat him.’ 
Vally straightened a few of the books’ spines, which to Pearl looked straight already. ‘Sorry. I’ll try not to.’ 
‘Thank you,’ Pearl said. ‘And I’ll try to think about things before I call them out.’ 
He looked strangely relieved. ‘We should try to find out what that new bouquet says. Where did we leave Mr Gabriel’s books?’ 
As Pearl looked around for them, she locked eyes with Mr Pyke. He was glaring at her, making sure the job was finished. It was hard to imagine this bespectacled man as the boy Pa had hired at the old market book stall. He was so practical, so adult – more so than Pa, who in some ways had never grown up. 
‘Upstairs,’ she muttered to her brother, picking up the oryx horn. It had been a long week to be the manager at an ailing Book Arcade.
With closing time approaching, the second floor was deserted. The Arcade was quiet. The last few customers were off in their own worlds. Most of the shelving-boys had gone home. It was usually a peaceful time of day, but tonight, it seemed too still. Pearl marched ahead and put the door of the flat between herself and the emptiness.
‘Can you tell what these are?’ She waved the bouquet at Vally as he brought Cole’s Funny Picture Book and Mr Gabriel’s guides inside.
He thumped the tower of books on the dining table, and examined the tight buds. ‘Looks like they’re all the same species.’
‘One meaning, then?’ 
‘Don’t know.’ The brass taps rattled as he filled two vases at the sink – one for the first bouquet, one for the second. ‘We’ll have to wait to see what they become.’ 
Pearl stared at the new flowers, and half-convinced herself they were opening, like the creeping of an hour hand around the face of a clock. ‘How long do we have to wait?’ 
‘Just long enough to go mad, probably.’ Her brother plucked off a bud. ‘Don’t let the suspense get to you. If we go into the next round all flustered, we’ll mess it up.’ He sliced the bud open with his thumbnail, but the petals were green and crumpled. ‘Let’s check them again in half an hour.’


The bed was too hot. Pearl’s long nightie tangled around her legs like hungry tentacles. She kept jolting awake from the brink of sleep. She didn’t like waiting. She wanted to spend every minute she had working on the game. But Ma had forced her to go to bed – once at half-past ten, then more angrily at midnight, when Pearl had got up to check on the buds. They’d still been closed, but the orange bands of the rainbows had begun to disappear. She envied her sisters. Ivy’s face was as calm as an angel’s. Linda snored softly.
The fifth or sixth time Pearl forced her eyes open, it was to a strange stillness. No horses passed outside. The Arcade’s last customers had left hours ago. No chatter wafted from the sitting room, no whispers from the boys’ room. She knelt on the bed to peek out the window, but even the street lamps had gone out. Dawn was a long way off. 
Then she heard the music. 
It was a lively tune – a polka, full of mischief. Careful not to disturb Ivy beside her, Pearl got up and went to the kitchen. The music continued. Pearl found a candle, lit it and carried it in its holder to the table. The clock in the kitchen showed it was just past three o’clock, and sure enough, the flowers had opened: five purple petals around a black centre. Pa had once grown blue ones in a pot on the roof. They had a name like the Queen. 
‘Victoria, Victoria,’ she murmured aloud, flicking through the flower dictionary. She traced the columns: valerian, verbena, veronica, violet …
Viscaria oculata: dance with me.
Triumph surged within her. Reading was lovely, in its comfortable quiet way, but dancing was fun.
She ran to the boys’ room, as lightly as a ghost. She turned the doorknob without letting it click. The boys had their own beds nowadays, as did Linda – a teenage privilege Pearl was looking forward to. Vally’s was on the far side of the room. The floor creaked as she edged across towards him.
‘Vally.’ She touched his bare shoulder. ‘Val.’
His face creased in a frown. ‘Mm?’
‘Vally, get up. It’s time for the next round.’
Pearl was trying to shield her brothers from the candlelight with her hand, but her voice made Eddie stir in his sleep. With a grunt, he rolled over. ‘… and go ‘way.’ 
Pearl stood still, afraid she had woken him up. 
‘Geddout of ‘ere, mustard,’ Eddie mumbled angrily. ‘No one likes you.’
Pearl had to fight so hard to keep her giggles in, she almost dropped the candle.
‘It’s all right for you to laugh.’ Vally found his pyjama shirt, and pulled it on as they tiptoed through the flat. ‘The absolute nonsense he wakes me up with …’ 
‘Shh.’ Pearl was trying to listen to the music. She had heard the Book Arcade Band play it before. But that couldn’t be right. The Band had all gone home yesterday evening. 
The orange stripes of the rainbows were nearly half-gone. Pearl guarded her candle from the breeze as she and Vally descended to the first floor. The bandstand was on the far side of the Arcade. Closer up, it was hard to believe she was the only one the music had woken. The racket seemed enough to rouse the whole of Bourke Street. 
When they came upon the Band, she was surprised to find the musicians weren’t in their red velvet jackets. They, too, looked as if the Obscurosmith had lifted them out of bed and dropped them in their places. Miss Finch had on a sweeping, glamorous nightgown. Mr Chillingsworth, the conductor, wore an old woollen nightshirt and cap, even though it was a warm night. Pearl tried to step onto the dance floor below the stand, but she couldn’t. Her way was blocked by an invisible force.
‘I think those are for you,’ cried Mr Chillingsworth through his thick white whiskers. 
Pearl followed his line of sight. Two outfits were spread on a pair of chairs nearby: a dinner suit with a top hat, and a blue ball gown. Beside the gown lay a pair of gloves, and a headband topped with a large white flower. She set down her candle, for the gaslight was bright enough to see by, and scooped up the shimmering dress.
‘What are you all doing here?’ asked Vally.
‘We woke up here,’ said Miss Finch, as her fingers scrambled over the piano. ‘Sorry to disturb you – but we can’t seem to stop!’ 
Vally gave his sister a questioning glance. She realised she hadn’t told him about the flowers. ‘The clue was “dance with me.”’ Pearl was excited to begin. She’d always liked dancing, whether at parties, at family concerts with Ruby and Ivy, or even for her toys in the playroom. But she’d never had a gown as fine as this. Or as long – children didn’t wear full-length skirts. She pulled it up over her nightie. Its silk train extended a foot longer than the rest of the hem. It had a stiff bodice to give the wearer a small waist, and a bustle at the back to give them a large bottom, which would make the waist look smaller still. No wonder most ladies these days wore slim bell-shaped gowns that skimmed the top of their feet – they were much more practical. Still, it was strange to think so many people continued to have their servants tight-lace them every day. The sooner the Rational Dress Movement caught on, the better. Nobody ought to be imprisoned by their clothes.
Vally went behind the nearest bookshelves to change. He did it with a great deal of muttering and straining. Pearl’s gown was loose. It pooled around her feet and tried to slip off her shoulders. She held up the bodice with one hand, bundled the skirts with the other, and found Vally in his nook. ‘Could you lace me up, please?’ 
‘Just a minute.’ The trousers weren’t cooperating. The legs were too short. No matter how he sucked his stomach in, he was having no luck with the fly. His shirt, likewise, was tight across the chest, even though he’d taken off his pyjamas. The whole outfit was too small for him. 
Pearl looked down at the dress, sagging and slipping off her body, and felt the shiver of a dreadful brainwave pass through her. ‘Val … I don’t think that suit will fit you.’
He gave up on the trouser button and glared at her. ‘You don’t say?’
‘I think it might be for me.’ 
‘If you wear this, what will I …?’ His eyes fell on the gown and widened in horror. ‘No.’
‘Oh, come on, Vally …’ 
‘I’ll dance in my pyjamas.’ He drew himself up, puffing his chest so much that one of the buttons burst off his starched shirt. ‘You’re not getting me into a dress.’


The gown matched Vally’s eyes. The white flower sat perfectly centred on his blonde head. The silk gloves barely creased at his elbows. Pearl had laced up his bodice good and tight, and helped him with his shoes. Vally wasn’t half as gracious, grumbling as he knotted her bow tie.
‘Val, stop.’ The stiff collar pressed hard on her throat. ‘That’s too tight.’ 
‘Supposed to be like that,’ he mumbled. 
‘Why are you making such a fuss?’ 
‘I’d rather wear the trousers.’ 
‘Well, I’d rather be a sugar glider, Vally, but we can’t always get what we want.’ 
‘Why a sugar glider?’ 
‘I like them. Anyway, men can wear skirts.’ 
‘Name one who does.’ 
‘Monks. And Scotsmen. And Ancient Greeks.’
‘Robes and kilts are completely different.’
Pearl rolled her eyes. ‘It’s just cloth, Val. It’s not going to turn you into a girl.’
‘Are you sure?’ He tugged the skirt, as if to shake any hidden magic out of it.
Pearl glanced at the rainbows below the second-floor balconies. The orange stripes had shrunk again. ‘And what would be wrong with that?’
‘I like myself the way I am!’ 
‘I could call you Valerie, and you could call me Paul …’ 
‘Or I could call you Pill, because you’re being one.’
All the while, the Band had been stuck on the same polka, repeating it whenever they came to the end. Pearl took her brother’s gloved hand and stepped onto the dance floor. He tried to put his arm around her waist. 
‘That hand has to go on my arm. I’m the lead.’ 
Vally clicked his tongue in annoyance. 
‘And you have to put your hand like this.’ She rearranged their fingers so that his hand closed over hers. ‘Like a waltz.’ 
Vally twisted his hand. ‘My fingers need to go on top.’
‘No, they don’t.’ 
‘Well, they should. You’re shorter.’
‘But I’m the gentleman! I should lead!’
‘You are a constant irritation!’
In the tussle, Pearl’s top hat fell to the floor. At once, the lively beat ran faster. 
‘We mustn’t fight, Vally.’ She pulled the hat back on. This time, he let her take the leading position. ‘Now, a polka is really easy. It’s mostly just stepping and hopping, while you’re also going around in a big circle by turning in little circles.’ 
‘That doesn’t sound really easy.’ 
‘Think of us as the earth, and the middle of the dance floor as the sun.’
‘OK …’ 
‘Good! I’ll take care of the turns – you just concentrate on your feet. Let’s go! Step … hop! Step … hop!’ 
Vally stepped backwards, stumbled on his hem, and collapsed in a puff of silk. 
The tempo sped up again. The musicians exclaimed in surprise and frustration.
‘Damn these heels!’ Vally swished his train behind him and clambered upright, accepting Pearl’s proffered hand. ‘They’re pinching me.’
‘Well, hopefully we’ll get it right soon,’ said Pearl. ‘And go! Step … hop! Step … hop! Step … hop! Step … hop! Now step … step … step … hop!’ 
He tried to pull Pearl into a step as she hopped, and fell out of time again. The tempo jumped up another notch. The collar pressed Pearl’s throat tighter. 
She stuck her fingers inside her collar and pulled at it. It didn’t seem to help. ‘No wonder they call these “father-killers”.’
‘That was your fault. You changed it.’
‘Well, we can’t do the exact same steps for the whole song! Anyway, I’m allowed to change it because I’m the lead.’ 
He let his arms fall to his sides. ‘This is silly. I’m going back to bed.’ 
‘What about Pa?’ 
Vally tried to huff, but his dress was too tight to draw enough breath for a proper sigh. ‘This thing is breaking my ribs, and the music keeps getting faster, and I can see the orange stripe getting smaller, and you’re bossing me around! I can’t handle it.’
‘Then let me!’ She took his hands again. ‘I know how to do this, Vally. Just let me lead.’
He didn’t say anything to that, but put his hand daintily on her arm. 
Off they went again. They danced six bars before Pearl moved on the wrong foot. Her shoes pinched so hard, she thought her feet would burst out at the toes, but she was determined not to stop. 
The music sped up. The horn player’s cheeks were so round and red that he seemed in danger of exploding. Pearl guided her brother through the steps – step, hop, big spin, heel-toe-heel, kick, kick. Again, Vally tripped on his train. Again, the clothes squeezed tighter. Again, the tempo increased. 
‘Sorry!’ 
‘Keep going!’
If it went any faster, they’d never be able to keep up with the Band. The starched shirt was crushing Pearl’s throat like a boa constrictor. She was trying to lead Vally, and he was still resisting a little, awkward though he was in his evil clothes. Step hop step hop. Any moment, they would stumble and crash. Step step step hop. Any moment, an instrument would break. Step hop, big spin. Or Vally would make a mistake again. Heel-toe-heel step hop. Or one of them would choke to death to this stupid, jaunty song.
‘Pearl!’ Vally looked up from his feet. ‘I think we’ve got it!’ 
Step turning out, step turning in, turn out, turn in. ‘I’m concentrating!’ 
‘Count them out loud with me!’ It was the first time Pearl had seen him look happy all week. ‘Step hop step hop! Step step step hop!’
He’d got it right. Pearl was as pleased as she was surprised. ‘Step hop, big spin!’ she joined in. 
‘Heel-toe-heel step hop.’ They were both counting at once now. ‘Out, in, out, in. Step step step hop!’ Their hops were neat and regular, a little burst of joy at the end of each bar. They were in perfect synchronicity, backwards, orbiting around each other, swirling around the floor. ‘Step hop step hop!’ It was like a skipping-rope chant. ‘Step step step hop! Step step, kick, kick! Step step, kick kick! Heel-toe-heel, step hop! Step hop, big spin!’
And the music stopped.
Pearl pushed back the brim of her top hat. Her head was whirling, the collar as hard as an iron shackle around her neck. The musicians were lifting their hands and mouths away from their instruments, their eyes wide with relief and wonder. They began to applaud. They stood, in their nightshirts and dressing-gowns, free at last.
Then Vally surprised her. Facing the musicians, he gathered up two big handfuls of skirt and swept an extravagant curtsy. He didn’t bob his head, as was proper, but flopped his whole body forward like a dying waterbird. The Band laughed, and as Vally stood up, he was grinning. 
He patted her on the back. ‘Your turn, Pearlie!’
Pearl almost curtsied herself, then remembered she was the gentleman. She bowed deeply, flourishing her hat. The Band doubled their applause, and somebody whistled. Though her neck hurt and her head spun, she couldn’t help smiling. She’d done the hard work this time, winning another round for the Coles, and the Band recognised her for it.
‘Now let’s get these off,’ she said to Vally. ‘Turn around.’ 
He began to turn, so that she could untie his bodice, but stopped and looked at the Band again. 
The applause had stopped. The bandstand was empty.



 CHAPTER TEN 
AN INTRUDER IN THE PALACE OF INTELLECT
Chairs, instruments and players had all disappeared. The dance floor began to crack and warp under Vally’s feet.
Pearl wrenched at her tie until it slithered out of its knot. She began to tug on the button at her throat. ‘Where did everyone go?’
‘Maybe they’ve been taken back home.’ It was what Vally hoped, not what he believed. Maximillian had more likely whisked them away, along with the chairs and the twin snakes. 
Pearl tugged on Vally’s laces. The crushing pressure around him eased, and he couldn’t help a groan of relief. The fabric stuck to his sweaty skin. He pulled at it, and found his fingers were touching the dress directly. His gloves were riddled with holes. He looked down. His gown was threadbare. The hem was unravelling, as if some unseen creature was nibbling it.
‘Got to change.’ He dashed behind the bookshelf, where he shed the wicked thing as fast as he was able. The only thing worse than being strangled by a big puffy gown in front of his sister would have been wearing nothing at all. To distract himself from that mortifying thought – and from the sound of Pearl struggling out of her suit – he said, ‘That’s two rounds we’ve won, now.’ 
‘Five to go,’ she agreed, behind her own bookshelf. ‘And that one wasn’t as bad.’ 
Vally had found it maddening to coordinate his steps, with the heels and the train tangling and tripping him – but he agreed. ‘Yes, once we got the swing of it.’
‘You know, Val, I think we might be good at this game.’ 
‘I think we are.’ He tied his pyjama drawstrings. ‘There’s something else I’ve noticed, too.’ 
‘What’s that?’ 
‘The challenges aren’t too hard. It’s the traps that get you.’ Vally remembered how close he had come to giving up. Guilt twisted in his guts. In the moment, the frustration and embarrassment of stumbling in his dress had been so great that he’d forgotten what they stood to lose. ‘I reckon he’s counting on us getting frightened or distracted, so that we make a mistake.’ 
‘Well, he’s in for a surprise.’ 
Vally thought that sounded like she had forgiven him. Finishing the last button on his shirt, he walked out from behind the shelves. ‘Seen the next bouquet anywhere?’ 
She smirked. ‘It’s on your head, Val.’
He took off the headband. Crisp rounded leaves and small white flowers surrounded a large one with several layers of petals. 
‘Those little leaves – are they watercress?’ 
It seemed odd that such a common vegetable would be included in a bouquet, but watercress was exactly what they looked like. ‘I think so.’ He brought the headband closer to his face. The small white flowers also looked familiar. A tiny green point peered out from the leaves. ‘Hey, a strawberry.’ 
‘Can I have it?’ 
‘No, Pearl, you cannot eat the clues.’ 
‘Strawberry and cress, strawberry and cress,’ she said, as if to memorise them. ‘What about the big one?’
‘Looks like a waterlily, but I’m not sure.’ They would have to go back to the flat and check Mr Gabriel’s books again. 
By night, Cole’s Book Arcade seemed much bigger. Cold moonlight silvered the edges of the furniture. The scents of books and lavender perfume conspired in the air. Without the chatter of customers to drown it out, every creak of the floorboards sang out to the entire Arcade.
Something fluttered past, quite near. The candle went out. With a cry, Pearl stumbled backwards into Vally. 
‘Sorry,’ she said, steadying herself on the nearby railing. ‘Just a moth.’
‘A moth?’ Vally hated moths. They were dusty and disgusting, and always tried to fly into his face, as if the whole of moth-kind hated him, too. ‘It was big enough to be a bat.’ 
‘Both wrong, I’m afraid.’ On the other side of the lightwell, a dark shape perched on the railing like a gargoyle.
‘Hey!’ cried Pearl. ‘You didn’t have to blow our light out!’
The nearest gas lamp flared to sputtering life. There sat Magnus Maximillian, dangling his long legs over the balcony as if he was going to jump off. He flicked the wheels on his cane back and forth, the soft clicks audible in the silent Arcade. The paper wagtail swooped down and alighted on his shoulder. ‘Dear me. All the children are not in their beds, and it’s past eight o’clock.’
‘How did you get in here?’ Pearl demanded. ‘We’re closed.’
Maximillian put a finger to his lips. ‘Shh. Don’t want to wake your old Pa now, do we?’
Pearl didn’t lower her voice a jot, her bravado making Vally’s heart rise in his throat. ‘Why aren’t you in bed? Don’t you have anywhere to live?’
‘Of course I do.’ The strange man tapped the crown of his hat. ‘But there’s not much to do at my place right now.’ 
‘You live in your hat?’ asked Vally, unable to help himself. 
Magnus Maximillian shrugged. ‘Home is where the hat is, isn’t it?’ 
‘No,’ said Pearl. ‘It’s heart.’
‘Heart is where the hat is? Silly girl. Hats go on your head.’ He stroked his paper wagtail under its chin. ‘A little bird told me you didn’t like the outfit I made for you, Master Cole.’ 
‘Go and stick your little bird up your nose,’ said Vally.
‘Now, now. We’re good sports, remember?’ Magnus Maximillian sprang up and balanced on the railing like a tightrope walker. ‘You know, I’ve been wondering. Why did your father open this place on Melbourne Cup Day?’ 
The Book Arcade had opened when Vally was little. It was one of his earliest memories.
And it would not come to him. He couldn’t remember a single detail – not an image, not a word. What had the children said to each other? Where in the Arcade had he stood? Had he felt frightened of the strangers, or proud that they liked his family’s shop? Had Pearl even been born yet?
‘For a man who doesn’t gamble, Cole took an awful risk, competing with the races.’ The magician twirled around the nearest brass column and swung out into empty space. His hand on the pole seemed to be the only thing keeping him from falling. ‘And yet, it paid off. The way all those people charged in, all as drunk as boiled owls and dressed like that – they must have come right after their horses lost.’ 
Had it really been on Cup Day? Why would Pa, who hated what alcohol did to people, allow a crowd of drunken punters into the Arcade? Dressed like what? Vally knew he should remember – but where opening day had been in his head, only an unfamiliar space was left, like a gap in his teeth. 
‘I’ve got Ivy’s first word here, too.’ Maximillian finished his swing, and continued balancing along the next railing. ‘Lucky you, Miss Cole, to be the only one in the room to hear it.’ 
Vally glanced at Pearl. Her jaw was clenched. She stared across the lightwell with hatred on her face. 
He wanted to shout, but all that came out was a voice of high-pitched disbelief. ‘You took our memories.’
‘You gave them up. Or have you forgotten that, too?’ 
‘But we passed the last two rounds,’ Pearl protested. ‘You’re not supposed to take the prize before the game is over!’
‘Yes, well …’ Magnus Maximillian smiled at the paper wagtail on his shoulder. ‘You never said I couldn’t.’ 
‘Told you,’ Vally whispered to Pearl. Despite the fact that they might never have found the first task without Mr Gabriel’s help, Pearl had set a bad pattern by getting technical. Especially where the wagtail had been able to hear them.
‘Besides, you haven’t lost them all. Or at least, not yet.’ Maximillian did a little shuffling step along the railing, like a tap dance. ‘Of course, if you’d rather quit while you’re ahead, I’ll let you keep the memories you have left –’
‘No!’ said the Coles together. The Arcade was more important, and Pa more precious still. 
‘Marvellous! I take it you’re ready for Round Three, then?’
Vally didn’t think so. The flowers on the headband were still cryptic. He didn’t particularly want to face another challenge in his pyjamas, either.
But Pearl said, ‘More than ready.’ 
‘That’s the spirit!’ Maximillian reached the next brass column. ‘By the way, you wanted her first word to be your name – but I’m afraid it was “dog.”’ He swung in a full circle around the column and disappeared completely behind it, as if he had stepped through an invisible door. Only the paper bird was left. It swooped into the shadows, the gas lamp extinguishing in its wake. 
Somewhere on the ground floor, among the dark shelves, wheels whirred. A sooty tang hung in the air, like the exhaust from a steam train. And something was going slap, slap, slap, with a sharpness that made Vally’s spine crawl. 


Pearl wanted to stay up, and have them both work on deciphering the bouquet. But Vally was pretty sure that was exactly what Magnus Maximillian would want. Without sleep, they’d be clumsy, stupid and irritable. At least, Pearl would. Vally knew he was grown up enough to do without, for the time being. He managed to convince her to take it in shifts, and was relieved when she gave in and went to bed. He felt he had won some of his big-sibling authority back, after letting Pearl lead in the strangling dance.
He lit the lamps in the living room, pulled the plants off the headband and arranged them in a jam jar. In the tallest cup he could find, he poured himself a lemonade from the chilled bottle in the Coolgardie safe. It was Pa’s old recipe from the goldfields, strong and sour-sweet. He let Ebenezer out of the kitchen to lie at his feet and keep him company. He checked on the rainbows – only a slice of the orange bands remained. Then, with his legs hanging over the side of the armchair, Vally began to tackle Mr Gabriel’s books. 
To his surprise, cress was in the flower dictionary. It meant stability, or perhaps balance. Strawberry blossom was in there, too: perfection. But stability and perfection could refer to any number of things: shop scales, the happiness of the Cole family, or even the challenge itself. He would need the rest of the message to make sense of it.
That meant identifying the big white flower. Unfortunately, it was not a waterlily. He knew that plants, like animals, belonged to the enormous evolutionary tree of life, and had relatives both near and distant. So, at once, he was able to rule out a few classes and families, and put the books about them to one side. The mystery flower had nothing to do with ferns, mosses or pines. It obviously wasn’t a rose or a daisy or an orchid. That only left him with several hundred thousand species of flowering plants to choose from. 
Deciding to come at the problem from the other direction, he picked up the flower dictionary. The mystery flowers were not abatina. They were not acanthus. They were not acacia, achimenes, aconite, adonis or agrimony. They weren’t azaleas or bachelor’s buttons or belladonna.
The yellow bands had lost half of their colour. The sky began to lighten outside. And Vally was still lost in the weeds. He flipped through something called Cultivation in Capricornian Climes. At this rate, he would still be searching long after the yellow bands of the rainbows had faded. He would never find the white flower. He would be stuck here until Pa was dead and the Arcade was gone and Vally was left with no idea that either of them had ever existed.
‘Val?’ 
Vally slapped the book shut. Ebenezer jolted awake.
Linda stood in the doorway, her dark hair tousled out of its plait, her eyes half-closed against the lamplight. ‘What are you doing up this early on Saturday?’ 
‘I … couldn’t sleep.’
‘What a lot of books,’ Linda said. ‘Is this what you read for fun?’
Vally shook his head.
‘Got a secret admirer?’ She touched the white flower in the jar with a teasing look, as if she expected him to stammer and blush. 
He rubbed his eyes. ‘That would be nice.’
‘Where did you get these, then?’
She was going to find out about the game, he realised. She would tell their parents. Or worse, she would try to take charge. She would boss Pearl and Vally around. Linda was a champion boss. She could boss bread rolls open and torn pages back together. She’d bossed the whole family into moving to Cole’s Book Arcade when she was ten. Pa had preferred the quiet suburbs, but he was the only one, and Linda had put her foot down. You can have the country! she’d said, with her mother’s emphatic gestures. You can have the seaside! But give. Me. The city! 
‘Oh – those flowers?’ Vally said quickly. ‘I made them.’ 
Linda raised her brows. Vally thought she was impressed – until she spoke. ‘You conjured these flowers.’ 
‘They’re good, aren’t they?’ 
‘Very good, for someone who never does magic.’ 
‘I’m getting the hang of it now.’ 
Linda folded her arms. ‘Vally, come on.’ 
He slumped back in his chair. She hadn’t believed him for a moment. ‘You’ll hate me.’
‘Is this anything to do with that “friend of Pa’s” you wanted to talk to the other night?’ Linda sank down opposite him on the couch. ‘Is he the same person Pearl didn’t want to let in?’ 
He scratched Ebenezer behind the ears, avoiding her eye. ‘It’s bad.’
‘Worse than when Eddie scared the horse with the springy snake?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Worse than when you and he put honey on the teacher’s chair, and the headmaster whipped the living daylights out of you?’ 
Vally groaned. That seemed like such a small act of stupidity now, hardly worth regretting.
‘Oh dear,’ said Linda.
Vally stood and went to the little window in the lounge that looked out into the Book Arcade. He pulled aside a corner of the curtain. The dawn light showed that less than half of the yellow was left. ‘You mustn’t tell our parents.’ 
He hoped she would agree at once. Instead, she hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Nothing good begins with don’t tell our parents.’
That settled it. She couldn’t be trusted. She would dob him and Pearl in, thinking she was doing the right thing. Ma and Pa would try to take over, and all hope would be lost. ‘Never mind.’ 
‘Never mind what?’ 
‘Don’t worry. It’s between Pearl and me.’ 
‘But I am worried, Val.’ The hurt in Linda’s voice surprised him, and he turned to look at her. ‘You don’t have to tell me, if you really don’t want to – but I might be able to help.’
Her eyes had a pleading look – and Vally was surprised to realise why. Linda felt left out. She didn’t belong to any of the little groups within their family. She was not a big brother, nor a little sister, nor a parent, but somewhere in between. She had more in common with Lily, their older cousin, than with any of her siblings. By the time Eddie had been old enough to play with her, he’d already had Vally tottering after him. Besides, she must have been used to her loneliness by then. She used to join in with family games – hide-and-seek, chasey, anything with rules – but when the others made believe, she would turn them down and read instead. For the first time, Vally wondered if that was what she’d really wanted.
‘Maybe you can help,’ he said. ‘But I mean it, about not telling.’ 
‘You’re making an awfully big deal out of a bunch of flowers, Val.’ 
‘A big deal …’ He lifted the curtain again. The paper wagtail sat waiting on a metal strut under the skylight. ‘You have no idea.’ 
He heard a clunk of glass on wood, as if Linda had picked up the jam jar. ‘It’s a shame you didn’t make these. I love magnolias.’ She inhaled deeply, enjoying the scent. ‘All right. What have you done that’s worse than the Great Springy Snake Disaster?’
Vally whirled around. ‘What did you say?’ 
‘What’s worse –?’
‘Before that!’ He seized the flower dictionary and flipped through it. Heliotrope, juniper, lantana, liverwort …
‘I like … magnolias …?’ 
‘That’s a magnolia?’
‘Quiet, Val –’
‘But I thought magnolias were pink!’ Magnolia, pink: femininity. Magnolia, purple: royalty. Magnolia, white …
‘What does it say?’ Small feet thudded down the corridor. ‘What does it say?’
‘Sweetness.’ Vally clicked his fingers, trying to remember the messages of the cress and strawberry blossom. ‘Balance, perfection and sweetness.’ 
Pearl barrelled into the sitting room. ‘Sounds like Lolly Land! Or maybe the Tea Salon!’ She stopped still when she saw Linda, and looked sharply at Vally. ‘Are you serious? After the fuss you made about not asking for help?’
‘I haven’t told her anything!’
‘You will,’ hissed Linda, propping her hands on her hips. ‘You’re both going to tell me what’s happening, right this minute, or – or –’ For the first time, she seemed flustered. She glanced towards their parents’ bedroom. ‘Or I’ll wake Ma, and you’ll have to tell her instead.’ 
‘What are you all shouting for?’ A scruffy Eddie slouched out of the gloom. ‘Let Pa get some sleep, for God’s sake.’
‘You can help, too, now you’re up,’ said Pearl, lowering her voice. ‘Pa made a deal with a man who looks like a stage magician because he wanted to bring Ruby back to life but it didn’t work, so now Vally and I are playing a game where we have to pass seven tests in seven rooms and we only have –’ 
‘Hang on.’ Linda made a dismissive gesture towards Vally. ‘He’s not saying anything, and you’re saying too much at once. What’s that about Ruby, and what do the flowers have to do with it?’ 
‘Start again,’ Eddie said, stifling a yawn. ‘You’re playing a game where you pretend you’re fighting a magician …?’
‘It’s not pretend,’ said Vally.
Pearl moaned in frustration, and stomped towards the front door. ‘Come and I’ll show you.’ She opened the door and leaned out. ‘You too, Vally! We’re losing the yellow!’



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
THE WRONG SISTER
Pearl’s heart thumped as she gripped the doorknob of the first-floor storeroom. She looked to her older siblings for reassurance. At Linda’s insistence, they had dressed, and their hurry showed: an uncombed head here, a loose bootlace there. Vally was as tense as a bowstring, his hand over his mouth. Linda’s haughty confidence had deserted her, leaving worry and mistrust on her face. Eddie just looked confused. 
Useless, the lot of them. With a deep breath, Pearl turned the handle and let it go. The door swung open and bumped against something in the dimness beyond. She did not want to look, but she had overcome more frightening things in the last twelve hours. She took a big step into the storeroom. Teenaged feet shuffled in behind her. The air was dusty and still – but not as still as it might have been. Somebody had piled crates and draped a paint-speckled canvas sheet to create a canopy. Under it, an upended box served as a table. On either side were two stained cushions, their feathers spilling at the seams. 
‘That’s a good cubby,’ Linda said. ‘Did you build that, Pearl?’ 
‘No.’ She glanced at Vally, who looked mystified. ‘Someone else has been here.’ 
In another alcove lay a baby doll – an old one of Linda’s. Had that been here in the storeroom all these years? Or had someone brought it for … the other girl?
‘I don’t like this,’ Vally said. ‘I do not like this.’
Pearl couldn’t tell whether he meant the signs of play in the supply room, or what awaited them in the cot.
Eddie lifted a crate out of his way. ‘You’re such a sook, Val. There’s bound to be a perfectly normal explanation for whatever it is.’ 
Pearl rounded the stack of old papers. There was the cot again. There was the copy of Ruby. 
This time, she was sitting against the headboard. Around her, but out of reach from where she sat, children’s books and board games lay scattered on the piles of furniture and the floor. She took no notice of them. Her eyes were fixed on her hands, which lay in her lap. She was bending her fingers, one by one. She was so fascinated by them that Pearl and the others might not have been there at all. She was silent. Weak. Not like Ruby. She talked like a parrot, she skipped like a lamb …
But still. But still.
Eddie said a short, hard word Pearl had never heard before. 
‘My God!’ Linda pushed through to the cot. ‘Ruby!’ She gripped a small leg through the blankets. ‘Roo?’ 
The copy froze. She raised her head and stared at Linda with cold, unblinking eyes. She might have been a statue, except for her strange, shallow, rhythmic breathing.
Linda recoiled. The copy’s eyes remained fixed on the end of the bed. ‘What’s wrong with her?’
In the silence that followed, Pearl heard footfalls outside. Someone had forgotten to close the door. A high, happy voice carried through the empty Arcade. ‘… be nice to her, all right? You’re both my sisters. We should help her, because she’s like an old lady and can’t do much things.’ 
Pearl looked at Vally. How long had Ivy known?
‘Yes, I know it’s confusing,’ Ivy continued to her imaginary companion, ‘but people in the same family can have the same name. Like Eddie and Pa.’ Ivy paused as she reached the doorway, as if waiting for a response. Then she said, ‘That’s a good idea. And then later, you and me can do something together, like we could go to the Fernery, or –’
‘Ivy?’ Eddie called. ‘Are you talking to Ruby again?’ 
Ivy stopped. She came around the piles of old papers looking guilty, still in her nightie with bare feet. She glanced at her four older siblings in turn, and at the false Ruby on the bed, with an expression of fleeting surprise. ‘I was wondering where you’d all gone without me.’ Her eyes rested on Pearl, who felt a pang of guilt. Until this week, they’d been best friends. True, their games wore out sooner for Pearl than they did for Ivy. The tea parties, and the concerts for the toys, and Lost Orphans were better played with three girls, not two. Especially when one of the two liked to talk to the one that wasn’t there. But from Ivy’s point of view, it must have seemed that Pearl had thrown her aside in favour of Vally for no reason at all.
‘Well, we’re all here,’ Eddie said, with a touch of bitterness. ‘The six of us, back together again.’
‘Ed.’ There was a warning in Linda’s tone. 
Eddie ignored it. He shot accusing looks at his younger siblings. ‘You three kept this quiet, didn’t you? You knew she was here, and you didn’t tell us.’ 
‘Sorry, I can’t look at Ru– … at her,’ Vally said. ‘I’m going to wait outside.’
He was probably trying to sneak off and attempt the next challenge. Pearl was about to join him when Eddie stepped in front of him, blocking the way out. ‘You three found out that our sister was alive, and you didn’t tell us.’ 
‘Does she look alive to you?’ Linda said, raising her voice. 
‘Well, she sure isn’t dead! Which is a hell of a surprise, since she’s been on the wrong side of the grass for three bloody years!’ 
‘Eddie, language,’ said Linda. 
Again, he ignored her. ‘You know it’s wrong to tell lies, don’t you, Ivy?’ He grabbed Ivy’s arm. ‘Who did this?’
‘Edd-ee, that hurts!’ Ivy squirmed in his grasp. ‘I’m telling!’
‘Ed, stop!’ Pearl had never seen Vally look so fierce. ‘We were right in the middle of telling you –’ 
Eddie pulled Ivy closer. ‘How long have you known Ruby was back?’
Ivy’s eyes welled with tears. ‘Why are you yelling at me?’ 
Linda reached to pull them apart, but the stacks of junk left her no room to get between them. ‘Let her go!’
Eddie held onto Ivy for a moment longer, then released her suddenly, so that she stumbled backwards. Linda caught her and put a protective arm around her shoulders. ‘What is the matter with you?’ 
‘What’s the matter with me?’ He gestured at the copy, who by now was looking at him with impassive eyes. ‘Your sister has popped back to life after three years, your other sisters didn’t think you deserved to know, you’re as calm as can be about the whole thing – and you think I’m the one with the problem?’
Linda took a step back. ‘Edward. You are being …’ 
‘I’m being what, Ada Belinda?’ He was red in the face by now. ‘What, in your high and mighty opinion, am I being?’ 
If someone had given Pearl three wishes right then, she would have spent them all on making Eddie stop talking.
‘All I’m saying is, it would have been nice if someone had told me Ruby was back!’ 
The Obscurosmith’s magic could overpower the will of others, but Pearl didn’t have that strength yet. Her conviction was not enough to close Eddie’s mouth by force. But she could save everyone from having to hear him, and make space for herself to get her words in order. It was a clear, intense desire. The yellow bands were fading, the Book Arcade was falling apart, and she couldn’t do anything until she brought an end to Eddie’s outburst. A month ago, she might not have believed she could do it – her parents’ magic was often so laborious, so hit-and-miss. But now she had seen flowers appear from books and fish disappear into nothingness. If the Obscurosmith could freeze a hundred people in time, she could freeze Eddie’s voice.
‘Maybe if someone had told me she was back, I wouldn’t have wasted so much time and energy missing her! And maybe if someone had told me she was going to –’
Imagination. Pearl pictured an invisible wall reaching from floor to ceiling that would deaden the vibrations of his voice in the air. Articulation. She would be as descriptive as she knew how. Conviction. He would listen to her. He would.
‘– be like this when she did, I could have had a say in –’ 
‘A strong, invisible wall,’ Pearl whispered. It had a good rhythm, and she let it roll on. ‘A strong, solid, invisible wall. A strong, silencing, solid, invisible wall will rise up right here and make Eddie shut up, make Eddie shut up, Eddie, shut up!’
The last part came as a shout. She threw her whole body into a lunging step. Eddie was silent, and for a moment, Pearl thought he was obeying her of his own will.
Then she felt the slight resistance in the air, like a breeze, and Eddie spoke. You shut up, Pearl. She saw his lips form the words, but the sound was faint and indistinct. Not a perfect sound-wall. Not a bad try, though. Linda stared at her in astonishment. 
‘We were upset when we found her, too,’ said Pearl, bracing her invisible wall in front of her. ‘But Vally and I have something important to tell you, and we’re running out of time.’
Vally shot a worried look at Eddie. ‘To answer your question, Ed, we’ve known since Thursday. Pa wasn’t planning on telling us until Easter.’ 
Ivy sniffled. ‘Did he bring her back?’ 
‘Not exactly.’ Vally looked around the storeroom for the wagtail, and dropped his voice. ‘Someone else did. Someone dangerous and powerful, who wants to take Pa and the Book Arcade away from us forever.’ 
‘Magnus Maximillian,’ said Linda. 
‘Yes,’ said Pearl. ‘I’m sorry we lied. We’ll tell you everything. But we need you to listen. And we need you to help.’
‘I’ll help!’ Ivy said, cheering up. 
‘Without telling, showing, writing or doing charades to Ma and Pa?’ Vally said.
Linda sighed. ‘All right, Val.’ 
Behind his invisible wall, Eddie had realised he was being ignored, and was starting to look quizzically at his siblings. Pearl heard a faraway call that might have been, Hello?
She felt sorry for him then, and her conviction wobbled. Before she could weigh up the decision to undo the spell, the magic wall melted away under her fingers. Her brother’s voice, a good deal less angry now, came back at its normal volume. ‘– anyone hear me?’ 
Pearl nodded. 
He looked suspicious, even a little fearful of her. ‘What did you do?’ 
She looked at her hands. She didn’t remember ever having done magic like that before – not with that clarity of purpose, nor of the rhythm of her words. Strong, solid. Wall, will. Rise, right. Most of her previous magical experiments had been with orders, like Linda, or rigid rhyming verse, like Ma. The latter never worked very well for her, because finding a rhyme distracted her from imagining the desired effect. ‘Say sorry to Ivy or I’ll do it again.’ That was a lie. Pearl didn’t really want to cut Eddie off again, and even if she had, she wasn’t certain of her success. 
Still, her brother cringed and made a conceding gesture. ‘Ivy, are you OK?’ 
Ivy drew away from him a little. ‘You mustn’t take your anger out on other people, Ed.’ It was something their mother often said. ‘You frightened me.’
Eddie was about to speak, but someone else did first. 
‘Ah.’ The copy was watching them. Her voice was cracked and strange. ‘Aah …’ She ran her tongue across her front teeth, feeling their ridges, and said with great deliberation, ‘Lah.’ 
‘She’s talking!’ Ivy murmured. 
Vally tapped her arm. ‘Shh!’ 
‘Shhh …’ said the copy. With her mouth in this position, she tried another sound. ‘Eee …’ Her face split in a wide smile – lips stretched tight, all her teeth showing, the rest of her face immobile. ‘Ee-eeechhh …’ 
‘Ruby!’ Ivy shouted, over the hissing. ‘Stop it!’
The copy tilted her head, and stayed that way, like a wind-up toy whose spring had wound down. The chh continued droning from her half-open mouth, like the hiss of static played through a phonograph.
‘Excuse me,’ said Linda stiffly. ‘I’m going to be sick.’ 
She ran from the storeroom.
The others were close behind. Vally, the last one out, slammed the door and backed right up to the balcony railing. ‘Right. Does anyone still think that’s our Ruby?’ 
Pearl shook her head. To her surprise, Eddie did the same. 
‘If it is,’ said Linda, ‘then she’s … missing something. Mind or soul or whatever you want to call it.’
‘Good,’ said Vally. ‘Then you won’t mind her being gone when this is over. Ivy?’ 
Ivy looked away. 
‘Come on, Ivy,’ Pearl said. ‘She’s cold as ice.’ 
Ivy fidgeted with the end of one of her plaits. ‘She might get better.’ 
‘I know it’s hard, Ivy,’ said Vally, with unexpected gentleness. ‘She looks just like Ruby. But you mustn’t fall for it. It’s a trick.’ 
‘I just wish …’ Ivy’s chin crinkled. ‘I just wish we didn’t have to be sad about her anymore.’
No one could think of anything to say to that. Pearl thought they probably all wished they didn’t have to be sad. They’d spent good years with Ruby, and good years without Ruby. Why couldn’t Pearl hold onto those, without the hook of Ruby’s loss twisting in her chest? It was like hitting her shin on the same piece of furniture in the dark. Why was that in her way, again? Why did it hurt so much, again? 
It was Vally, in a slightly choked voice, who changed the subject. ‘OK, Pearl, you start.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Tell them how you met the Obscurosmith.’ 



 CHAPTER TWELVE 
SWEET REVENGE
Less than a quarter of the yellow was left. By Vally’s calculations, he and Pearl had an hour at most to tackle the third round. 
Strike that: he, Pearl and Linda did. As expected, Linda had taken command of the team. She’d assigned Eddie to watching the paper wagtail, or catching it if he could. Ivy was to report on their parents’ movements. As soon as they’d gone off to their respective missions, however, Linda had confessed to wanting them out of the way. Eddie’s rash streak would only be a hindrance, she’d said, and Ivy had to be kept out of danger. Vally could see the sense in that, but he hoped Linda wouldn’t try to do the same to him and Pearl during the challenges. 
Now they were crossing the floor of the Arcade towards Lolly Land – sweetness, according to the magnolia. The bookshop was yet to open for the day. In the soft blue light, it was as quiet and full of promise as the early hours of Christmas. The shelves were tidy, and the only sounds were the Coles’ footfalls and the distant horse-drawn traffic of Bourke Street. 
Or rather, those should have been the only sounds. Something else was in the Arcade. It was a very low sound, and Vally felt it more than heard it; something creeping, something brewing and boiling under the desks. He could smell its soot. Slap, slap, slap. 
‘You hear that sound?’ he muttered to Pearl. ‘What is that?’
‘What sound?’ 
‘Sort of a … whacking sound.’
Pearl frowned. ‘I don’t hear anything.’
‘Me neither.’ Linda spoke over her shoulder as they passed through the philosophy section. ‘Now, remind me how the first poem goes. The famous rainbows of Cole’s Book Arcade …’ 
‘Count its hours as they fade,’ Vally said. ‘Or something. In every … place … you’ll find a test …’ 
‘Like dancing in a fancy dress,’ said Pearl. 
‘That’s not it.’ Vally looked at her sharply, assuming she was teasing him – but she didn’t look as if she was expecting a reaction. Maybe she had forgotten. He racked his brains for the line. They had picked up the book from the display. The words had been wrong. The line had been in green. ‘I think it was: you’ll find I reside in the midst of distress.’
‘That’s from the other one,’ Pearl argued. ‘In Wonder Land.’ 
Linda looked worried. ‘Neither of you remember, then?’ 
‘We do!’ Vally said – but he was imagining a darkness creeping up the back of his skull, like ink soaking up through a page and blotting out the words. ‘The last bit went: As it began, it ends …’ 
‘Be good sports, if not friends,’ said Pearl, joining in. 
Linda clicked her tongue. ‘I wish you’d told me sooner.’
‘What difference would it have made?’ said Vally, pushing in a reading chair that one of yesterday’s customers had left askew.
‘If you’d told me last night, I would have been able to tell you about the magnolia. If you’d told me yesterday morning, I could have helped you work out a strategy. And if you’d told me as soon as you found out about Ruby and the Obscurosmith, I would have done just about anything other than what you did.’
‘Pa got us into this mess,’ Vally retorted. The game had been his idea, after all, and he was proud of having lured Magnus Maximillian into risking his gains. Although, if he was being honest with himself, he was now far less certain of who had lured whom. ‘We’re just trying to get him out.’ 
Linda sighed. ‘I know. But did you have to make the exact same mistake he did?’ 
‘We’ve told you now,’ said Pearl, as they emerged from the biography section in the long western aisle. Above them, the Lolly Land sign arced across half a rainbow.
‘Yes,’ said Linda. ‘And you should be carrying that Funny Picture Book with you, and writing down everything that has happened so far. That way, when you forget, you’ve got –’
‘We haven’t forgotten,’ Vally said.
‘Well,’ said Linda sceptically. ‘You haven’t forgotten yet.’ 
The window displays of the confectionery shop shone with sugar-bright colours: rainbow-swirled lollipops, rainbow-speckled gobstoppers, rainbow stripes and squares in various jars. At this time of year, the display was especially vibrant, with Easter eggs of all sizes: wren, duck, emu, dinosaur. They made the fading rainbow signs above them look dull by comparison. 
Linda tested the door. ‘It’s unlocked.’ 
‘Good,’ Vally said, checking his watch. ‘We’d have a hard time beating the challenge if we couldn’t get in.’ 
‘But the Arcade doesn’t open until nine. It’s, what, just past seven?’ 
‘Nearly half-past.’ Vally tucked the watch back in his pocket. ‘Miss Kay sometimes comes in early, if she’s working on something.’ 
The bell tinkled over the door as the Coles came in. Lolly Land was rarely empty, especially on a Saturday. Now, with no customers in the way, Vally could see all of its kaleidoscopic glory. Huge peppermint canes hung above the cash register. Glass display boxes stretched from one end of the shop to the other, their tops open to allow customers to choose as they pleased, and inside, the boiled sweets shone like transparent gems. The light gleamed on the lustrous chocolates: Easter eggs, buttons, bonbons. The whole shop had a polished, rounded look – the smooth glass of the jars and display boxes, the wood of the floorboards and benchtops, as if everything had been sculpted out of smooth fondant and glazed with melted sugar. The air was rich with cocoa and mint, citrus and caramel, and the sparkling acidic tang of Miss Kay’s confectionery experiments.
And Vally felt, as he always did in the sweetshop, a dark and creeping want. He had the urge to run about to all the vivid jars and trays, grab handfuls of lollies and shove them in his pockets. He wanted to have them now, his own pile of treasure, and savour them later. They were so colourful. There were so many. He was suddenly aware of his empty stomach. Just one couldn’t hurt. Just one. Ma would never know …
He was too slow. Linda turned as she looked around the shop, and Vally lost his chance and his nerve. Anyway, it wouldn’t do to steal. He ought to ask Miss Kay first.
Come to think of it, where was the sweetmaker? Would she be on her way to work – or might Maximillian have done something with her, as he had with the Band?
‘Miss Kay?’ he called. 
Something clanged in the back room. ‘I’ll be a minute!’ 
Linda peered behind the counter. ‘Are you OK, Miss Kay?’
‘Very well, thank you! How many of you Coles are there? I’ve made something you might like to try.’
‘Nothing strange has happened to you today, then?’ said Pearl. ‘Stranger than normal, I mean?’
Harriet Kay appeared from the back room, looking like a deranged chemist in her gloves and apron, with unruly curls escaping her bun. She was a tall woman in her thirties, with a warm brown face and strong arms from working the sugar dough. ‘Well, I wouldn’t say it was strange, but someone left me this note on the cash register and I have no idea what it means.’ She pulled a slip of black paper from the pocket of her apron and read it out. ‘Display a dozen in three rows of five. I mean, I have chocolate selection boxes of a dozen, but I doubt it would make a good display if I showed so many of them together. There’d be no room for anything else.’
‘A dozen in three rows of five?’ Pearl said. ‘But three rows of five makes fifteen.’
‘Exactly.’ Miss Kay passed her the paper. ‘I wanted to ask your father, except I don’t think this is his handwriting.’
Pearl gasped and jumped on the spot. ‘Vally! It’s the next challenge!’
She showed him the message. It was written in curly silver script, glittering against the black. Not Pa’s writing – but Vally recognised it, all the same. ‘If that’s the challenge, then there’s got to be a trap around here somewhere.’ He knew that much, even if he couldn’t remember the verse on the picture book. 
‘Here, let me.’ Linda took the paper without waiting for anyone to give it to her. ‘We ought to think about this less like Coles and more like Maximillians.’ 
‘And our socks should go on before our shoes, I suppose?’ said Vally. 
Linda gave him a withering look. ‘The key word is display. We should do three rows of four to make twelve, then put three more on top of some of the others. That way, you can have an arrangement that looks like it has four in each row, but really has five. Display a dozen with fifteen.’
‘A dozen what?’ asked Pearl. 
‘What, indeed.’ Linda turned on the spot, looking all around the sweetshop. Vally followed her line of sight. The advertisements were the same. Miss Kay was the same. The sweets were divided neatly into their jars and display boxes by colour, flavour and size. 
Almost neatly. A lemon drop had snuck into a jar of vanilla creams. And another one had got into the fire-breathing sour suckers. And a sugar-coated pink jube stood out brightly amidst the golden brown of the butterscotch toffees in translucent paper. 
‘Look.’ Linda pointed out the spots of colour. ‘Odd ones out.’ 
‘It’s a good thing you came along, Linda,’ said Pearl. ‘I would never have noticed.’ 
‘I would have,’ Vally said under his breath, but his sisters either didn’t hear or didn’t care. 
Linda marched over to the butterscotch toffees. ‘It never hurts to have somebody with an eye for detail on your side.’ She plunged her left hand into the display box, rustling the waxed paper wrappers. ‘I think I’m a bit like Pa in that way. He’s very good – I mean, he’s usually very good at noticing … details …’ As she trailed off, she looked down at her hand. She seemed to be trying to lift it out of the display box, but it wouldn’t come free.
‘Linda?’ said Miss Kay. ‘What’s the matter?’ 
Linda braced on the serving counter with her free hand and pulled, but it was no use. ‘It’s all melting out of the wrappers. I’m stuck.’ 
Inside the display box, with a wet slurping sound, something pulled back.
Linda squealed, and tried to tug away. ‘It licked me!’
Dread began to sink through Vally’s chest like a lead ball. People ought to lick sweets, not the other way around. After licking came biting, and after biting …
‘Licked you?’ said Miss Kay. ‘What do you mean, it licked you?’ 
Linda inhaled, making an effort to compose herself. ‘There’s something in here. Some kind of animal.’ 
‘An animal?’ Pearl approached her slowly. ‘Like a rat?’
‘Like a – a warm, slimy fish. It’s got my hand in its mouth.’ Linda grasped the air with her free hand. ‘Someone give me a pull.’
Pearl went to take Linda’s hand, but Miss Kay waved her aside. ‘Don’t panic,’ she said to Linda. ‘The Arcade’s been a bit cheeky this week. Stop giving it a reaction and it’ll let you go.’ 
Linda shook her head. ‘Miss Kay, you don’t understand …’ 
‘Come on,’ the confectioner said. ‘Nice big tug. Show the Arcade you mean business.’
The display box sucked Linda’s arm deeper, to the elbow. She cried out again and pulled back with all her strength. Her arm came free of the glass box with a squelch – but a huge brown mass came out with it, stretching and oozing like dough. Its flesh was covered in the white lumps of lolly wrappers. It appeared to have no bones and no eyes. What it did have was a loose bulbous body and a wet mouth, soaking Linda’s sleeve with drool.
Miss Kay shouted in revulsion. ‘What in the world is that?’ 
‘It’s the third trap,’ Vally said, thinking aloud. ‘Don’t eat the lollies, or they’ll eat you.’ And he had almost fallen for it. If he’d given in to that first temptation when he entered the sweetshop, he would have been the one with his arm in the creature’s mouth.
But Miss Kay looked at him as if he’d sprouted an extra nose from his forehead. ‘What?’
The blob of living butterscotch reached into the neighbouring display cases. From the left, it drew a mass of raspberry drops into itself. From the right, it slurped up the saltwater taffy. 
‘Linda, wait right there!’ Miss Kay said, and ran out to her kitchen laboratory.
‘I can’t do much else!’ 
‘Your knack, Linda,’ Pearl suggested. ‘Come on – tell it to get off.’
Bracing her feet for strength, Linda held her arm out straight. ‘Now, listen here, you – you … sorry, I have to try again! I don’t know what it is!’ 
Magic and panic were a bad combination. Anger could be passionate and purposeful, but terror was apt to disrupt a spell. It scattered imagination with dreadful possibility. It shook the caster’s confidence, as well as their voice and hands. 
Linda tried again. ‘Stop that at once, you greedy … thing.’ Articulation was letting her down again. ‘You will get off me, you beast. When I click my fingers, you will release me at once, and you will return to your jar, do you hear?’ 
She clicked her fingers. The sugar blob overflowed like magma from its case, oozing up her arm. Wrappers twisted and crackled in its molten mass. Her free hand fell to her side. She was normally so precise and in control – but she was halting and stuttering. She was only able to cast half a spell, which was as useful as half a clock. 
‘It’s no use!’ She pulled back again, digging her heels into the floor. ‘Vally! The challenge?’ 
‘Oh!’ The range of sweets and nuts and confections suddenly seemed overwhelming. The three long benches, arranged in a horseshoe shape, walled him in. The shelves held more jars than an alchemist’s laboratory. Only a few showed the pink or yellow trespassers. ‘What are you thinking, Pearl?’ 
‘I’m thinking, if we try to fish them out, the same thing will happen to –’
A wild battle-cry interrupted her. Miss Kay was running across the shop, brandishing a broom. She thumped it down like an axe on Linda’s attacker. 
The sugar monster surged around the bristles and expanded, bloated rolls tumbling out of the display cases. It caught Miss Kay’s shoe. She raised her foot and kicked at it. It sucked her boot from her foot. 
‘Stop, stop,’ said Linda. ‘It’ll get you, too.’ She struggled against the warm oozing grip. ‘Pearl’s right. You mustn’t touch them or you’ll end up like me.’
Miss Kay looked from Linda to Pearl and Vally. ‘Can anyone tell me why any of this is happening?’ 
‘In a minute!’ Vally snatched a pair of tin scoops from above the display boxes and thrust them at Pearl and Miss Kay. ‘There should be a dozen odd ones out.’ He grabbed a third scoop for himself and ran across the shop to the striped humbugs. He dug his scoop deep, spilling sweets over the benchtop, and carefully picked out the stranger. It was a lemon drop. ‘One!’ 
‘Two,’ said Miss Kay, placing another lemon drop on the serving bench. 
Pearl screamed. Her scoop was disappearing into the case of dark chocolates. ‘I lost it!’ 
‘That’s all right,’ Vally said, although he was a little frustrated with her. ‘Take another scoop.’ 
‘But I didn’t get the odd one,’ Pearl said. 
‘If I might offer an observation – uugh!’ A fleshy tongue of butterscotch slurped up the back of Linda’s head. ‘I can see more than a dozen odd ones!’ 
In the middle of digging through a case of peppermints for another lemon drop, Vally stopped. Linda had been going after a jube when the butterscotch caught her hand. Pearl was going after a jube when the chocolate took her scoop. 
‘There’s more than one trap!’ Vally tossed his scoop aside and pulled out another lemon drop with his fingers. ‘Don’t go for anything with a jube in it. Just the lemon drops, OK? I’ll start on the three rows.’ 
‘OK!’ Pearl climbed a ladder behind the register to get at a jar of medicinal lozenges. ‘Four!’
Vally ran to the bench with all the lemon drops. ‘Show a dozen in three rows of five,’ he said to himself, half-afraid that his memory of the instructions might disappear. ‘Three rows of five.’ Linda’s idea of stacking them seemed unlikely. The lemon drops would roll off each other. As he pushed the first few into position, Miss Kay gave him another. That made one row of five, easily enough. 


Lemon drops rattled like marbles on the benchtop as Pearl and Miss Kay brought them and ran off again. With a muffled yell, Linda fell to her knees. The butterscotch creature was swallowing her head. 
Mustn’t get distracted. Maximillian was counting on distraction. Vally rolled the next four lemon drops around the benchtop. It wouldn’t work with normal straight rows of five by three, like he used to draw when learning his times tables. Perhaps the rows had to intersect. He decided to try it. 


‘Eleven,’ said Miss Kay, tossing another one across the bench. 
‘Twelve!’ Pearl ran across the room with her fist in the air and dropped the last sweet into Vally’s hand. ‘One more row, Val.’ 
One more row. How in the world was he going to make another row of five, when all he had left was three? He glanced up to check on Linda. 
Her feet were disappearing into the multicoloured mass of sugar. 
Vally looked down at the bench again. All the lemon drops had scattered. 
His first thought was Pearl. It would be just like the Constant Irritation to have an idea, without thinking it through, and mess up his work so she could test it. But she was nowhere near it. She was, in fact, fielding a rogue lemon drop that had fallen on the floor.
He tried another configuration. This time, he could see the third row forming diagonally, from the intersection of the first two, and began to exploit it.


Before he could put the last one in place, they all scattered again, as if an invisible hand was sweeping across them. He, Pearl and Miss Kay scrambled to retrieve them. 
The only sign of Linda was the shape of an elbow, pushing at the creature’s skin from the inside. 
Vally corralled his lemon drops back together. ‘Why isn’t it working?’ 
‘Maybe it’s wrong?’ 
‘Yes, thanks, Pearl, I got that – but why is it wrong?’ 
‘Um …’ Pearl bit her lip. ‘What did the flowers say?’ 
‘Balance, perfection and sweetness.’ 
‘Perfect balance,’ Pearl said. ‘Maybe it has to be sime-trickle.’ 
‘You are not,’ said Vally, struggling to keep his cool, ‘making any sense.’ 
Pearl groaned in exasperation. ‘You know! Perfectly the same on both sides!’ 
‘Symmetrical?’ 
‘Does it matter how I say it?’
Inside the sugar blob, Linda had stopped moving. 
Miss Kay leaned in, and in a voice that was probably meant to be calming, said, ‘Valentine. Do the rows have to be at right angles?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ Vally clapped his hands to his head. They were going to lose Linda as well as Pa and the Arcade, and it would be all his fault.
‘Can they be diagonal?’ 
Last time he’d tried that, they’d all sprung apart. But were they meant to be diagonal after all? And could they be perfectly the same on both sides? Or even all sides? Pearl was talking about bilateral symmetry: the kind that appeared in most animals, including people, each side a reflection of the other. But many of the flowers they had seen so far – magnolia, speedwell, strawberry – were symmetrical from several different angles.
So. Miss Kay thought the rows should be diagonal to each other. Pearl thought that the array had to be symmetrical, based on the perfect balance clue. And Vally had already figured out that for three rows of five to make twelve, all three rows would have to intersect. His hands flew in a blur over the benchtop. If he applied all three of their ideas, the answer would be … 


At once, all the jars shattered, and the shop was plunged into darkness. 



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
MISSING PIECES
The sweets were dull, dusty, mouldering, crystallised. Burst display cases spilled them in piles at the foot of the bench. The butterscotch monster collapsed into a mountain of paper-wrapped pellets.
And nothing was inside it, save for a pink bouquet. Linda was gone.
Pearl ran to the pile of sweets, fell to her knees and rummaged through it. It was too small to hide a sixteen-year-old. It was barely big enough to hide a newborn. But Pearl wasn’t looking for Linda. She was hoping for a sign. A shoe. A button. Something. 
The pile became too shallow to hide anything. Pearl sat back in defeat. Like the Band, Linda had disappeared without a trace. She knew the imagination principle wasn’t enough on its own, but still she closed her eyes and willed Linda to magically appear in the stillness, brushing dust off her sleeves. She had come into the game, offering order and understanding to counter the Obscurosmith’s malicious nonsense. And now, in a single round, he had eliminated her. Pearl remembered the vanishing medallion. Pearl and Valentine Disappear Forever. Hundreds of people around the world went missing every year, and were never seen or heard from again. Was Linda about to become one of them?
‘Vally.’ She stood up, and was surprised by the tremor in her voice. ‘What if she doesn’t come back?’ 
‘He can’t do that,’ said Vally, a little too quickly. ‘He said – he said – well, I don’t remember the exact words, but he’s not allowed to do that. We offered him three things.’ 
‘Pa and the Arcade, and what was the other one?’ 
‘Our memories. I hope you’re joking.’
‘Of course I was,’ said Pearl – but she hadn’t been. She picked up the pink posy and looked around the darkened shop. ‘We’re so sorry, Miss Kay …’
‘And Saturdays are my busiest time.’ The confectioner was staring into space, hands braced against her temples. ‘I’ll have to close. I’ll have to put in all my orders again … make everything from scratch …’ 
Pearl felt sorrier for her than she did for herself. ‘You don’t have to do that. We’ll have it back to normal by Monday.’
Only then did Miss Kay seem to register that the Coles were still there. ‘How in the world will it be normal by Monday? You two can’t clean it all.’ 
‘No, but we know someone who can.’ Vally checked his pocket watch. ‘And now, if you’ll excuse us …’
‘We promised to tell her,’ said Pearl. 
Vally paused, giving her space to begin.
Pearl picked up Miss Kay’s broom and started to sweep the sweets together. ‘Well, Miss Kay, it all started when –’
‘Leave that to me,’ said Miss Kay, looking tired. ‘The short version?’
‘A deranged magician is destroying the Book Arcade,’ said Vally. ‘We made a bet with him to get it back. We’re winning.’ 
‘The slightly longer version?’
Pearl told her the slightly longer version. 
‘I see,’ said Miss Kay. ‘And does Maximillian’s Impossible Emporium require a sweetmaker?’ 
‘You’re going to quit?’ said Vally. 
‘I don’t want to,’ said Miss Kay with restraint, ‘but if there’s no Cole’s Book Arcade, I won’t have a choice.’ 
Pearl burned with shame. She hadn’t once thought of the staff when agreeing to the game. The Book Arcade was important in the lives of far more people than her own family. In fact, people all across Melbourne would find themselves at a loose end without it. Pearl thought of her favourite regulars, the interesting people she liked to read. They’d all lose the Arcade, and never know why. That big flock of artists would have to find a new teahouse for their lazy late breakfasts. That glamorous old woman with the huge brooches would have to find another supplier of books and … what else did she like, again? Watercolour paint? Sheet music?
‘We won’t let you down, Miss Kay,’ said Vally. ‘But we really must go.’ 
‘Wait. I wanted to give you something.’ Miss Kay dug in the pocket of her apron and dropped a pair of green and white sweets into the Coles’ open hands, wrapped in translucent waxed paper. They were stripy, about an inch across – the size and shape of tombowler marbles.
Pearl went to unwrap hers at once, but Miss Kay stayed her hand. ‘Don’t open them yet.’
Vally inspected his. ‘Are they special ones?’
‘They’re special, all right. Too special to sell. Save them for an emergency.’ Miss Kay smoothed her hands down her apron. ‘What are your parents doing about all this?’
Pearl and Vally exchanged glances. If they told Miss Kay that their parents didn’t know, she was bound to tell them. No doubt she meant well, but it would only bring disaster. 
‘As much as they can,’ said Vally. The bell tried to tinkle over the door as he opened it, but it only managed a sad little clunk.
Outside, in the Arcade proper, Pearl saw that the green stripes of the rainbows were beginning to fade. But the speed of the disappearing rainbow now seemed like the least of her problems. Linda had popped out of existence like a bubble. The Arcade staff were going to lose their livelihoods. And though she probed the corners of her mind, Pearl could not find the memory of what it was the brooch woman liked to do. 
‘I hate to admit it, but Linda was right,’ said Vally, as they climbed the stairs towards the flat. ‘We should keep Pa’s book and the flower book with us.’ 
‘Flower dictionary.’ Was he forgetting, too?
‘Right. And we should keep a list of everything we’ve done so far. All the flowers and what they mean, all the departments we’ve been to, all the challenges and all the solutions.’
‘And the people we’ve told,’ Pearl said. And the lies we’ve told, she did not say. 
Eddie ran up to join them as they reached the first floor. ‘Couldn’t catch the stupid bird,’ he said, a little out of breath. He gestured at the bouquet in Pearl’s hand. ‘Are those new? How did you go?’ 
‘We won the challenge,’ said Pearl. 
‘We lost Linda,’ said Vally.
The rhythm of Eddie’s footfalls stopped abruptly. ‘She died?’ 
‘No, no!’ said Pearl. People talked about losing Ruby, so she could see why he was alarmed. ‘We just don’t know where she went. She vanished when the room fell apart.’
‘We’re hoping to get her back at the end of the game,’ said Vally. 
‘Hoping isn’t good enough!’ Eddie shook his head in frustration. ‘We have to look for her, at least!’ 
‘Where?’ asked Pearl. ‘One minute the toffee monster was gobbling her up, and the next minute, it was in pieces and she was gone.’ 
‘Into thin air?’ Eddie said. ‘No, I’ve seen those magic shows. Magicians can’t make a person disappear into nothing, just like they can’t create something out of nothing. It’s even harder than making things fly. The lovely assistant either gets turned invisible, or she’s hiding behind something and it’s not magic at all.’ 
‘The Obscurosmith disappears and reappears all the time. He’s very good at what he does. He makes things happen like that.’ Vally clicked his fingers. ‘It’s like everyone else stumbles along to the sheet music, and he’s playing it perfectly with his eyes closed.’ 
Eddie walked faster towards the Cole apartment, his fists at his sides. ‘She must be somewhere.’
‘I’m sure we can get her back,’ Pearl said. ‘We said the Obscurosmith could only keep Pa’s life, the Book Arcade and our memories, didn’t we, Val?’ 
‘Oh, well,’ said Eddie sarcastically, as he opened the front door to the flat. ‘If those are the only things you promised, that’s fine.’
Pearl walked first into the flat, and then into her mother. 
‘Ooh! Good morning!’ said Mrs Cole, stepping back. She looked at Pearl, who was embarrassed but not hurt, and then at her sons. She seemed pleasantly surprised to see this unorthodox grouping of her children playing together. ‘What have you three been up to?’
Pearl was too startled to answer, but Eddie covered for them with his standard response. ‘Mucking around.’ 
‘I thought you were still in bed.’ Ma grabbed her jacket from the raised paw of the bear. ‘Who gave you the flowers?’ 
Pearl realised that she was still holding the coded bouquet. ‘Oh, um – they’re for Pa.’
‘From a girl with a cart,’ Vally added, gesturing towards Bourke Street below them.
‘That’s very thoughtful of you,’ said Ma. ‘Well, pop them in some water and put on your hats. We might make the earlier tram after all.’ 
She could hardly have induced a more horrified look from Vally if she had kicked his dog.
‘Don’t make that face, Vally,’ said Ma, pulling on her jacket. ‘I’ve arranged appointments for your fittings this morning and I need the four of you there. You’ve all grown a lot since the last one.’
Vally looked desperate. ‘But we – we haven’t had breakfast yet.’ 
‘Next time, eat breakfast first and go to Lolly Land afterwards.’ Ma nodded towards the kitchen. ‘You can bring some fruit. What’s the matter, Pearl?’ 
Pearl was, in fact, trying to decide whether to feign ignorance or scream at her sister. It seemed that Ivy had spilled a vital amount of the beans. Instead, in a measured voice that she hoped would not confirm nor raise suspicion, she said, ‘I didn’t know we were having a fitting today.’ 
‘Of course.’ Ma pulled on her gloves. ‘Your new clothes need to be ready in time for Easter. You needn’t come to church with me if you don’t want to, but we’ll be having guests afterwards. Linda, Aunt Mary, your cousin and I were fitted just the other day, and I saw some new patterned fabrics that will look so lovely on you and Ivy …’
In the passageway behind Ma, Pearl caught Ivy’s eye. At least she had the decency to look sorry. Perhaps it wasn’t fair to be cross with her. Their mother was leading with talk of the fitting, which suggested she didn’t know about Ruby’s copy or the game. Either that, or she did know and wasn’t bothered by any of it. Which was unlikely. Improbable. All right, preposterous.
‘You don’t have to buy us all new things, Ma,’ said Eddie, as if deeply moved by her generosity. ‘We’ll just wear our Sunday best to the Easter service.’
‘And be the only children at the church fête in worn-out clothes? I won’t hear of it. If you expect to get chocolate, you’ll get new clothes, too – it’s tradition. Especially you boys. Vally must be a foot taller than this time last year. Handsome young men like you should have proper tailored suits for best, not your mother’s higgledy-piggledy sewing.’ Mrs Cole finished buttoning her jacket, and returned to the kitchen for her wicker shopping basket. ‘Besides, your Pa needs his rest. We might as well get out of the flat for a few hours.’ 
Pearl’s dismay was growing by the second. This wasn’t just a fitting: Ma intended to stop at the market as well. Any other day, Pearl would have happily accompanied her. The market was full of interesting people for Pearl to read while her mother chatted and haggled. The household couldn’t function without the enormous amount of work she put into keeping the Coles fed, clean and clothed. But if Pearl and Vally had to go with her today, there might not be a household to come back to. 
‘Now,’ said Ma as she returned, ‘have you all put on clean underthings? Have you brushed your teeth? Because if you haven’t, those poor tailors will smell it, and I won’t have it said that the Coles don’t wash –’
A harsh gagging interrupted her. 
Ivy was doubled over, bracing against the kitchen doorjamb. ‘I’m sorry, Ma …’ With her hand to her mouth, she began to cry. ‘I want to come and get measured but – but I’m seeing everything funny, and my head hurts …’ 
Ma dropped her basket at the polar bear’s feet, pulled off one glove and felt Ivy’s forehead. ‘Are you going to vomit?’ 
Ivy nodded and drew a couple of short, uneven gasps. ‘I already di-hi-hid!’ By the last word, she was bawling. ‘Last night. I think – I’ve got – what Pa’s got.’
‘Oh, no,’ said Pearl. First Pa, then Linda, now Ivy. The Obscurosmith was knocking Coles down like skittles. She realised, as soon as the words escaped her mouth, that she sounded as if she was annoyed with Ivy, rather than him. Ma and the boys looked at her with affronted shock. But Ivy was focused on Pearl, too. And as soon as the others looked away, she gave Pearl a wink. 
Unbelievable. Ivy, who was normally as useful as boots on a snake, was throwing her a lifeline. 
‘I think I’ve got it, too,’ Pearl said, hoping that would explain her apparent heartlessness. ‘I was too hot last night. And I had to get up.’
‘To be sick?’ asked her mother.
Before Pearl could confirm it, Vally caught on. ‘I was up last night as well.’ He blinked hard and made a face of such convincing discomfort that his mother pulled back.
‘Eddie?’ Ma’s tone was almost pleading. 
Her eldest son shrugged. ‘Actually, I feel fine.’ 
Pearl held her breath. Was he about to let them down? Or was his plan to keep an eye on her while the rest of them continued the game?
‘Are you sure?’ asked Ma, putting her hand to his forehead. 
‘Pretty sure. I’d be happy to come with y–’
At that moment, Eddie deployed a skill that was even more impressive, though far less cute, than Ivy’s wink. It was, in fact, a talent. It was the disgusting icing on their cake of lies. He released a deep, visceral belch that Pearl would have sworn blew back the feathers on their mother’s hat. With feigned horror, he clapped a hand to his mouth. ‘’Scuse me,’ he said, and ducked past Ma to the bathroom.
‘Well, that’s the last time I buy garfish,’ said Ma, over Eddie’s theatrical retching. ‘I suppose I was going to pop into the pharmacy anyway. Where’s Linda?’ 
‘Went to a friend’s,’ Vally said. ‘For a …’ His eyes lighted on the bouquet Pearl was still carrying. ‘Garden party.’ 
‘Probably for the best,’ their mother sighed. She opened her hands and ushered her youngest three towards their bedrooms. ‘Back to bed, the lot of you. I might have the old chamber-pots somewhere, in case anyone is sick again. You might as well stay in your underthings – they’ll be easier to wash. Val, can you help Ivy while I find some rags to put down?’
Ivy, reminded that she was supposed to be crying, burst out in a torrent of sobs that sounded close to giggles. 
‘Of course,’ Vally said, taking out his handkerchief.
‘Thank you, dear.’ Their mother bustled off in search of the rags and outdated chamber-pots, leaving Pearl, Ivy and Vally in the girls’ room.
Pearl flopped onto her bed in relief. 
‘Ivy, you’re a champion,’ Vally said. ‘I didn’t know you could act so well.’
Pearl slapped Ivy’s shoulder in encouragement. ‘I didn’t know you could fake-cry!’
Beaming with pride, Ivy took her brother’s hanky and wiped away her tears. ‘It’s easy, after all those plays we put on.’ 
The concerts were clear in Pearl’s mind. They were usually on Sundays. She remembered faces in the audience – her parents and their guests, or sometimes just the toys. She could think of a dozen different examples of magic tricks, songs, piano pieces, comedy routines, poems and dances she and her siblings had shown off over the years. But no plays. ‘We’ve never done plays, Ivy.’
‘You and I do plays all the time! Remember when all six of us did The Three Little Pigs?’ 
Pearl glanced at Vally, who shook his head. 
Ivy gave a frustrated groan, then lay down and reached under the bed, producing the flower dictionary. ‘I hid your things from Ma and Pa. Can we do the next message yet?’ 
‘No.’ Vally raised a hand to stop her. ‘When she leaves. We’re sick, remember. I’ll come back when the coast is clear.’ He left for the boys’ room.
Pearl and Ivy were wearing only their cotton combination-suits by the time Ma returned with the rags and chamber-pots. The porcelain pots, complete with lids, were decorated with pretty scenes. A toilet covered in delicate paintings was, however, still a toilet. The last one hadn’t been used as intended since Ivy was trained out of nappies, and now they were good for little more than catching leaks under the sink. Pa had insisted on modern flushing lavatories when designing the Book Arcade, and the rest of the city was slowly catching up to him. 
‘Just as well I never planted flowers in these,’ said Ma, placing a pot next to Ivy’s side of the bed. ‘If you feel like eating, start with toast. And if things get worse before I come back, Pa is here, all right?’ 
‘Thanks, Ma,’ said Ivy weakly, and Pearl felt guilty again for lying to her. 
‘Poor things.’ Ma closed the curtains and pulled up the covers. ‘Falling ill when it’s not even a school day.’ 
At last, she left them and went to help the boys. Ivy tried to get up right away, but Pearl stopped her. ‘She might check on us before she goes.’ 
‘Don’t you want to find the next challenge?’
‘It’s not safe yet.’ Pearl wriggled under the covers, facing Ivy. Had she always faced Ivy, or was Ruby meant to lie in the middle? ‘Tell me about the play.’
Ivy made an impatient sound. ‘Ed was the wolf. He wore Ma’s fur coat and stuffed cushions up it when he ate you and Vally. I was only three, and too scared to get eaten, so I had to be the person selling the sticks and straw. And the sofa cushions we used for the brick house fell on Ruby right at the end.’ 
‘What was Linda doing?’ 
‘Linda’s always the narrator!’ said Ivy, exasperated. ‘You really don’t remember?’ 
‘No.’ And Pearl did feel sick then. The Obscurosmith had her memories. He would be sorting through them, preparing to distill emotion from the ones he liked and throw the rest away.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Ivy. ‘It was a stupid play, really.’
This, Pearl realised, was her little sister’s way of trying to comfort her. And it was the last thing she wanted. It wasn’t the play she missed. She could always read a story again. But all the little details Ivy was talking about, the things that made the play theirs – she felt those ought to belong to her. 
The front door closed. Pearl heard the bathroom door creak. 
Then Eddie came thudding down the passage and launched himself onto the girls’ bed. He landed with a huge bounce, making Ivy and the bedsprings squeal in protest. ‘Thought she’d never leave,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Ivy, you’re a hero.’ 
It was the closest he’d come to an apology for threatening her in the storeroom. ‘I know,’ she said, lifting a stack of books from under the bed.
Eddie grabbed one of the gardening books. ‘Haven’t seen any signs of our Linda around, have you?’ 
‘No. Sorry.’ 
‘Right.’ He began flipping the pages. ‘Well, we’ll simply have to work extra hard to get her back.’
A moment later, Vally joined them. Like the girls, he was in his summer underwear – loose white shorts and an undershirt. ‘Got our flowers?’ 
Pearl tossed them to him. 
The smaller of the pink flowers, the five-petalled ones, gave themselves up first. The biggest clue was the twigs from which they grew, suggesting a tree. Eddie guessed that they were cherry blossoms, based on their resemblance to some fine Japanese china he’d seen in the Ornament Department. This turned out to be correct. Cherry blossom meant good education. 
The trumpet-shaped flowers took longer. The Coles started with Vally’s systematic method of ruling out all the flowers in the dictionary alphabetically, but this was both boring and slow – and they could not afford to be slow. The green bands of the rainbows were burned up almost to the halfway point. Even worse, Pearl realised that Vally was forgetting things that had just happened. He was talking and listening as normal, but every few minutes, after looking at the books, he would mutter, ‘So what does cardamine look like?’ or ‘It’s not campanula …’
‘You already said that,’ Ivy pointed out.
‘I did?’ 
‘Three times,’ said Pearl. 
Vally put his hands to his head. 
‘Pull yourself together, Val,’ said Eddie. 
‘Write it down,’ said Pearl. ‘Like Linda told us.’ 
Ivy, being the slowest reader, came up with a faster method: she only looked through books with pictures. After finishing a book of educational charts, Pearl examined the bouquet again. She didn’t remember being rough with it, but every stem had been snapped. Every cherry twig had a kink, and some of the pink trumpets were hanging by threads.
‘What does it mean if all the stems are broken?’ she asked.
Vally picked up the flower dictionary and flipped to the front. ‘According to this, a bouquet upside down means everything has the opposite meaning. Given with the right hand means yes or right, as in correct. Given with the left hand means no or wrong. A dead bouquet means you’re extremely sad. Something like I never want to see you again.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Based on that, broken stems might mean …’ 
‘Breaking heart?’ suggested Ivy. 
Vally nodded. ‘I was about to say breaking a promise.’ 
‘Breaking wind,’ said Eddie, and looked expectantly at Ivy. She was stifling giggles. It seemed they were on their way to making up.
‘What’s tickled you so much, Miss Ivy Diamond?’ said a voice from the doorway.
Pearl whirled around. Her father stood in the doorway, pulling on his blue lounge jacket – like a lady’s dressing gown, but shorter – over his pyjamas. Sweat was shining on his pale brow. He sounded cheerful, despite the rasp of illness in his voice, which made her guilt even heavier.
‘You’re all very studious for a Saturday. And why are you in your underwear?’
‘We’re figuring out a riddle,’ Ivy said, before anyone could stop her. 
‘Oh,’ said Pa, brightening. ‘You’ve got a lot of botany books there. I used to be a bit of a botanist, you know. When I was rowing down the Murray, I collected specimens for Sir Ferdinand –’
‘– Jakob Heinrich von Mueller, we know,’ said Eddie. They had all seen the specimens, and the drawings of the specimens, and the photographs of the specimens, and heard the story of the specimens. No trip to the Botanic Gardens was complete without a stop at Pa’s little contribution to science.
‘Well, yes,’ said Pa. ‘Would you like me to give you a clue?’ 
‘No, thanks, Pa.’ Pearl tried to sound upbeat. ‘We want to work it out ourselves.’ 
Her father gave a small chuckle, which turned into a cough. ‘All right, then. Where’s Her Majesty?’ He had lots of nicknames for Ma, some playful, some adoring. Many of them referenced their reputation as Melbourne’s literary royalty: Majesty and Highness and my queen. Pearl thought it rather suited her regal attitude and her easy command in difficult situations.
‘She’s gone to the pharmacy,’ said Eddie. 
‘For me? She didn’t have to do that, the dear thing.’ 
‘Don’t call Mama a thing!’ Ivy said. 
‘Quite right. Dear lady.’ Blinking hard, Pa braced himself on the doorway and took a deep, effortful breath. ‘Ought to stay in bed today, I think. Let me know if you’d like a hint.’ 
As soon as the footfalls returned to the master bedroom, Vally collapsed on the girls’ bed. ‘Thought we were done for.’ 
‘Don’t relax yet,’ Eddie said, taking the flower dictionary. ‘Where were we – broken stems?’
Pearl picked up another book on tropical plants and began flicking through. Bright colours and fantastic shapes flipped past her: blue wing, yellow bell, pink trumpet, white spike – pink trumpet! She turned back a page. The dipladenia, or rock trumpet, is a delightful South American climber … ‘Dipladenia!’ 
‘That’s a dinosaur,’ said Ivy.
‘It’s not!’ Pearl grasped the air for someone to give her the flower dictionary. 
Eddie was already onto it. ‘So we’ve got cherry blossom – good education. Broken stems – something about breaking. And dipladenia … you are too bold.’ 
Vally sat upright on the bed. His face was pale. 
‘Vally?’ Pearl nudged him. ‘Did you forget something else?’ 
‘No,’ he moaned. ‘I’ve remembered something. That slapping noise downstairs …’ He gave Pearl a pleading look, but she couldn’t recall a slapping noise.
‘Well, come on,’ said Eddie. ‘Out with it.’
Vally turned to him with a look of pure dread. ‘It’s the Whipping Machine.’



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
COLE’S PATENT WHIPPING MACHINE FOR FLOGGING NAUGHTY CHILDREN
Vally was going to die.
He knew it by the metallic clatter from the floor below, by the hungry growl of its engine. He knew it by the war-drum beating of his heart. He knew it by his dry mouth and his skin stinging with memories that would never be erased, even if he lost the game. Too bold. Good education. The canes would whip the clothes from his skin, the skin from his flesh, the flesh from his bones, and he would die. 
He dug his fingernails into the strap of his school satchel. He was dressed again, and the satchel was packed with useful things. Inside was the flower dictionary, the altered Funny Picture Book, the emergency sweets from Miss Kay, a list of the flowers they had so far deciphered, paper and pencils for decoding riddles, scissors in case they encountered more malevolent ball gowns, and at Pearl’s insistence, the oryx horn. As thorough as this kit was, it didn’t feel like much protection. Vally wished he was upstairs with Ivy, keeping an ear out for Pa and an eye out for their mother returning down Bourke Street. 
Five stairs from the ground floor, his feet seemed to turn to stone. Eddie and Pearl looked up at him. 
‘I don’t think I can do this one.’ 
Eddie rolled his eyes. ‘What do you mean, you can’t do it?’ 
Too bold. It suited Pearl and Eddie, but not him. Pearl had kept a level head in the second challenge when Vally had lost his. She bantered with Magnus Maximillian as brazenly as their mother did with those who crossed her. Eddie’s natural attitude to danger was to charge in with a courage that verged on stupidity. But Vally was scared. And the thing he was most scared of was how his own mind might betray him. He would panic. Or worse – forget.
‘I’ll mess it up,’ he said. ‘I don’t trust myself.’ 
‘Well, I do,’ said Pearl. 
Vally was about to argue with her when he noticed the open, hopeful look on her face. She wasn’t brushing him off. That slight note of provocation in her voice wasn’t saying, you’re a coward, but come on, cheer up, don’t be hard on yourself. Which meant a lot, coming from the Constant Irritation.
That was a horrible nickname, now that he thought about it. She wasn’t a constant irritation. She was loud, and she didn’t always know how to think things through. But she wasn’t stupid. Every time she had argued with him since the game began, it was only because she was trying to help him reach the goal they shared. The goal of saving Pa. 
‘Tick, tock,’ said Eddie, pointing at the diminishing rainbows. ‘Don’t sook out on us, Val.’
‘All right, all right.’ Vally hefted the satchel and stepped onto the ground floor. It felt like stepping into an ancient battle arena. The Book Arcade was suspiciously devoid of customers, considering the doors had been open for almost an hour. ‘What do we do?’ 
Before Pearl or Eddie could answer, a shout of bewildered frustration came from the southern end of the Book Arcade. 
‘I reckon we go towards the screaming,’ said Eddie, and broke into a run. Pearl dashed after him, her skirts bouncing. 
Vally rammed his fear down into the back of his mind and followed. 
Then, halfway across the Arcade, he noticed the cloud. It billowed from a corner of the Little Collins side. The sunlight streaming through the Book Arcade had an orange tint now, like a bushfire sky. Slap, slap, slap, slap. There was a smell like a locomotive, all metal and smoke. But of course it would smell like a train engine: that was the main advantage of the Whipping Machine that Pa had designed. If it could be powered by steam, the teacher wouldn’t wear out his thrashing hand. Not that they ever did, in Vally’s experience. Even a headmaster only had to strike six blows in a row, and once he found his rhythm, they tended to land harder. 
Best not to think about that. Best to bottle those thoughts up and bury them and never mark the spot.
Ahead of him, Eddie reeled backwards. A figure in a red jacket flew out of the smoke and crashed into the art history section. As the person slumped at the bottom of a bookcase, Vally recognised his face. The lad was friendly but accident-prone, had worked in the Book Arcade for at least five years – and Vally had completely forgotten his name. Tim Handlepot? Will Apricot?
‘Syd?’ Eddie stepped towards him. ‘Hey, Endacott. Can you hear me?’
The wretched young man gave a slight nod.
Vally put out a hand to help him up. ‘What’s going on?’ 
With eyes crushed shut in pain, Syd remained on the floor, clutching his side. He pointed down the aisle, into the smoke. Thumps and shouts rang out through the murk. And the terrible slapping. Louder now. Sharper. 
‘Come on,’ said Pearl, and strode down the aisle. She was like a little dog running between the legs of a team of horses – fearless, even when fear might have protected her. 
And because she was younger, Vally and Eddie had to follow her.
Vally glimpsed red jackets in the gloom, heard snatches of commands in a familiar voice he couldn’t quite place. Various people were carrying ropes and brooms. Somebody passed by with a firefighter’s axe. But Vally was only vaguely aware of these details. The thing that loomed out of the smoke drew in his attention like a whirlpool. 
Its chugging engine turned a flywheel, rotated a drum, coughed out smoke and steam. Like many of the Arcade’s wonders, it was designed for children. Its stocks were made for trapping young necks and wrists. The canes bowed, bent, sprang free. Slap, slap, slap, slap. They bristled from the turning barrel, as thick as the flowers clustered on a banksia cone. 
And in his mind flashed the illustration that had so fascinated and repulsed him as a child. The drawing that used to send Linda – or was it Ruby? – into uncontrollable giggles for no reason Vally could understand. Cole’s Patent Whipping Machine for Flogging Naughty Children.
But the machine in Pa’s book didn’t have wheels. The drawing didn’t have a pair of huge iron hands. As Vally stared at the alterations in disbelief, one of the hands reached out and batted Miss Kay away like an insect. The other planted itself on the floor and hauled the machine towards the Coles.
Pearl pulled back. ‘It moved!’ 
The machine snorted a cloud of exhaust, like some great demonic bull. The other hand slammed on the wooden floor, raising splinters as its iron fingers clawed for purchase. The canes spun faster. Slap slap slap slap.
It could have grabbed any of the staff, yet it was tossing them aside. Its stocks were empty. It wanted children. It had been waiting for them.
‘You three!’ Mr Pyke charged from the smoke, arms open in a protective gesture. ‘Get out of –’ 
The machine grabbed the manager and flung him away like an old cloth. The gears clanked. The canes slapped. 
Eddie grabbed Pearl’s arm. ‘Run.’ 
Vally was one hundred per cent on board with that plan.
He ducked to the right, and immediately regretted it. Pearl and Eddie were going back the way they had all come. He was on his own. Part of him selfishly hoped the Whipping Machine would follow them instead. Two of them, one of him. And Eddie was bigger. Surely it would be more satisfied with him … 
It’s not going to eat him, you donkey. Focus. 
But focusing was becoming difficult. With more memories slipping away every moment, his mind was becoming like the haunted American mansion he had once read about, full of trapdoors and missing floorboards, dead ends and windows to nothing. What was it called? Witch House, Winch House …
The Whipping Machine reeled at the corner. Its wheels shrieked on the floor. 
He’d have to look it up later. 
He took off again. The satchel bounced awkwardly at his hip. The machine ate up the distance behind him, the thud of falling books adding to its hideous noise. Shelves fell and splintered in its wake. It barely fit between the aisles. Its steel hands shoved tables out of its way and smashed down ladders. 
He dodged down a different passageway. The machine hit the wall with a crunch that shook the floor. Its turning circle was too wide, too clumsy, to follow him with ease. An avalanche of books thundered down upon the machine. The wheels, wedged between the shelves, cycled madly. Vally jogged backwards, caught between doubt and hope. Had the Arcade come to his rescue, burying the machine?
The metal hands braced against the shelves. The books tumbled off the engine, tearing and flapping open, as the Whipping Machine began to haul itself free. Slapping canes sent pages flying. 
Vally didn’t waste another second. He pelted up the central aisle. In the reflections on the obelisks, he caught fragments of the machine’s progress: now a cloud of smoke, now a grasping hand, now a falling shelf.
He turned another corner and ran into his sister. She yelped and rubbed her arm.
‘Sorry,’ he said, between gasps. ‘Tried to … shake it off …’
‘Val!’ Eddie clapped him on the back in relief and they jogged up the central aisle. ‘How do we beat this thing?’ 
‘The flowers said too bold …’ But Vally couldn’t remember the rest. He glanced at Pearl for help. 
‘Good education,’ she said. ‘The Whipping Machine is for naughty children. Maybe if we show it how good we can be …’ 
‘You’ve both forgotten?’ Eddie looked exasperated. ‘All the broken stems? We’ve got to break it – before it tears the whole shop down!’
‘Break it,’ said Vally, to reinforce the memory. ‘We could put its fire out. It’s steam-powered, so it’s got to have a fire in its engine.’
The Whipping Machine careened into the central aisle, smashing mirrors and shelves. SLAP-slap-slap-slap, SLAP-slap-slap-slap. 
The Coles turned down another row. ‘That’s not a bad idea, Val,’ said Eddie breathlessly. ‘How do we do it?’ 
‘No idea.’ Vally stepped up a few rungs of the nearest ladder to see over the tall shelves. A dark plume of smoke rose above the mirrored obelisks. Somewhere behind the machine, the Book Arcade staff were still scrambling to control it. It was a brave effort, but unsuccessful. He jumped off the ladder and resumed their sidling, furtive run. 
‘Fire extinguisher,’ Eddie said. ‘Two of us are the decoys. The other one goes around the back and shoots the extinguisher down its chimney.’ 
‘Where on earth,’ said Vally, ‘will we get a fire extinguisher?’ 
‘You can’t be serious,’ Eddie said. ‘Val! We have two on every floor!’ 
‘Since when?’
Eddie made an exasperated noise. ‘You remember where they are, right, Pearlie?’
But Pearl was slowing down. She glanced over her shoulder at the billowing smoke. ‘Do you think – I mean – maybe if it caught one of us, the others would have a chance to –’
‘No!’ She was making so little effort to keep up that Vally had to drag her down into a dark, narrow aisle in the theology section. ‘The cane hurts, all right? You can hardly walk after getting six of the best, and that thing isn’t built to stop at six. If you get caught, it might as well be the end of the game.’
Pearl looked stunned. ‘What’s six of the best?’
‘Six strikes,’ said Eddie. ‘As hard as the teacher can hit.’
‘But you two don’t get the cane.’ She sounded confused, and a little hurt, as if her brothers had betrayed her somehow. ‘You’re good boys, aren’t you?’ 
Vally and Eddie exchanged glances. Pearl must have seen them limping home before: taking verbal lashings from Ma, lying on the floor on their stomachs because sitting was too painful. But that would have happened in the flat upstairs. An Arcade memory for her, now lost. Vally didn’t know how to explain it to her – didn’t want to, for fear of the feelings that might be dragged out with it. Pearl didn’t go to school with her older siblings. Even if she had, girls were whipped far less than boys: people said they were more fragile. She’d probably never know that sting of the switch, those criss-crossing red marks afterwards. She’d never know the shame of the flinch, the escaping tears. For a while, Eddie and Vally had been in the habit of wearing two pairs of pants to soften the blows a little. The day they were discovered, the headmaster had given them twelve strikes each. 
‘You do get the cane?’ Pearl’s eyes went even wider. ‘Why?’
‘Put a rat in the teacher’s desk,’ said Vally. 
‘Punched someone who was picking on Val,’ said Eddie. 
‘Spilled ink.’ 
‘Talked out of turn.’ 
‘I laughed once,’ Vally said, and he felt like crying. 
The shelves around them shuddered. A thick volume fell sprawling to the floor behind them, and Vally saw – too late – the terrible mistake he’d made. This aisle was a dead end.
The Whipping Machine crashed into the bookshelves, engine roaring. Wood splintered. Books thundered to the floor. A metal hand reached in, grasping air. Vally reeled back, stumbling on holy pages. Pearl squealed. A row of Arabic volumes tumbled like dominoes from the top shelf, each one large enough to split her skull.
‘Pearl!’ Eddie shouted. ‘Get away from the shelf!’ 
‘It’s all shelves!’
The Whipping Machine reached its other hand into the aisle. It pushed the shelves, engine grinding with overwork, its canes a violent blur – SLAPslapslapslap-SLAPslapslapslap.
The Coles backed into the end of the aisle. Pearl’s hand dug like a claw into Vally’s sleeve. ‘I should have paid more attention to Pa’s spell-writing!’ she moaned. ‘Don’t you know any magic?’
Even if Vally had, it likely wouldn’t have worked. Articulation needed a steady hand; imagination, a clear head. He picked up a huge brick of a book and flung it into the Whipping Machine’s pounding, spinning gears. 
With a grinding snarl, the pages burst into confetti. The machine munched up the covers and spat them out somewhere behind it.
‘Blast,’ Vally said. ‘Thought that’d work.’ 
Pearl looked flabbergasted. ‘Work how?’ 
‘Jam the gears.’ 
‘You can’t do that with books!’ 
‘Well, I know that now!’
The terrible engine rammed the shelves again. The canes were turning so fast their sounds began to blend together: SLAPPAslappaSLAPPAslappaSLAPPAPPAPPAPP.
‘Val.’ Eddie gripped his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
A fleeting paranoia zipped through Vally’s head – was this a pre-emptive apology for something Eddie was about to do to him? 
‘You put up with a lot.’ It was almost impossible to hear Eddie over the machine. ‘I’ve put you through a lot.’ Eddie glanced at Pearl, who was leaning slightly closer to Vally than she was to him, and a strange look crossed his face – jealous eyes, a regretful twist of the mouth. ‘Don’t let her down, OK?’ 
The word her was heavy with meaning. Don’t let her down the way I’ve let you down by dragging you into trouble with me. Don’t let her down, because you’re the reliable one and even the little girls know it. Don’t let her down, because it’s your responsibility from now on. 
‘No!’ Vally tried to catch his sleeve. ‘Ed!’
But Eddie was already running towards the Whipping Machine. 



 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
ORDER AND CHAOS
Pearl could only watch, stunned, as her brother threw himself at the mechanical monster. He was going to duck, surely. He was going to scramble over it. He couldn’t really be giving himself up to it. He couldn’t just let it win … could he? 
The stocks opened like a massive pair of jaws. The iron hands caught Eddie around the waist. He twisted in its grip like a rabbit in a snare. The slapping became sharper as the canes whipped his legs. 
And it was all for nothing. The machine took up the whole of the aisle. Once it was done with Eddie, it would come for Vally and Pearl. 
As Vally dodged a falling book, he bumped into Pearl. Something jabbed her side. She looked down. 
The oryx horn. The protection charm that could drive off a hungry lion. It was poking out of the bag. 
She grabbed it in both hands and pulled. Her fingers fit easily in its spiralling ridges, as if it had been made for her to do this. ‘Ed!’ She raised the horn high in the air and made a stabbing motion. ‘Eddie!’
He saw her, and opened his hand. 
Pearl threw it.
The horn spun end over end in the air, and seemed about to sail clear over the Whipping Machine when the canes smacked its point, flinging it in the other direction. Eddie caught the point in his left hand. The machine fumbled to hold him again, trying to force him into the stocks. He lashed out with both feet. Several of the canes snapped against his boots, cutting a swathe of broken rods like a giant bite out of a corncob. 
‘Come on, Eddie!’ Pearl shouted. ‘Into the gears!’
The iron hands tightened, holding Eddie at an angle that made it impossible to see him properly. He screamed, a sustained roar of pain or anger or both. 
The machine was screaming, too, a horrendous screech of metal and friction. And now Pearl saw her brother gripping the wide end of the horn, driving it into the churning guts of the dreadful thing like a hunter slaying a beast. Pieces of broken horn and snapped canes shot out in all directions. Books thundered to the ground. The air was too full of smoke and shrapnel to see a thing. 
Pearl shielded her face with her arms. The world was soot-stink and engine-rumble and metal-shriek. The machine stuttered, struggled, coughed, creaked, and emitted a long, tortured violin whine that felt like it drilled clean through her skull. 
Then, with a final juddering clunk and a hiss of escaping steam, the Whipping Machine died.
As the smoke dispersed, Pearl lowered her sleeve from her mouth. Her ears rang. The Whipping Machine was winding down gradually. The hands were frozen, but the flywheel kept spinning, the canes now flicking as they rotated to a stop. The oryx horn stuck out of the works, a defiantly curved piece of nature buried in the rigid metal heart of the machine.
Eddie sat tangled up in the wreckage, cradling his right hand. His jaw was clenched. He coughed, shaking, his body curled and tense with hurt.
‘Eddie!’ Pearl ran towards him. She’d been dreading that the machine might tear him to shreds as easily as it had done to the books. ‘Did it break your hand?’ 
‘No.’ A shaky gasp. His face was red, his eyes shining. ‘I burnt it.’ He held up the hand. It was an inflamed red, crabbed into a curl. ‘Must have touched a pipe or – or pierced the boiler.’ He sucked his breath through clenched teeth. ‘I feel so stupid.’
‘You were incredible,’ Vally said, reaching up a hand to help him down.
‘I’m not crying!’ Eddie brushed his cheek with his good hand. ‘It’s the – smoke in my eyes.’ 
‘Where did it whip you?’ said Vally. 
‘Legs. This arm. Most of this arm. One here.’ Eddie pointed at his right cheek, and gestured stiffly at his left side. ‘All down here.’ He sounded almost proud. But that was classic Eddie. He might have been a brutal opponent, but he was a heroic player for his own team.
Behind the machine, adult footsteps and voices rallied. With much straining and creaking of bodies and furniture, the bookshelves began to move outwards. A face peered around the wreckage. ‘They’re here!’ 
A cheer went up. Pearl could see red-sleeved arms raised in victory. 
In a few moments, the Book Arcade staff opened a wide enough gap for the Coles to slip through. As velvet arms eased her through the crack, Pearl gasped in dismay. Cole’s Book Arcade was a mess. The wrought-iron designs on the balconies were edged in rust. It was thickest near where the game had been played so far: Wonder Land, Lolly Land, and the … music place. The rainbows showed less than half a green stripe each, like pieces of watermelon rind. The skylight was still darkened by smoke. Worst were the books. The Whipping Machine had not destroyed everything, but it had cut a clear path through the Arcade. In its wake lay upended shelves and splintered chairs, a trail of torn and trampled pages.
And something else seemed sad about the Arcade today. A few horrified customers looked down from the balconies, but the usual Saturday throngs were nowhere to be seen. People should have been coming to collect new music for their evening parties, new perfumes to wear to the theatre, new books to read on the sly in church tomorrow. With Easter around the corner, the place should have been a hive of relatives buying sweets for children, and hostesses musing over which fancy dinner set to buy. Even in the worst weather, plenty of people could afford threepence for a Cole medallion, which got them a seat out of the rain and the freedom to Read As Much As You Want. 
That wasn’t right. Read All Day – We Don’t Make You Pay. That wasn’t it, either. Pearl looked up at the signs arching at the top of the second floor. Read For … As Long As … You … Like … 
It felt like reading another language. No – it felt like being six years old again, just getting the hang of reading on her own. No One … Ask-ed, Asked … To Boo-ee, Buy. A cold and terrible feeling stirred in her core, like a creature at the bottom of a lake. She’d taken her first literacy lessons at home, in the flat, at the kitchen table. 
Mr Pyke put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Are we all right, Pearl?’ 
He was shorter than she remembered. There had been a time when the Book Arcade’s … first mate? … had seemed a hugely imposing presence. She wanted to tell him that she was not all right, she was forgetting how to read – but that would mean telling him why, which seemed like a bad idea. ‘Eddie’s burned himself.’ 
‘Tea Salon’s got a first-aid kit in the kitchen,’ someone said. Pearl turned to see who it was and had another nasty moment of disorientation. She recognised some of the concerned faces in the crowd, but who was that? And who was that? They were in Book Arcade jackets, so they couldn’t be customers – yet Pearl could have sworn she had never seen half of these people before. As she looked them over, searching for staff she knew, she found a familiar face sitting atop an upended bookshelf. A small and pointed paper face, with empty white eyes. The wagtail spy stared at her for a moment, before it turned and dived out of view.
‘I’ll take the kids,’ said Mr Pyke. ‘You lot get this tidied up. And if anyone finds out what’s happened to the Band, let me know.’ 
‘Sir,’ said one of the strangers, ‘we can’t stay open with the place looking like this.’ 
‘Quite right,’ said Mr Pyke. ‘I’ll run it past Cole as soon as I can. Get the Printing Department to bring their tools and dismantle that monstrosity.’
As he hustled the Cole children across the Arcade, he lowered his voice. ‘Has your father gone completely mad?’ 
‘Why do you ask?’ said Vally, feigning innocence.
‘Wonder Land looks like a bomb went off, Miss Kay’s talking about a giant slug, none of the Band has showed up, the rainbows are grey, and a mechanical figment of your father’s imagination just rolled through here like a train coming off the rails. So I’m wondering what the dickens Cole thinks he’s doing, because it looks like he’s destroying the business that took us thirty-odd years to build. It’ll be a nightmare when the papers get wind of it.’ 
It took Pearl a moment to realise what Mr Pyke was saying. He was Pa’s most faithful colleague, the anchor of practicality in the Book Arcade’s leadership and its public face when reporters came knocking. He thought Pa was creating all the chaos in the Arcade, and was offended that he hadn’t been told why. At once, Pearl saw how she could both prevent Mr Pyke from interfering in the game, and smooth things over between him and Pa. 
‘It already is a nightmare, Mr Pyke,’ she said, glancing at her brothers so they’d get the hint. ‘This is all happening because of Pa’s bad dreams.’ 
‘Bad dreams?’ said Mr Pyke flatly. ‘He can do magic in his sleep now?’ 
‘Well, not dreams exactly. It’s that thing when you’re sick, when you …’ The word was lost. ‘When you see things that aren’t there.’ 
‘Hallucinations,’ said Eddie. 
‘Yes,’ said Pearl. ‘He can’t help it.’ 
‘Why should that have anything to do with the Arcade?’
‘We think Pa and the Arcade are connected,’ said Vally. ‘Sort of, in spirit. Remember when we … when Ruby left us? Pa couldn’t write for two months, and the sprinklers in the Fernery made it rain all the time.’
‘Rings a bell,’ said Mr Pyke. ‘Was that when no one could get that black stuff off the skylight glass?’ 
‘Right,’ Vally said.
But Pearl was sure she had never heard of this before. Another hole in her past. Another of her sorrows to be sold to strangers. 
‘Hallucinations, you reckon,’ said Mr Pyke thoughtfully. ‘I suppose it makes as much sense as anything else in this place.’ 
As they helped Eddie limp into the Tea Salon, Pearl was pleased to see that the cafe was as busy as usual. But her relief was quick to fade. The Symphonion was slow, sounding less like a beautiful modern music machine and more like the plinking threat of ‘Pop Goes the Weasel’ played on a jack-in-the-box. The magnificent paintings on the walls – ancient Chinese emperors, maharajahs hunting on elephant-back – seemed flat and amateurish, and the paint was cracking. The customers gave off an air of dissatisfaction. They looked as if they’d expected the Tea Salon to be brighter, the food sweeter, the tea stronger and the staff quicker. 
Mr Pyke pulled a chair out for Eddie, and picked up two water jugs – one full, one empty – from a nearby sideboard. ‘Hold out your hand.’ 
Eddie eased himself down, taking care not to brush his cane injuries on anything. He propped his elbow on the table and Mr Pyke began to pour water from one jug to the other, over his burned hand. Eddie winced and turned his face away. 
‘That’s the way. You’ll be all right, mate.’ Mr Pyke cast about for a staff member, but all the waitresses had disappeared. ‘Pearl, go and ask Mr Yang for that first-aid kit.’ 
Unable to recall where the kitchen was, Pearl looked around. She spotted a doorframe hidden behind a painted silk screen and headed towards it.
Vally slung the satchel down on one of the chairs and jogged up behind her. ‘That’s the way to the toilets,’ he murmured, nudging her to turn towards the saloon doors on the neighbouring wall. 
‘Thanks.’ They weaved between empty tables. ‘Vally, I’ve just realised we didn’t get a bouquet.’ 
He shrugged. ‘Maybe we won’t this time. Some simple instructions would make a nice change. There’s a Whipping Machine – destroy it. Go to Wonder Land.’ 
‘Display a dozen in three rows of five.’
‘When did we do that?’ 
‘Lolly Land.’ 
Vally pushed open the saloon doors to the kitchen. The cook, Yang Tao, was cutting strawberries with his back to them, bent over his chopping board. ‘Point is, I wish we had some proper rules to go on. Something concrete. And why do they all have to rhyme?’
Pearl gave him a mischievous look. ‘You don’t want things to rhyme all the time?’
‘It’s a crime to rhyme,’ said Vally, picking up on the joke. ‘Maybe next time, we could … see a mime.’
It was comforting to hear something as normal as her brother being silly. It made a little bubble around the two of them, in which they were not fighting to save their father, but simply enjoying Cole’s Book Arcade on a Saturday. ‘Eating a lime?’ 
‘Covered in slime.’
‘What a shame, Valentine.’
Pearl froze. That was not Mr Yang’s voice. 
The cook straightened – and kept straightening. He was too tall, too thin, too graceful …
‘Maximillian!’ shouted Vally.
He laughed, spun, struck his heels on the floor in a little jig. The cook’s uniform vanished in a puff of blue smoke, and the Obscurosmith stood before them in his top hat and tails. 
‘You two!’ he beamed. ‘What bright little buttons you are!’ He tossed his cane to his other hand. ‘I love your strategy. The way you play off each other! Hilarious! Splendid! And as for bringing in the whole family – it’s so nice that young people today are keeping up the fine art of exploiting loopholes. You’ve no idea how entertaining you are to watch.’ 
‘Entertaining?’ said Vally. ‘You made Linda get eaten alive!’ 
The Obscurosmith laughed, long and loud. 
‘You nearly killed us in Wonder Land,’ said Pearl sternly. 
‘I know! Wasn’t it exciting?’ 
‘Why are you here?’ Vally demanded. 
The Obscurosmith stroked his chin. ‘Why, indeed? Why are any of us born into this crazy world?’ 
‘I’m not talking about the crazy world,’ said Vally. ‘I mean this kitchen, right now.’ 
‘Just wanted to drop in. It’s half-time, you know – or thereabouts.’
‘Tell us what you’ve done with Linda,’ said Pearl.
‘Shan’t.’
‘We agreed you could have three things,’ Pearl said. ‘Pa, and our memories, and …’ What was the other one? 
‘The Book Arcade,’ Vally said. ‘Linda was never part of the deal. If you cheat, you forfeit, remember?’ 
‘Don’t fret – I won’t keep her,’ said the Obscurosmith. ‘Consider her disqualified, for the time being. And lest you start thinking you can make demands of me, I ought to remind you of something else we agreed. You said we could play any game I like. You gave me the freedom to make the rules, and I can always make things more difficult if you don’t play nicely. Like this.’ 
He gave the barrels on his cane two practised flicks. At a gesture, the benches, walls, and Obscurosmith rocketed up to a gigantic size. Pearl looked at Vally and realised with a jolt that they were both shrinking. 
The Obscurosmith loomed over them. ‘Or this,’ he thundered, and tapped a rhythm on the floor. 
At once, Pearl and Vally shot back up to their normal size – but now twelve Obscurosmiths were lounging about the kitchen. 
‘But why?’ Vally persisted, focusing on what seemed to be the original. ‘Why go to all this effort to get your hands on our Arcade? You could have any shop in the city for your Emporium.’
‘I told you,’ said the dozen men in chorus. ‘I like this one. And I have so many ideas for it.’ They began speaking the same sentence one at a time, in little fragments that made Pearl’s head spin. ‘This is a –’
‘– nice enough teahouse –’ 
‘– but just imagine –’
‘– a place where people could –’
‘– quite literally –’
‘– drink their troubles away.’ 
‘You’re doing all this just to start your own pub?’ Vally cried.
‘No, that’s only part of it,’ said an Obscurosmith who was balancing a kitchen knife on its point. 
‘To entice the masses,’ said one sitting on the bench. 
His neighbour nodded agreement. ‘And I’d like a smoking room, too.’
‘But Pa hates alcohol,’ Vally said, sounding a little plaintive. 
‘Who said anything about alcohol? Besides.’ A snicker ran around the room, making Pearl feel as if insects were scurrying across her skin. ‘He’ll be dead.’ 
‘Why did you choose our family?’ she asked. 
‘Because your father loved your sister,’ said an Obscurosmith leaning on the sink.
‘That gave me a way in,’ said one of his doubles, who was inspecting a cucumber sandwich. 
‘An exploitable weakness,’ said a third. 
‘Right there in his book.’ 
‘Handed to me on a platter.’
‘Couldn’t resist.’
He’d struck a nerve: Vally’s face became pinched with hatred. ‘Pa isn’t weak!’
‘Everyone has weaknesses,’ said the dozen Obscurosmiths, and folded up into one being again. They made a soft flapping sound as they came together, like cloth falling in a pile. 
Pearl crossed her arms. ‘Then you must have one, too.’ 
‘Of course,’ said the single Obscurosmith, adjusting his hat. ‘Want to know what it is?’ 
Vally regarded him through narrowed eyes. ‘In exchange for …?’ 
‘Your hearing.’ 
‘And be deaf for the rest of our lives?’ said Pearl. ‘That’s a terrible deal.’ 
‘How about one ear each, for a small foible?’ 
‘Forget it.’
‘Forget what?’ 
Pearl didn’t know. She’d known a moment ago, but now it was gone. She’d forgotten what she was telling him to forget. Hot blood rose to her cheeks. ‘That’s not fair.’
The Obscurosmith grinned. It was unbridled and gleeful, showing too many teeth. In moments like this, Pearl was the most afraid of him. The nonchalant charm slipped, revealing a glimpse of something manic and destructive and hungry inside him. When he grinned instead of smirked, when he laughed instead of chuckled, she could see that wild inner thing breaking through. ‘If you wanted fair,’ he said, ‘you should have gone to somebody else.’ 
‘You promised,’ said Vally. ‘At the start of the game. And she’s right. Taking our memories of things that have just happened doesn’t give us a sporting chance at all.’ 
‘You keep using that word,’ said the Obscurosmith, wagging his finger. ‘Take. As if I could pick every little morsel of recollection out of your head like fruit off a tree. Just so you understand the magnitude of what you’ve signed away, the process is more like … a cascade of marbles. I have no more control over which marbles drop into my barrel first than you do. They’re all mixed together. If you lose a memory you just formed, that’s your bad luck. I’m within my rights to comment on my new collection, aren’t I?’ 
Pearl studied his face. He was controlling it again, the inner beast hidden behind the dignified mask. ‘You’re lying.’
‘I don’t lie.’ For once, the Obscurosmith looked serious. ‘I’ve not lied to you. That’s the beauty of it. That’s the fun of it.’ He leapt effortlessly onto the kitchen bench and strolled across it. ‘Don’t you like to have fun?’ 
Vally left a careful pause before answering. ‘I don’t need to hurt people to have fun.’
‘Oh, lighten up! I haven’t done anything permanent. Yet.’ The Obscurosmith waved his cane at the two of them. ‘You know, you’ve both been quite rude to me just now. Not good sports at all. I say that deserves a penalty.’
And he pointed the cane right at Vally’s chest. 



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
NONSENSE WORDS
A manic ticking sound came from Vally’s waistcoat pocket. Pearl realised the Obscurosmith hadn’t been aiming for her brother’s heart, but his treasured watch. As Vally drew it out, Pearl leaned over to see. The second hand was no longer flicking meticulously from one mark to the next, but speeding past them. 
‘You said we would have twenty-eight hours!’ she protested. 
‘You do,’ said the Obscurosmith, fiddling with the wheels on his cane. ‘The next few will simply pass a little faster.’ 
‘You can’t do that,’ Vally said. ‘An hour is an hour.’ 
‘Is it? Haven’t you ever lost an afternoon in the blink of an eye, or had a school day last eternity?’ 
‘Yes, but –’
‘Well, there you have it. But you didn’t come in here to argue with me.’ 
Pearl felt, not for the first time, as if he had whisked a chair from under her a moment before she sat on it. She couldn’t recall why they had come into the kitchen.
‘I’d hurry if I were you. That was a nasty burn.’ 
Vally gasped. ‘Eddie!’
The Obscurosmith gestured at a low cabinet. ‘You’ll find what you need in that cupboard.’
It had a bold medical cross carved into the door. Pearl threw the cupboard open. Inside was a yellow and purple posy. ‘Tell us where the thing is!’ 
‘Dear girl,’ said the Obscurosmith, ‘the world is full of things.’ 
‘The thing with the burn cream!’ Pearl said, furious with both him and herself that she couldn’t remember the word. ‘The doctor box!’
‘The first-aid kit? Try that one.’ He waved his cane towards a crate of green apples. Then he stepped both feet into an enormous soup pot and dropped into it.
Vally lifted the pot. The base was solid, as was the table underneath. ‘There’s nothing wrong with the door!’ he called into it, but there was no reply.
When Pearl and Vally finished digging the first-aid kit out of the apple crate and returned to the Tea Salon, the waitresses were serving as if they’d never left. Tentatively, Pearl pushed one of the swinging doors to the kitchen. Mr Yang was assembling sandwiches, humming along with the discordant Symphonion. 
Eddie was alone when they reached their table. He was using his good hand to pour water over his burn, while he pored over the books from Vally’s bag. He seemed more impressed by the flowers than the medical supplies. ‘You found them!’
‘And something else,’ said Vally. ‘He was in there. The Obstin–… Obser–…’ 
‘Obscurosmith,’ said Pearl. ‘You’d better not forget.’ 
‘I haven’t!’ Vally said, overreacting. ‘It’s hard to say, is all. That’s why we took so long – he made us forget what we were doing.’ 
‘Good thing you’ve got me to remember for you.’ Eddie lifted the full jug again.
‘You don’t have to do that.’ Vally set the first-aid kit on the spare chair. ‘Let’s see that hand.’ 
Pearl, curious to see the wound up close, opened the clips on the box. ‘I’ll do it!’
Eddie held out the palm of his good hand to stop her. ‘I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you. Vally’s a bit more … thorough.’
That was fair. Pearl wasn’t known for doing tasks with care. She started rifling for the required supplies. ‘Where’s Mr Pyke?’ 
Eddie pushed Cole’s Funny Picture Book across the table. ‘I convinced him to go back to help with the machine so I could work on figuring this out.’ 
‘Have you?’ asked Pearl eagerly.
‘Almost. The first two lines are obvious: the famous rainbows of Cole’s Book Arcade now count its final hours as they fade. That’s been happening the whole time. Same with the next couple of lines. Wondrous rooms, find a test, pass them in a certain order and a given time limit. That time limit is four hours per rainbow stripe – right, Val?’
‘It was.’ Vally took out his watch and glanced at the Arcade proper. Pearl followed his line of sight. Already it was past twelve o’clock, and the sky-blue fifth bands of the rainbow signs were fading. He counted under his breath. ‘It took the second hand twenty seconds to go all the way around. That’s three times faster. The rounds were two hundred and forty minutes before, so that’s – oh, no, that’s only eighty minutes.’
‘What?!’ said Eddie. ‘Why?’ 
‘We got a penalty,’ said Vally, opening the lid of the burn cream. ‘We weren’t being good sports, apparently.’
Eighty minutes per round. It was a daunting prospect. Eighty minutes to identify the flowers, figure out their meaning and complete the next challenge. 
‘Well, that’s still a set limit,’ said Eddie. ‘Avoid the snares that lurk within is a little more vague, but now that we’ve played four rounds, we know that in every challenge, something will try to stop you. But this last line. This is where I get stuck.’ He tapped the violet words. ‘As it began, it ends. It almost sounds like … the game ends where it started. And you begin again.’ 
The terrible suggestion hung in the air between them. Pearl looked up, trying to think of some other possible explanation – but the cracks in the ceiling stole her attention. She was sure that a building merely ten years old shouldn’t crack like that. 
‘We made him promise to put the Arcade back to normal,’ said Vally, with forced optimism. ‘Maybe it’s that.’ He began to wind the bandage around Eddie’s hand.
‘Well, I can work on it while you two play the next round.’ Eddie looked over his shoulder and began to clear the books from the table with his good arm. ‘Let’s do the flowers first.’ 
It turned out he was making room for the tea he’d ordered while Pearl and Vally were in the kitchen. And what a tea it was: dainty cups edged in gold, fragrant steam unfurling from the teapot, tarts and scones and buns and sandwiches arrayed on a three-tiered cake stand. Pearl sank her teeth into a pillowy bun. It was the perfect mouthful of decadence – butter and sugar, warm spices, plump sultanas. As she washed it down with a sip of jasmine tea, a little shiver of contentment ran through her. She’d been awake since … since dark o’clock in the morning, and hadn’t eaten all day. 
‘Now hang on,’ said Eddie, picking up the latest bouquet. ‘I’ve seen these before.’ He plucked off one of the rich purple flowers. In the centre of its six petals were six … six … Pearl would have to call them pollen thingies until she got her memories back. Three of the pollen thingies were short and yellow, but the other three were long and red. Eddie picked out one of the red ones. ‘You can eat them.’ 
‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ said Vally. 
Eddie stared him dead in the eye and put the red thread in his mouth. Then he pulled a face and reached for his teacup.
Vally rolled his eyes. ‘What did you expect?’ 
‘Well, it’s not really food,’ Eddie said. ‘It’s a spice. We’ve got some at home. What’s it called?’ 
‘Oh, I know the one,’ Vally said. ‘Really expensive. Dyes things yellow.’ He tapped his finger on the table. ‘Sapphire!’ 
Eddie laughed. ‘That’s a jewel.’ 
‘It is?’ 
‘Saffron,’ Eddie said. ‘Got there in the end.’ 
Pearl reached for the flower dictionary. Al-mond … car-natt-i-on … hah-zel. She had read plenty of signs and labels outside the Book Arcade, even books on long travels, but it wasn’t enough. ‘Does it have an F or a P-H?’
‘The flower isn’t saffron, the flower’s something else,’ Eddie said. ‘Croaker. Something like that.’ 
The purple flower was a crocus, which meant happiness or mirth. It felt like an Obscurosmith insult, though Pearl wasn’t sure whether it referred to him laughing at them, or another command to loosen up and enjoy themselves. Her progress through the books was annoyingly slow. She was using Ivy’s picture method again, but it was difficult to identify plants from a drawing, especially since so few were in colour. The names were sounding increasingly foreign and ridiculous. Tansy. Quince. Ranunculus. They reminded her of the nonsense poetry that someone used to recite at family concerts. She closed her eyes and tried to picture the recital, but could only hear a small girl’s voice, steady and proud. On top of the Crumpetty Tree, the Quangle Wangle sat. Who had learned that poem? Was she missing a piece of herself, or one of her sisters?
It wasn’t long before the Tea Salon was empty. The customers trickled out and the staff, under orders from Mr Pyke, went to help tidy the Arcade proper. Cole’s Book Arcade was closing on what should have been an ordinary weekend – and it might never open again. The thought made Pearl’s teacake turn as dry as plaster in her mouth. 
She was about to share it with her brothers, in the hope of their reassurance, when Vally sat upright in his chair. ‘Oh, here we go. They’re buttercups!’
Eddie didn’t look up from his book. ‘Every yellow flower is not a buttercup, Val.’
‘These are!’ Vally swigged the last of his tea and opened the flower dictionary. ‘Buttercup: childish.’ 
‘So with the crocus, that’s childish happiness,’ said Pearl. It could have applied to the whole Arcade – but perhaps it was a department designed especially for children. ‘Wonder Land!’
The boys gave her the same look of horror at the same time. 
‘We’ve done Wonder Land already,’ Vally said. ‘The ocean? The riddle on the mirrors?’ 
‘What happened to the ocean?’ 
‘Never mind. I have another idea.’ Vally tucked his watch back into his pocket. ‘You remember where Toy Land is, right, Pearl?’
Pearl stood. It felt good to be doing something again; to be going somewhere, with purpose. She checked the rainbows outside and winced. Barely a third of the blue remained. ‘I think I do.’
‘Good,’ said Vally, swinging the satchel over his shoulder. ‘That makes one of us.’



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
UNCANNY VALLY
Up on the first floor, on the Little Collins side, Toy Land waited. The shop was dark, but the door opened when Vally tried the handle. He wanted to call out to the department manager, but he couldn’t remember who it was. In any case, they didn’t seem to be in. He took a careful step across the threshold, allowing his eyes to adjust. 
Pearl barged through, with elbows that meant business. The shop began to light up in her wake – not by any electrical or flammable means, but a general brightness, as if the sun had hit the windows at just the right angle. A stand of whirligigs began to spin on a nearby shelf. A music box popped open and began to play, the dancer twisting stiffly from side to side.
‘Look at that!’ Pearl twirled in a circle, skirts billowing, and rushed down one of the aisles. A wave of light and motion followed her – flags fluttering, kites waving their tails, the big rocking horse by the cash register tilting to and fro. 
Vally picked up a clockwork frog and turned it upside down. Its legs twitched in the air. ‘Do you think Maximillian does hundreds of little tricks, or one big spell all at once?’ 
‘I think it’s a bit of both. A couple of big ones, and a few little ones that he makes up on the spot.’ The magical wind of her wake rustled the strings of the marionettes, making them swing gently. They reminded Vally of hanged corpses. As he watched the puppets, one in a large dress curtsied to him. The clown beside her started up a high, crazy cackle. It shook so violently with laughter that it fell from its peg and thrashed about on the floor.
As if puppets weren’t creepy enough without magic. He hurried past them. Their faces turned to watch him.
‘Val, I’ve been meaning to tell you something.’ 
He set the frog on the floor and watched it leap around his feet. ‘Can it wait until the end of the round?’ 
Pearl took a deep breath. ‘I’m forgetting how to read.’ 
‘You won’t forget how to read,’ he said, trying to sound comforting – rather than frustrated and worried, which he was. ‘You’ve read outside the Arcade loads of times.’
‘I know, but it’s getting more difficult. It’s nearly four years of practice, and it’s all going away.’ She gestured to a row of four alphabet blocks in bright alternating colours. ‘What’s a louz?’ 
The blocks read: L-O-U-2. 
‘That’s not a word,’ said Vally slowly. ‘That’s three words. Hello, you two.’ 
‘A clue!’ Pearl perked up at once. ‘Are there any more?’ 
A calico kangaroo made a slow shuffling hop across the bench using its forepaws, as if grazing. As it moved, Vally spotted another row of blocks behind it. ‘B-Y-Y.’ One B and two Ys, a B and two Ys … ‘Be wise.’
Pearl wandered a little further down the aisle. Everything in the shop was set out at her height. The benches, which had once come up to Vally’s waist, were now at thigh level. His sister blended into the palette of vivid nursery colours, and the toys were drawn to her, looking at her or leaning in her direction, as if they knew she brought their best chance of being played with. His own drab trousers made him feel like a common pigeon in a tropical garden. He realised, with some disappointment, that the things on which his eye lingered were also the most bland. A cricket bat, with a pair of clean white shin guards. A penny-farthing bicycle, hanging from the ceiling. It was still strange, thinking of himself as thirteen. When Pa was thirteen, he’d had to spend all his daylight hours working on his stepfather’s farm. He’d hoed the ground and chopped wood to keep his mother and stepfather and all ten of his siblings alive through the hideous English winter. And then when he was Linda’s age, he’d said goodbye and had never spoken a word to them again. What must have happened to Pa in that cold, hungry place, to drive him to the opposite side of the Earth?
‘There’s another one,’ said Pearl. ‘I-C-U.’
With a flutter of black wings, the paper wagtail hopped over the message and cocked its head at them. Around it, a collection of painted wooden birds flapped their wings and chirruped – lorikeets, fairy wrens, magpies, kingfishers, native robins in yellow, pink and red. The paper bird wagged its tail haughtily.
‘I-H-U,’ Vally told it under his breath. 
At the end of the aisle, they found a large array of blocks scattered about the bench. As the Coles came closer, the blocks hopped to attention and lined up side by side, in long multicoloured rows:
L O N G N O C R I T E X S K R Q V S H D E M S N T K T M
‘Long … nocrit … ex,’ Pearl said. ‘Is that Latin?’
‘No, it’s gibberish.’ 
Small wooden tiles lay face up in front of the blocks. These began to shuffle around as well. Soon they formed proper words, in clear black capitals. 
spell the following in as few letters as possible
rot 
nemesis
jealous
surpass 
hollow
crooked
taunt
the remaining letters will lead you to flowers and freedom
‘Oh, wonderful,’ said Pearl, after Vally read the message aloud. ‘I forget how to read and he gives us a word puzzle.’
‘That might be an advantage.’ Vally picked up an M. ‘You’ll be able to pay more attention to the individual letters.’
‘What’s that word?’ She pointed at the second clue.
‘Nemesis.’ 
‘What does it mean?’ 
Her memories must have been escaping fast. ‘Your worst enemy.’ 
‘Enemy?’ said Pearl. ‘N-M-E?’ 
Vally gave her a nudge of encouragement. ‘See? You can do it!’ He pulled out the N, M and E blocks and placed them beside their clue. ‘Rot. Um … break down, decompose, perish, decay – D-K!’ This was proving not to be too bad after all. ‘What about jealous, Pearlie? What do you think?’ 
She was grimacing, tapping her toes on the floor. ‘I think something’s wrong with my feet.’ 
‘Well, bring a chair over.’ He moved the D and the K. ‘Come on, give me a word.’
‘No, Val. I can’t even wiggle them.’ She bent down, jerked at her shoelaces and pulled off her shoe.
‘Put that back on,’ Vally said. ‘No one wants to smell your socks.’
The sock was off before he finished. Pearl, overbalancing, gripped the bench and touched her bare foot to the floor. It went clink. 
Clink?
Vally looked again – and recoiled. Her toes were no longer separate, but fused into a solid block. 
‘What’s happening?’ Panic was creeping into his sister’s voice as she gripped her ankle. ‘It’s like stone!’ 
But stone, in Vally’s experience, didn’t go clink. He looked at the row of porcelain dolls on the shelves and had another shock. They were climbing down from their places now. Girls in summer clothes, girls in winter clothes, baby girls, horseriding girls, white girls, brown girls. All rigid, with glass eyes. All crawling, tottering, lurching towards the Coles. 
‘It says freedom,’ he pointed out, as calmly as he could. ‘As in, freedom from the obstacle, the snare. We solve this, find the flowers, and your feet go back to normal.’
‘Yours, too,’ said Pearl.
Vally’s legs slid out from under him in opposite directions. His shoes fell off and rolled aside.
He caught himself on the edge of the bench, bracing on his elbows. He couldn’t see, didn’t want to see, what was happening to him. He could feel it, though – a tingle in his bones, his skin, a peculiar sense of his legs relaxing against his will. 
Magnus Maximillian was mocking them. It was the game he liked, and they were his playthings. 
Mocking. That was another word for taunting. Vally turned his attention back to the puzzle. ‘Mock,’ he said aloud. It was partly to hear the pronunciation, partly to drown out the rustling and scuttling of a thousand tiny wheels and feet and strings. No letters seemed to work. ‘Insult, tease, I don’t know … hassle?’ 
‘It’s tease,’ said Pearl, picking out two T blocks. ‘Jealous?’ 
‘Bitter,’ said Vally. ‘Resentful, envy – oh! N-V-S.’ 
‘Hollow,’ Pearl read slowly. ‘Um … M-T!’
‘Good,’ said Vally, trying to ignore the strange unpleasant heaviness filling him up from below. ‘Surpass?’ 
His sister glanced at him and cringed. ‘Doesn’t that hurt?’ 
Vally looked down. His legs were curving off to the left and right, bent like bananas. The moment he noticed it, the last muscles that were keeping him standing went slack. He slid to the floor with a soft thud. It should have been painful, bumping down on his tailbone. Instead, it felt like landing on a pillow.
His breath came short and shallow. His lungs seemed to be running out of space. He tugged up the hem of his trousers. 
Where his leg should have been was something crude and plump and boneless. He grabbed at what had been his knee. It squashed under his touch. No joint there now – only cottonwool and calico. He lifted his shirt. His body was changing before his eyes. Hip bones disappearing. Stomach expanding. Skin turning from pink to paper-white. 
A ragdoll. He would rather have fought a hundred of the horrible puppets than this.
Vally looked up at the bench. He’d never solve the puzzle standing, not without his human legs. ‘Pearl, quick. How many clues do we have left?’
‘Two!’ She kicked off her other shoe and held onto the bench, steadying herself on her flat feet. ‘Sur-pass and, um, kuh-rr-ooh–’
‘Crooked. That word is crooked. Do we have a Q?’ 
‘We do!’ 
‘Then the answer is S-Q, askew. Pass down the rest.’
Pearl struggled to bend her arm against the transformation taking hold of it. She managed to grip two blocks in one hand, passing them down in pairs. ‘L, O … N, G … O, C … R, I … E, X …’ They slipped from her grasp. ‘Oh, Val, I’m sorry!’ 
The X tumbled across the floor. He reached for it, only to find he couldn’t separate his fingers. 
He glanced down again. He wished he hadn’t.
His hands were mittens. His legs were limp sausages. His fat bag of a body bulged with cottonwool, making his shirt ride up around his chest. Vally moaned aloud in dismay. 
Pearl swivelled her head to face him. A dark line was already appearing at her throat. ‘You’re lucky, Val. At least you’re soft.’
She was right: he could still move. He couldn’t stand, but he was stuffed firm enough to sit up. His elbows were gone, but with effort he could bend his arms where he wanted elbows to be, the way a child might have done while playing with him. Pearl, meanwhile, was totally inflexible. She was all hard segments. She still had her fingers, but she couldn’t do anything with them. 
And around them, the swarm was closing in. Marbles rolling. Jacks flipping. A tin platoon marching in formation. Dolls of all sizes, from the simplest paper fashion dolls to blinking babies with noisemaker mechanisms in their throats to an entire family of Russian matryoshkas. A menagerie of creatures from every continent, of clockwork, wood and fabric.
A wooden duck with flapping leather feet – the kind a toddler would pull around – reached out and snatched Vally’s X block. He batted the duck in the head. The block fell, and he began sweeping it back towards the others when he had a brainwave. Surpass meant something close to …
‘X-L!’ He pawed at the X and L, shoving them away from the other blocks. ‘That’s the last one!’ 
‘K, R, H, S!’ Pearl said, and stiffly knocked the rest of the letters to the floor. They were still nonsensical, but now they looked more like a scrambled word: K O N G I H O S C R E R.
Gecko was unlikely to be part of it. Corgi even less so. But there was an H, an O, an R, an S and an E. And plenty of horses were in the approaching mob of toys – stuffed horses, hobby horses, tin soldiers’ horses. 
Strands of wool were falling across Vally’s face by the time he had removed HORSE from the last letters. All that remained was an R, an O, a K, an N … 
‘Rocking horse!’ He slapped the floor with a faint paf. ‘The bouquet is at the rocking horse near the register! Go!’ 
Pearl tottered along beside the bench with stiff little steps. She looked precarious, fragile, but at least her legs could swing back and forth. They kicked rogue toys out of her way, carrying her towards the rocking horse at a speed Vally could only envy. He had to drag himself along like a seal. He had to shove all the little insistent bodies and objects out of his way. They were trying to bar his path, to slow him down. His hands kept slipping out from under him. The stuffing was dense and heavy in his belly, like too much pudding. ‘You could – at least – have made me – clockwork,’ he grunted, hoping Magnus Maximillian would be listening. ‘Even a puppet – would haffmm …’
He’d meant to say would have been better than this, but his mouth had shut without his permission. He touched it with a mitten hand. 
It wasn’t there. In its place were two stitches – a mouth in image only. 
All right. Maximillian was definitely listening. 
On the ceiling, the hanging displays swung perilously, as if at any moment the ropes and strings might give way and drop a hailstorm of kites and bicycles. On the shelves, the paper bird peered down. The throng of toys on the floor did not move quickly, but there were so many that it was like crawling over rocks on the beach. Vally shook a wheelie caterpillar off his back, only for a skipping rope to lash itself around his ankle. It was like a parent’s nightmare of a child’s untidy room, every plaything an obstacle.
Ahead of him, nearer the rocking horse, Pearl made a little squeak of alarm. Vally pushed himself up on his not-elbows to see. She had tried to dash from the benches to the horse, and was wobbling in open space as dozens of toys clustered around her feet. Horrible possibilities flashed through Vally’s mind. Pearl could shatter. She might be unable to transform back until she was fixed. Or perhaps the porcelain would turn to flesh then and there, scattering the floor with pieces of bone and brain and – 
‘I’m falling!’ Half of Pearl’s face was china. Her eyes were glass. Only her mouth was left. ‘Vally, I’ll break!’
He had to push her upright – but how could he, stuck like this? He couldn’t even hold himself up. He was just a limp, pudgy cushion …
Pearl toppled. 
With all the strength of his floppy arms, Vally flung himself across the floor. Checkers and dominoes and spinning tops crunched under him. A memory rang in his mind as she fell – little sailor-suit Vally sitting on the chaise longue in their old house, allowed at last to hold the baby, the beautiful new baby – ‘careful of her head, Vally dear’ – and she was all round and smooth like a treasure from the sea – and he pulled her close, away from Ruby’s grasping toddler-greed, because he was a big boy and he had to protect her head, her head, her head …
Pearl’s face hit his belly. 
The force of it punched the air out of him. The momentum of his dive carried him rolling onwards, and in the roll his arms fell across his sister, and he held her cold fragility to the pillow of himself until they came to a halt at the horse’s feet.
Lucky to be soft, indeed.



 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
FIERY COLES
Pearl couldn’t see. She couldn’t move. Her hard face was pressed into Vally’s tummy, and her arms could not be persuaded to lift her off him. 
Gradually, warmth crept back into her. She rolled onto her side. She felt the beating of her heart, the tingle of nerves in her fingers, the complex miracle of her body. The terrible hollowness inside her was melting away. She sat up and looked across Toy Land. It was a bright shop no longer. The toys on the floor were so thickly coated with dust that they looked like mossy stones. The hanging displays had collapsed, covering the benches and floor with the twisted frames of outdoor toys and sport equipment. The rocking horse above her had fallen off one of its rockers, and its mane of real horsehair was almost bald. Between the rockers lay a bouquet of pink and purple blooms. 
Behind her, Vally emitted a low groan. He was curled on his side with one arm across his stomach and the other hand on his chest. ‘Affuw uh foffuwm.’
Pearl massaged her jaw as the softness came back into her face. ‘Wha’?’
‘Acck.’ Her brother extracted a ball of fluff from his mouth and blew a raspberry. ‘I said, that was a close one.’ 
‘Can you get up?’
‘Give me a minute,’ he said, in a breathless grunt. ‘Are you OK?’ 
She touched her cheeks, her neck, her arms. If she had fractured, she didn’t know how it would affect her now – a long gash, like a crack in her skin? Or would she have broken less like a doll and more like a human, shattering bones? She found no blood and no pain. And it was because of him. The pancake-faced ragdoll boy. The brother who, until recently, she hadn’t felt she knew. 
‘I think so,’ she said, with disbelief. ‘Thanks.’
‘Any time.’ 
He’d thrown himself across the room to catch her. To protect her. She could have died, but Vally had caught her. Because even though he insulted her with oyster facts, he must love her. She didn’t know how to express her sudden, overwhelming rush of affection for him. He could have sliced himself open on any number of tiny spikes and edges, could have spilled his life out on the floor for her. ‘I think I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you, Val.’
Vally sat up and began to dust himself off. ‘Well, I had to try.’
‘Even though I’m irritating?’ 
‘What makes you say that?’
‘You used to call me the Constant Irritation. Because of how pearls are made in the oyster.’
‘That’s embarrassing. How long ago was that?’ 
‘This morning.’ 
‘Oh.’ He looked away. ‘Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to lose our memories.’ 
‘Don’t say that!’ Pearl grabbed the rocking horse and hauled herself upright. Her bare feet still felt stiff, as if her ankles were set in plaster casts. ‘You can’t give up on Pa and the Book Arcade just because you’re ashamed of your mistakes!’
‘Right – Pa. We’re doing this for Pa.’ Vally shook his head, as if to dislodge the previous thought. ‘But I just … I don’t know anymore if …’ He swallowed. ‘If I was a good person.’ 
Pearl snorted. ‘Valentine. You just saved my life. You patched up Eddie’s arm. You were the first one Ma used to ask for when Ruby was upset.’
‘Was I?’ He kneaded his brow with the heel of his hand. ‘How did her song go?’ 
It took Pearl a moment to remember it herself. ‘She flew like a fairy, she sang like a bird –’
‘No, that’s the tune of Pa’s jingle. Cole’s Book Arcade, Cole’s Book Arcade, it’s Melbourne’s favourite place …’ 
‘That doesn’t sound right.’ Pearl limped back to her shoes and put them on. Through the grubby window of the toyshop, she could just make out the Book Arcade’s rainbows. The first sliver of the sixth band, indigo, had already faded away. She picked up Vally’s shoes, too, which had popped off his stumpy doll-feet. ‘Let’s find out what those flowers say.’
‘OK,’ Vally said, wobbling upright. He wiggled his toes and gave his kneecap an experimental tap with his knuckles. It made a nice solid sound. ‘Where did we leave Eddie, again?’ 


By now, the Book Arcade was looking shabby. Lichen was growing over the skylight. The rust was spreading along the railings like a fungus. The books slouched against one another. Things that were meant to be bright were pale. Things that were meant to be pale looked dirty. 
And the storeroom door on the first floor was ajar.
‘Pearl, come on.’ Vally indicated the rainbows. ‘We’ve only got an hour or so.’ 
‘Just a minute. We left this door closed.’ Pearl balled her fists in anticipation. She didn’t want to see, but she was desperate to know. 
‘Are you sure?’
‘Very.’ The first time, the girl in the cot had been breathing. The second time, she’d been sitting up, testing out her hands. She’d looked at Pearl, right at her, with those eyes just like Ruby’s that were so big and … blue? Her eyes were blue like Vally’s, weren’t they? 
She wasn’t Ruby. She wasn’t Ruby, because she couldn’t be Ruby, because Ruby was three years dead and buried and the world had gone on turning without her. 
But she looked like Ruby. And if she could talk, and if she could move, maybe that would be enough. Just to see her. Just to pretend, like Ivy could pretend.
Pearl looked both ways. She took a deep breath. She went in.
The room was empty. 
No piles of dead stock. No broken chairs. No spare brooms or dusters or floor wax. No window – only boards. No mattress in the cot, the frame of which stood in the dark with its barrier missing. This had already been a dusty room, but before, it had possessed an atmosphere of mystery, as if something amazing could be found among the forgotten books. Now it was as sad and dull as Lolly Land and Toy Land and the rest. Even the spider webs were limp and lifeless. Pearl turned towards the door. 
There were footprints in the dust. Small, bare footprints. 
‘Oh, no,’ said Vally. 
The room darkened. Pearl realised he didn’t mean the footprints. 
The doorway was filled by the form of Mrs Cole. Her hands were on her hips. Her massive skirts brushed either side of the doorjamb. And her voice was as hard and cold as hailstones. ‘Oh, no, indeed.’
She strode into the storeroom with all the menace and power of a steamship parting the seas. Behind her stood the cringing traitors: Ivy, who would not meet Pearl’s eye, and Eddie, cradling his bandaged hand.


When Ma and Pa were first married, everyone in Melbourne had said that the genius of Cole’s Cheap Books had found his perfect match. She had good manners and good taste. She was not too serious, nor too silly. He was shy, cool-headed and gentle, and she seemed to be the same.
But they hadn’t heard yet how loudly she laughed at parties. They hadn’t seen the blood rise to her cheeks in fury.
A few weeks after the wedding, she had met a Mr Shufflebottom, whom she’d known in Hobart. In fact, he had proposed to her there, but she’d turned him down. He had unpredictable mood swings and a ridiculous name – and besides, she didn’t love him. When Mr Shufflebottom had seen the Coles on the streets of Melbourne, he’d broken into one of his dramatic outbursts. He’d cursed at Pa. He’d bemoaned Hobart’s emptiness without ‘sweet Miss Jordan’. He had threatened to throw himself in the Yarra.
And this was the moment that Melbourne realised their Book King had not married his perfect match, but his perfect opposite. For Ma was a woman with her feet on the ground and a fire in her heart and a tongue as sharp as a shard of glass. 
‘The Yarra?’ she had scoffed. ‘The filthiest river in Australia? Of course you’re not, you silly man! You said the same thing about the Derwent when I turned you down last time!’ 
Even after that, Mr Shufflebottom had never jumped in any rivers. 
But neither had he told dozens of lies to his parents. He had not bet his memory or anybody’s life on a game he probably would not win. He had not caused anyone to disappear. He had not let anyone sacrifice themselves to a Whipping Machine for him.
Pearl had. And right now, as her mother stood over her in the living room, the Yarra felt like the place she ought to be. She belonged down in the dark mud with the rest of the garbage. Her father and siblings looked as if they felt the same. In fact, her father looked as if he had been dragged from the river already. His face was pale and clammy, and his hair lay in flat wet strands.
‘How could you all be so stupid?’ Ma alone was standing, her fury running at full steam. She gestured at Eddie and Ivy. ‘If what these two have told me is true – and I quite honestly don’t know if I can trust that it is – then it’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever done! To strike a deal with a notorious charlatan is one thing. But to do it when he has defrauded your family already? To let him set the rules? To think I wouldn’t find out?’ 
Vally raised his head. ‘We didn’t want you to worry.’
‘Is that so, Valentine? You were going to have one of the others spring the worry on me tomorrow, were you, when we woke up on the streets? With no business, and nowhere to live! No husband or father! And you two with your minds half gone, ready for the lunatic asylum!’ She pointed at Pearl and Vally. The gesture alone felt like a punch to the chest. 
‘Then let us finish,’ Eddie muttered. 
‘What did you say?’ 
‘Let us finish the game, or that’s exactly what will happen! We only have an hour left for the sixth round, and you’re making us waste it!’ 
‘Don’t you dare speak to me like that, Edward Cole Junior,’ said Ma, now with terrifying calm. 
‘Like what? Like someone trying to save his family? You’re the one who’s always telling us to get along and help each other. Now you’re biting our heads off for it!’
Pa cleared his throat. Everyone turned to him. He was focused on Pearl now, and he spoke gently. ‘Just tell us the truth. You won’t be in trouble.’ 
‘Of course they’ll be in trouble!’ their mother exploded. ‘They deserve to be in trouble! They’ve done a very thoughtless and selfish thing! And don’t think you’re getting out of this, darling. You’re the one who gave them the idea!’
‘It wasn’t selfish.’ Pearl couldn’t keep the anger from her voice. ‘We were trying to put things right.’ 
‘We were going to lose the Arcade.’ Even Vally sounded righteously indignant now. ‘We had to do something.’ 
Pa braced his hands on his knees and stood up, a little shakily. He touched Ma’s arm. ‘They meant well, dear. Don’t be hard on them.’ 
Ma drew a breath that lifted her bosom like a billowing sail. ‘You know, you’re right. They’re children. I could have sworn we raised them to know better, but perhaps they’re still too young.’ 
‘Exactly,’ said Pa, patting her arm – although it was beginning to look like he was leaning on her. ‘Now, if we could all –’ 
‘You, on the other hand, have no excuse.’ 
Pa was stunned into silence. 
‘The problem with you, Cole, is that you put too much faith in the best possible outcome.’ She was starting up again, not as loudly now but with a deeper fury. ‘You think that no matter what happens, everything will sort itself out with a bit of hard work and good luck, no matter whether it’s a new department or RAISING OUR DAUGHTER FROM THE DEAD!’ 
The shout was so sharp that in the next room, Ebenezer woke up barking. 
‘We were healing!’ Ma’s voice cracked. ‘She passed over! And you had to open it all up again!’ 
Pa took a step backwards. ‘I just thought … if we were all together …’
‘What, we could pretend that thing was Ruby? Drag a – a mannequin around as if nothing ever happened? They told me about the copy, Cole! It’s the most horrible thing I can imagine!’
Ma’s proud shoulders jolted with a sudden sob. She collapsed on the couch beside her youngest daughter.
Ivy screamed. ‘NO! You can’t sit –’
‘Oh, grow up, Ivy!’ The words were out of Pearl’s mouth without having to think about them. ‘Ruby isn’t your imaginary friend. She was our real sister, and you pretending she’s still here doesn’t do anything except make everyone upset!’ 
By the end of the sentence, Pearl was looking at her father. 
‘Pearl.’ Her mother spoke in a cold, flat voice. ‘Go to your room.’ 
A moment ago, that voice might have terrified Pearl – but her anger had burned away the sludgy feeling of shame and self-pity. Snatching the bouquet from the floor, she went without a backward glance. 
‘You too, boys,’ said Ma. ‘To your room. I need to speak to your father.’ 
‘What about me?’ asked Ivy, and to Pearl’s frustration she was sniffling again. 
‘Oh – sit in the kitchen,’ said Ma, but she sounded annoyed – as if the girls’ squabble was the last thing on her mind.
Pearl did not go to her room. Her mother was being completely unfair. She went instead to the corridor just outside her room and looked at the flowers. She recognised the long, dark leaves of the pink ones. Pa had warned her and Ruby about a whole tree of them, hanging over a neighbour’s fence at their old house, before the Coles had decided to live at the Book Arcade. The loss of her Arcade memories had uncovered it, like a lost necklace in an emptied wardrobe. That’s oleander, girls. We can put violets or rose petals on a cake, but never that one. It’s very poisonous.
‘Where’s the flower dictionary?’ she murmured to Eddie, as the boys came down the hall. 
Hope dawned in Vally’s eyes. ‘We’re still playing?’ 
‘If Maximillian is, I am,’ said Pearl, as Eddie reached into his room for the satchel of books. ‘Oleander, Ed.’ 
He took out the flower dictionary and leafed through it. ‘Beware. How about the purple ones?’
Vally touched the petals. ‘I’ve seen these before. You know how Pa always goes on about his Murray River adventure, when he collected the seeds for Sir Ferdinand Jakob Heinrich von Mueller?’ 
‘You can’t remember where Toy Land is,’ said Eddie, ‘but you remembered that?’
Vally tapped the side of his head. ‘Got that memory from the Botanic Gardens. It’s Australian hollyhock, from Adelaide. Might be listed under cheeseweed – that’s the general family.’
‘Cheeseweed can’t be a real one,’ Pearl muttered, but Eddie found it all the same. 
‘Cheeseweed: wildness.’ Eddie slid the book back in his jacket pocket. ‘Beware wildness.’ 
‘Monkeys,’ said Pearl and Vally at the same time, and Pearl added, ‘Personal jinx.’



 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
MONKEY BUSINESS
By Vally’s madly speeding watch and somewhat frantic calculations, the Coles had forty-five minutes of indigo left. Pearl spared a few of them to change into some more sensible clothes. It would be a fine thing if she had to run or climb in the Fernery, only to be rendered helpless by her dress. 
As she buttoned up her boots, she caught a glimpse of herself in her bedroom mirror. Her rationals were big bossy things. The athletic jacket had huge leg-o’-mutton sleeves, and the trousers were so loose about the thighs that they looked like a skirt when she put her legs together. She looked like a New Woman. She’d seen caricatures of them in the newspaper: lady cyclists, suffragettes, Rational Dress campaigners. The artists always tried to make them look frightful and mannish, but ladies in rationals always had a wonderful swagger about them that even the cruellest cartoonist couldn’t hide. Pearl liked their proud postures. She liked the way they propped one foot on their pedals, as if their bicycles were mountains they had conquered. 
She emerged in the corridor to find Vally had made a tactical change as well. The satchel was slung across his shoulder, over a tweed sport suit. Before, Pearl’s knee-length skirt and Vally’s long trousers had set them apart as girl and boy, as child and young man – but now they were both dressed for action, in brown boots and loose pants that gathered at the knee. 
‘Ready?’ he asked. 
Pearl had to smile at that. It was so different to how he’d treated her before. She didn’t recall exactly where they’d been going, nor what he’d said, but she was sure he wouldn’t have asked whether she was ready. Come to think of it, she probably wouldn’t have asked, either. Nor cared about his answer. After all, she’d never had the patience before to wait for spoilsport Val to get through all his hold ons and let’s think about its. He’d been a stick-in-the-mud. And she’d been a bull at a gate.
‘Think so,’ Pearl said. ‘Are you?’ 
He hoisted his schoolbag, gripping the strap with white knuckles. ‘I reckon.’ 
Pearl dreaded being caught by her parents, but when she looked into the living room, their backs were turned to the doorway. On Vally’s mimed advice, she crawled through the room, spreading her weight evenly between her hands and knees so the floorboards wouldn’t creak, until she reached the front corridor. Pearl didn’t want to listen to her parents arguing, but she couldn’t help overhearing their distressed voices. 
‘… that you didn’t even tell me,’ Ma was saying, with an uncharacteristic quaver in her voice. ‘I can’t do it on my own, not all five of them –’
‘I didn’t intend for it to happen like this –’
‘But it did! It’s no good anyone’s heart being in the right place if their head isn’t! I – look, I don’t know why you didn’t ask me –’
Pearl stood up to open the front door – and had to stifle a scream. A huge white monster stood in the hallway. It held its shaggy paws up to attack. It took her a moment to realise it was stuffed. A top hat was perched on its head.
‘What is that?’ she whispered to Vally, as he caught up with her. 
He looked up at it, puzzled. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s a dead bear.’ 
‘Why do we have a poor dead bear in the house?’ 
Vally shook his head. ‘No idea.’
Outside in the Arcade proper, all was strangely quiet. Rain pattered on the skylight, giving Pearl that odd sense again that the world had shifted sideways while she wasn’t looking. She would have sworn it hadn’t been raining earlier. Maybe it was only Melbourne’s unpredictable weather. Maybe there was a chance that she wasn’t losing her mind that drastically. 
Vally looked over the railing. ‘The people are gone!’ 
‘The Arcade is closed.’ 
‘Not the customers. The people who work here. Mr Pie and Mr Gravel and … everyone.’ 
‘Maybe they went home.’ Pearl descended the stairs, which were much in need of a good polish. ‘And they’re not called Pie and Gravel.’
‘What are they called?’ 
‘Mr Spike and Mr Gable.’
‘Spike,’ said Vally, slapping his leg. ‘I knew it had an “I” sound.’ 
When Pearl opened the door to the Fernery, a wave of warm, humid air rolled out. She was surprised by the size of it – she had forgotten how much bigger it was on the inside than it appeared. But she had not forgotten how full of life and noise it usually was, and the silence was troubling. She could hear no insects. Green slime was dripping down one glass wall from a broken sprinkler pipe. The grime on the ceiling dimmed the light from outside. Something smelled like a stagnant pond. Sitting on a dew-drenched frond of the nearest tree fern was the paper wagtail. 
‘Whoa!’ exclaimed a voice Pearl wasn’t expecting. ‘It’s like a dirty aquarium in here!’
Ivy had followed them. She wasn’t even dressed for the jungle. Pearl felt again that rush of frustration. It was hard to remember what she had in common with Ivy anymore. She tried to think of something she and Ivy had once enjoyed, just the two of them, but nothing would come to mind. She could only think of things they had all done as a family: swimming at the beach, visiting the zoo, going to see their relatives in Camberwell. Memories in which there was no Ivy and Pearl, but only all of us. 
And the more she thought, the more she found was gone. She reached for something of Ruby and could only find her as a part of a group: the three youngest girls, the children, everyone at Grandma’s. No individual Ruby. Worse still, no Ruby and Pearl.
‘Ivy, you can’t come with us,’ Vally said. ‘It’s too dangerous.’
‘I want to help.’ 
‘Then go home,’ said Pearl. ‘And keep your mouth shut, dibber-dobber.’
Ivy gave her a cold look. ‘I’m doing it for Pa, not for you.’ 
‘We just don’t want you to get hurt,’ said Vally, more gently. ‘Look what happened to Linda and Eddie.’
‘I’ll remember things for you.’ 
‘We remember things just fine.’ Pearl started along the pathway. The wagtail danced to the next fern. 
‘OK, then,’ said Ivy, sticking out her chin. ‘What are the dolls that turn the signs called, at the front of the Arcade?’
Pearl could picture them – one lifting his bar as the other pushed his down. ‘The Small Sailors.’ 
‘The Blue Boys,’ Vally guessed.
‘They’re the Little Men,’ said Ivy smugly. 
‘All right, you can come,’ Vally said. ‘But be careful, understand? If there’s something we need to do, let Pearl or me go first, or you’ll end up like the others.’ 
She was already running down the path ahead of him.
It was dark down that pathway, and the only insect Pearl heard was the high, uneven scraping of a tone-deaf cicada. The paper wagtail fluttered overhead, weightless and effortless as a shadow. The Coles had to climb and slip and struggle over the Fernery floor. The paved sections of the path were slick with algae, and in some places, the soil had consumed the bricks so completely that Pearl could not even feel their solidity beneath the layer of dirt. Ivy had to be helped across and lifted over logs and water features. At one point, Pearl sank to the ankle in deep mud, caking her boots. She was considering going barefoot, like the castaways and wild children in her favourite books, when Vally stumbled on a bit of rotten wood. He flipped it over with his toe and groaned.
‘Did something bite you?’ asked Pearl.
‘No.’ He motioned to the log. ‘There’s nothing there. Not even a slater. It’s not a forest anymore – it’s turning back into a greenhouse.’
Ivy pointed to the ceiling. ‘It’s shrinking, too.’
At first, Pearl couldn’t see it. Then one of the frames around a glass panel in the ceiling disappeared behind a tree, and she realised the whole ceiling was shifting. That was the high-pitched sound: not a cicada, but the tiny squeaks of wet glass in metal frames, magically shrinking, little by little. It wasn’t only getting narrower, either. It was losing height. The uppermost leaves of the forest canopy bowed against the slowly descending ceiling. As Pearl watched, the end of a branch broke off and tumbled through the air to land at the Coles’ feet. 
‘The whole thing is going to come down on us,’ Vally said. 
As soon as he said this, the glass in the ceiling made a torturous juddering sound. One of the sprinklers tore from its mount and swung down, hanging precariously in the air. 
Pearl realised that she and her siblings were surrounded by an immense volume of glass and wood, held up and contained by a flimsy metal skeleton. The Fernery was like a cardboard box, slowly being crushed between giant hands. Before long, there might be sticks and glass all over the ground. 
In the middle of the Fernery, the Coles found a small clearing. Pearl was momentarily surprised. She’d forgotten about the feeding station, with its platforms and ropes and park benches. One of the platforms had a silver tray on it, covered by a domed lid. Exotic monkeys were swinging and foraging about the glade. Just as in Pa’s stories, they were all different colours. There was a yellow squirrel monkey with tufty ears; a tiny, copper-red lion tamarin; a long-armed white gibbon; a black capuchin with a wicked little goblin face; and a large dog-like monkey with olive-green fur. 
But where was the blue monkey? Come to think of it, what was a blue monkey?
Then Ivy screamed. On the other side of the clearing was a terrible stern beast, staring at them from under his sloping brow. His beard was yellow, his nose was red, and his furrowed cheeks were an improbable bright blue.
‘Vally,’ said Pearl, fighting to stay calm, ‘we never had a baboon before, did we?’ 
‘It’s a mandrill.’ Vally was keeping his voice low, so as not to startle the monkeys. ‘And we didn’t.’ 
The mandrill yawned, showing yellow fangs as long as fingers. With an unpleasant flutter deep in her stomach, Pearl realised she was looking death in the eye. No ten-year-old, no matter how brave or clever, had a fighting chance against an animal like that. 
‘What do we do if they attack?’ Ivy asked.
‘I’ve read that monkeys only attack if you’ve got something they want,’ Vally said.
‘I’ve read that a mandrill in the Congo bit off a lady’s face,’ Pearl said.
‘Not helpful, Pearl,’ said Vally, through his teeth.
‘We don’t have anything they want, do we?’ Ivy was almost pleading Vally for reassurance.
‘Maybe they want what’s in there.’ Pearl went to the cloche. There was a small black scroll, tied with a ribbon to the handle on top. She tried to lift the lid, but it wouldn’t budge, so she eased the scroll from the ribbon and unrolled it. The silver writing was all loops and slanting stems. Where the blocks in the toyshop had been clear, solid capitals, this was as difficult to read as the scars on a scribbly gum.
‘Let me,’ Vally said – but even he read it a little slower than usual.
‘Six splendid rainbow monkeys, 
And one has your bouquet.
He’ll trade it for the treat between
The silver lid and tray.
Count up all the monkeys,
Then add the monkeys’ toes.
Calculate the tails and hands
Before the room implodes.
Display the answer on the wheel
And heed this sound advice:
You have one chance to turn it
So make sure to be precise.
Best find the total quickly,
Or your fate will be unpleasant:
How many primates and their hands 
And tails and toes are present?’
As Vally finished, he let out a huge sigh. ‘OK, this will be a quick one.’ He tested the cloche, but it would not lift. ‘Where’s the wheel?’ 
‘Over here.’ Ivy gestured to the other side of the tray. Pearl and Vally leaned around to see. The wheel was small and elegant – a dial, really – and appeared to be seamlessly blended into the design of both tray and cloche. Around its rim, little notches marked the numbers to two hundred. Every multiple of ten was marked with numerals.
‘So we just have to add four numbers together, turn it to the right number and one of these monkeys will give us a clue,’ Vally said. ‘Monkeys plus tails are easy – that’s six plus six.’ 
‘Twelve!’ said Ivy. ‘And they have twelve hands in total as well.’
‘Twenty-four,’ said Vally. ‘Plus six-times-ten toes, that’s –’
One of the monkeys shrieked.
They must have been fighting. They were closing in on the feeding platform, somehow creeping nearer without the Coles having noticed. 
But then Pearl realised they were looking past the Coles – and at that moment, something hit the ground with such tremendous force that the earth shuddered under her feet. 
She turned to look down the murky length of the Fernery. The trees were leaning, pushed in by the walls, crammed down by the ceiling, their sticks scraping against the glass like fingernails on a … on a writing thing. As she watched, two more trees lost their hold on the ground beneath them and collapsed towards the centre, their leaves streaming like a falling woman’s hair. They too landed with a dreadful noise – the boom of the trunks striking the ground, the splintering crack of the crushed undergrowth. Screeching parrots flew away in search of escape. 
One of the monkeys began a crazy hooting. Pearl looked at them again. They weren’t sneaking closer. They were coming nearer to the Coles for comfort. The gibbon was singing her territorial war-cry, her voice building and building, then cascading into a sound like an intricate bird call.
‘Six monkeys, plus six tails, plus twelve hands, plus sixty toes is eighty-four,’ said Vally proudly. ‘Righto, girls – let’s turn that wheel and get out of here.’ 
Pearl raised a hand. ‘Wait a minute, Val.’ 
He stopped. 
Four of the monkeys were magnificently tailed. The mandrill’s tail was just a pointed tuft above his outrageous bottom. The singing gibbon, though, had no tail at all. 
‘The gibbon isn’t a monkey,’ said Pearl. ‘It’s five tails, not six.’ 
Vally looked at the scroll again. ‘So we take away a gibbon, a tail, two hands and ten toes – that’s eighty-four minus fourteen. Seventy.’ 
‘I’ll turn it!’ said Ivy. 
‘Careful, now,’ said a high, hoarse voice behind them. ‘Who’s a clever birdie?’ 
One of the parrots was sitting on a grimy park bench. Its crest stuck out like the pigtail from a lawyer’s wig. When it had the Coles’ attention, it jumped from the bench, flapped over to the cloche, and leaned down to nibble the dial. 
‘Echo!’ Ivy cried. ‘Stop it!’
Echo. The word rang an echo in Pearl’s head. Echo the Major Mitchell. Pa had looked so happy playing with her. 
‘A pink cockatoo,’ said Vally in surprise. ‘I’ve never seen one of those.’ 
‘Yes, you have,’ said Ivy, exasperated. ‘I said no, you stupid bird!’ 
‘Cheeky,’ Echo said happily. Then, in a whirl of rosy feathers, she leapt up in Pearl’s face and clamped onto her shoulder. ‘Careful, now.’
Pearl peered into Echo’s shrewd reptilian eyes. ‘I think she’s trying to tell us something, Val. What do we have to count, again?’ 
The glass screamed with the scrape of branches. The ground shuddered with dying giants. 
Vally threw a worried glance into the dark tangle of the Fernery, but quickly returned to the scroll. ‘How many primates and their hands and tails and toes are present?’
‘So we do count the gibbon!’ said Ivy. ‘She’s a primate.’ 
A loud crunching of wood and glass came from the western wall as a branch punched through. The way back to the Book Arcade proper, between the surviving trees, was becoming narrower and narrower. 
‘Come on,’ said Echo. ‘Come on!’
‘Eighty-three!’ said Vally. ‘We’re going to have to leg it!’
‘Wait a minute,’ Pearl said. ‘Read it again, Val.’ 
A large, spiky fern crashed down in front of them, sending the monkeys into a scampering panic. A huge panel of glass burst into glittering fragments and tumbled to the ground. The shards scattered across the Coles’ path to the exit. 
‘There’s no time!’ 
Pearl clutched his arm. ‘Vally, if we miss something, we’ll lose just the same as if we run out of time. Please. Just a quick check.’ 
He laid his fingers on Pearl’s hand, and she wondered if he was about to pull them away and throw her hand back at her. But he only gave a small squeeze, and read the poem again. 
‘There’s something we’ve forgotten,’ Pearl said. ‘I know there is, Val – if I could just remember what a primate is …’ 
‘It’s another word for monkey,’ Vally said. 
Ivy looked shocked. ‘No, it’s not! Primates are monkeys and lemurs and bushbabies and apes!’ 
‘Are you sure?’ Vally flinched as the ground shook with another falling tree.
‘You’re the one who told me that!’ Ivy said. ‘You’re forgetting everything!’
Apes. Pearl looked at the monkeys, and one ape, around them. Someone she knew was obsessed with monkeys and apes. The animal next to man, the person called them …
‘We’re apes,’ Pearl said, with dawning realisation. ‘We forgot to count ourselves.’
‘Nine primates!’ said Ivy. ‘And nine plus nine hands – eighteen!’ 
‘Plus ninety toes,’ said Vally, who was adding with his fingers.
‘Plus five tails,’ said Pearl, taking the knob in the centre of the wheel between pinched fingers. ‘Primates, hands, tails and toes equals …?’ 
Her brother looked up from his calculations. ‘One hundred and twenty-two!’
Pearl had no idea if that was right, but she trusted Vally to know. She turned the knob carefully, the wheel clicking from one number to the next. Echo watched from the top of the cloche, her head on one side.
‘Hurry, Pearl!’ Ivy cried, as another huge tree crashed across the path. 
One-one-five. One-two-zero. Pearl clicked the wheel two tiny increments. The lock seemed to stick, as if resisting her – as if it wanted to make her force it, so that it would click past her goal. But then, quite suddenly, it clicked to one hundred and twenty-two, and the wheel came free of the cloche and tray. Underneath was a bunch of the biggest grapes Pearl had ever seen. 
‘Got it!’ said Pearl. ‘Which monkey do we give them to?’
Ivy clapped her hands to her face. ‘Oh, no!’
The mandrill was holding a bunch of pastel-coloured flowers in his foot. 
‘Of course it had to be him,’ Vally groaned.
The mandrill stared at them with wise, wild eyes. 
Echo flexed her crest. ‘Don’t bite.’



 CHAPTER TWENTY 
AN INCREDIBLE PRICE
Vally drew a deep breath. He didn’t particularly want to lose his face to the game, along with everything else. But Pa’s medallions said to Always Do What You Know To Be Right, and it was definitely not right to let a mandrill maul his little sisters. 
‘You two head back to the Arcade!’ He picked up the bunch of grapes. ‘Won’t be a min–’
But before he could finish, Ivy – quick as a greedy little monkey herself – snatched the grapes and ran away. Echo sprang out of her way in a squawking whirlwind.
‘No!’ The cockatoo launched herself at Vally, a deafening pink blur. He raised his arm to deflect her. ‘Ivy, get back here!’ 
Echo perched on the arm instead, talons pricking Vally’s skin. ‘Get back here!’ 
‘Shut up, bird!’ Through the tremors and noise of the crumbling Fernery, Vally searched for a sign of Ivy. The forest was a mess of splinters and churning earth.
Then he saw her. Ivy was sidling up to the mandrill, staring the beast right in the eye. She was stretching out one hand, with the grapes in the other. In a momentary lull, he heard her crooning, ‘Here, Mr Mandrill. Come on. Give us the bouquet and you can have these.’
The mandrill took the flowers in his hand and stood up.
‘You like grapes, don’t you?’ Ivy said. ‘But you’ve got to trade.’
The mandrill stalked nearer on elegant legs. Then he flung the bouquet aside, seized her by the wrist and grabbed the grapes by the stalk. A hairy arm snaked around Ivy’s waist. The mandrill was not a huge animal – not like a gorilla – yet those slender limbs hid a terrible strength. Ivy screamed. The mandrill didn’t seem to care. Cradling Ivy like an overgrown baby monkey, he loped away on his hind legs. The last Vally saw of either of them was the mandrill’s pink and blue backside disappearing behind a shrivelled fern. 
Timber cracked. Birds screeched. The other monkeys were making a great cacophony of hooting and shrieking as they bounded through the undergrowth on feet and knuckles, leaping over logs and ducking under broken branches. And in Vally’s head, his thoughts were screaming, too: save Ivy! Save yourself! Ivy! Yourself!
‘Ivy!’ Pearl lunged after her. 
Upturning roots shook the ground, making Vally stagger. He grabbed Pearl’s sleeve. ‘Pearl, no!’
‘Let go of me!’ Pearl tried to twist free. ‘Ivy!’
Vally looked towards the door. The way was partly blocked, trees crashing down on both sides – but he could still see the open door, and if he and Pearl could just climb over those few logs … 
Echo beat her wings, her feathers slapping against his ear. ‘Mind your head!’
She was right – he had to think rationally. On the one hand, running into the falling trees. Chance to rescue Ivy. Chance of losing the game. Chance of crushing death.
On the other hand, running back to the Arcade. Keeping Pearl and himself alive. Continuing play. Chance to win. Chance to save Pa, Ivy, the Arcade … and what was the other thing? 
‘Pearl, we have to go!’ The Fernery was growing darker every moment. Pieces of dirty glass fell from the ceiling like hailstones. 
‘Not without Ivy!’ Her eyes were red, her voice piercing – and he realised she was crying.
He made his voice as low and steady and as grown-up as he could. ‘One more round.’ 
‘Vally, I can’t –’
He gripped her shoulder and looked into her eyes. ‘We can. We’ll get her back. But we’re no use to her if we get crushed to death. Are you with me?’
‘But the last thing we did together was fight!’
‘Are you with me, Pearl?’
She glanced once more in the direction that Ivy and the mandrill had gone. Then she said, ‘The lollies.’ 
‘We finished the lolly challenge hours ago!’ 
‘In your bag!’ Pearl reached for Vally’s satchel. ‘She said they were for emergencies.’
‘Who did?’ 
‘The sweetshop lady! With the big hair!’ Pearl drew out a pair of green-striped spheres, like large marbles, wrapped in translucent waxed paper.
The sight of them rang a faint bell in Vally’s mind. Someone had given him these, recently. They’re special, all right. 
With a quick twist of the paper, he unwrapped the sweet and shoved it into his mouth. It tasted like a vanilla cream. He and Pearl watched each other, waiting for the magic to take effect. Leaves and glass and water from the broken pipes hailed down around them.
‘Vally, nothing’s happening!’ 
‘Get out!’ Echo jumped off Vally’s shoulder and flew ahead, a pink beacon in the gloom. 
‘She’s right! We’ve got to go!’ He scooped up the bouquet and threw it in his satchel as the two of them ran after her. The slippery paving underfoot shook with the impact of falling trees. The door was set, not in an ancient forest tree any longer, but in a crude painting of one over crumbling brickwork. They were almost there. Almost. 
Then a tree crashed down on Pearl, and the whole Fernery was as dark as twilight.
‘No!’ He couldn’t see her. He was blind from the sudden change in light. ‘Pearl!’ His eyes began to adjust, but there was still no sign of her. No feet. No blood. 
A whoosh came from overhead, as of a stick flying end over end through the air. Vally looked up in time to see a falling sword of glass, right before it plunged into his chest. 
It kept going. The shard went right through him and shattered at his feet. The pieces landed on – landed in his feet with the sensation of falling raindrops. In horrified disbelief, Vally waited for his jacket to split, for the red to spread through his clothes and his nerves to catch fire with pain. He’d been stabbed. The glass had been going so fast it went through him like a bullet. He must be dead. Nobody could survive that. 
A tree fern collapsed beside him, its fronds streaming behind it. They hit his arm. Instinctively, he flinched – but the top of the tree struck him as lightly as a sheet of newsprint. He looked on the ground behind him, where a corpse ought to have fallen. The only version of himself in sight was the strangely insubstantial body he was in. His feet had sunk into the floor, which gave underfoot like thick mud. The precious satchel had fallen through his shoulder. He tried to pick it up, but the strap slipped through his fingers like dry sand.
He realised the lolly was still tucked in his cheek. A brief image flashed in his sparse memory – gloved hands holding a knife, writing with it in a pool of melted sugar. Special, all right.
‘Vally!’ Pearl’s voice was faint through the mess of branches. ‘Are you OK?’ 
He looked down at himself. The fern was sticking out of his thigh, but he was breathing, and the falling glass had left no mark. ‘I think so!’
‘Oh,’ said Pearl, disappointed. ‘I’m not sure I am.’ 
‘What’s the matter?’
‘I think I’m a ghost!’
A twig went through Vally’s head. ‘I’ll come and get you!’ With a deep breath – not something a ghost could have done, surely – he stepped into the fallen tree.
The inside of it was black, and felt as thick as honey. Bubbles seemed to tingle all through his body as the wood moved through him. As he popped out beside Pearl, the tree held onto his jacket, like a bramble catching the cloth. 
‘You can do it, too,’ she said in surprise. 
He pointed at the lolly in his cheek. ‘Where’s yours?’ 
‘I guess I was so scared, I swallowed it.’ 
‘Well, there’s no telling how long they last. Come on.’ 
With a last burst of energy, they pushed through the doorway to the Fernery and landed back in the Arcade, knee-deep in the floorboards. Nothing was trembling or making noise around Vally except his body and his breath. He realised it had been some time since he had seen the paper wagtail. He hoped the trees had flattened it. 
Panting hard, Pearl braced her hands on her knees. She sniffed. ‘Ivy’s still in there.’
‘She’ll be OK,’ Vally said, because the alternative didn’t bear thinking about. ‘She’s disqualified. We’ll get her back. We can’t give up.’
Pearl glanced behind her at the Fernery. No sound came from it any longer. Vally set his jaw and turned around. 
But all that was left of the Fernery was an empty greenhouse, exactly as big inside as out. Its roof was smashed in, and the rain was falling through. It held one tree fern, dead, its brown fronds twisting in spirals like old flypaper. Vally’s bag lay soaked in the mud. Save for a whiff of urine, no trace of the monkeys remained. 
‘Pretty bird,’ said Echo sadly.
A dark cobwebbed aviary, strewn with hay and old feathers, stood in the corner. Its back wall was solid. Vally waded through the Fernery floor. The aviary wall was covered with a dirty mural. He pushed through the bars of the cage. The paint was peeling, but he could make out trees and vines. The faded sky was dotted with the tiny silhouettes of birds. And there in the foreground … 
‘Pearl!’ 
She waded through the floor like she was fording a stream. 
‘Look.’ He pointed to the mural. A rainbow-faced beast stood frozen in the middle of its loping stride, with a tiny figure clinging to its back.
Echo jumped down from the bookshelf outside and glided into the broken Fernery. She landed on the aviary and, clinging to the wire with her reptilian claws, peered into the gloom. ‘Hello, girl.’
Pearl let out a laugh that was half a sob. ‘Somehow, I didn’t think it would be this bad.’
‘We solved it, though, didn’t we?’ Vally was trying to keep her spirits up, but he felt as disappointed as she looked. They were almost at the end of the game, with six bands bleached. They had lost so much. Only now that he tried to count what they were missing, he couldn’t remember it all. Was it Linda who had vanished, or Eddie? What was the place with the two-headed snake? 
‘We shouldn’t have let her come with us,’ said Pearl hollowly. 
‘We tried to tell her. And she did help us a bit. We might not have remembered we were primates if she hadn’t been there.’
Pearl bent down and picked up Vally’s sodden bag. It began to sink through her arms, but she caught it and hoisted it back up, holding it to her chest. It looked like she was returning to normal more quickly than he was. She seemed about to respond when she stopped, and turned towards the door. ‘What’s that noise?’ 
Out in the Arcade proper, footsteps were coming down the stairs. They were not regular steps, but frantic, uneven. No sooner had Vally heard them than a voice called out for him. ‘Vally!’ A stumble, a thud. ‘Girls!’ A horrendous bout of coughing. ‘Tell me you’re all right, my darlings!’
Vally took a moment to recognise the voice. It sounded so old, so feeble. But it had to be Pa. And Pa was in no condition to be running down the stairs.
Floundering in the swampy floor, Vally pushed through to the Arcade proper. The windows in the ceiling – what were they called? – showed a night sky beyond. So many of the lamps were broken or dusted over by now that the shop had a dingy look. Pa was hanging onto the railing, three steps from the ground floor. He was breathing hard, wearing only his pyjamas – and as Vally watched, Pa collapsed. 
He struggled towards his father, the quicksand floor sucking hungrily at his feet. Pa lay on his side, barefoot, on the dirty floorboards. He must have heard the tremendous noise of the imploding Fernery and rushed down to help – but this last effort had taken too much of his strength. He had never looked so old, or so thin, or so still. Vally reached for Pa’s wrist to feel for a pulse, but it slipped through his fingers. It was too hard to tell, in the poor light and from Pa’s sidelong position, whether or not he was breathing. 
Nothing for it. Crushing his eyes shut, Vally plunged his incorporeal hand into his father’s chest. 
Behind him, Pearl cried out in horror. ‘Don’t!’ 
Something pulsed against Vally’s ghostly fingers. Pa was alive, but it was a feeble, fragile kind of living. It was like an ember smoking in the place where a roaring blaze had been.
Pearl ran towards them, the bag dropping through her. ‘Stop it!’ As she arrived, she tried to pull Vally away from Pa’s body, but only succeeded in putting her foot through his head. ‘Vally, don’t!’ 
He clutched her wrist and pulled it through Pa’s body, right to the core of him. 
‘See?’ he said. ‘It’s OK, Pearl. He’s OK.’ 
She recoiled, but the rapidity of her breathing was slowing. ‘We have to decode the flowers.’ 
‘Yes, but –’
‘We have to save him, Val!’ 
‘I know.’ The floor around Vally’s legs felt less like mud than dough, now. He lifted them out and stood. ‘But we can’t just leave him. So when you think the floor can hold you, go upstairs, and get someone who can help. Ma or Linda or whoever you can find.’ 
‘Linda’s disappeared, Val.’ 
‘Right – not Linda. I didn’t mean Linda. Obviously.’ But he had.
She left then, her footfalls mostly solid on the stairs. When he heard the front door of the Cole flat close, Vally allowed himself to relax a little. He did want help for Pa, but that wasn’t the main reason for sending Pearl out of the room. Their wonderful father was dying. Pearl didn’t need to be in the room when the moment arrived. 
Vally placed a shaking hand on Pa’s forehead, careful not to let it slip in. He was damp and cold, like a cloth left outdoors overnight. Vally began to unbutton his jacket. ‘I’m here, Pa.’ He spread his jacket over his father and gripped his hand, wishing he could share some of his strength with him as well as his warmth. 
If only Vally could remember why Pa was dying, and what it had to do with the Arcade. He wondered if he was going around the bend. Where had today gone? Why couldn’t he remember?
With a slam, Pearl burst onto the second-floor balcony and leaned over it. The dirty gas lamps threw strange shadows on her face. ‘Val, they’re gone.’ 
‘Who?’ 
‘Ma and Eddie.’ 
Vally reached for something to believe. ‘They could have taken Neezer for a walk.’ 
‘The furniture is gone, too.’ Her voice trembled. ‘The Obscurosmith has taken the flat.



 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
CLEANED OUT
Only dark squares remained on the bedroom floors where the beds had been. A scrap of fluff lay in the space left by what might have been a chair. The flat looked like it was ready for someone else to move in, except for the dust. Like a layer of mould, it coated everything. Without the pictures and books and souvenirs from faraway places, it was hard to see that the Cole flat had ever been a home. Not even the curtains remained. Pearl could no longer remember the pattern on them, nor what shape the dining table had been. Her bedroom might have been the one next to the kitchen, or the one at the end of the hallway. In one room, a bit of pencil graffiti was now laid bare, inside a darker square on the wallpaper where some furniture must have blocked the sunlight. It showed a wonky drawing of a cat. 
Vally crouched to read it. ‘Rip Tome. Who wrote this?’
‘I don’t know.’ Pearl didn’t remember ever having a cat. They’d had a dog, definitely. Ebenezer was a leash-puller and a duck-botherer and a hand-slobberer. But she didn’t recognise Tome.
‘Maybe it’s Rest in Peace, Tommy.’ Vally straightened up. He had a slightly lost expression, as if he wasn’t quite sure if he was allowed to be there. ‘I wonder who used to live here.’ 
‘We do,’ said Pearl indignantly.
‘Right.’ Her brother looked away. ‘Of course.’
No blankets were left in the flat, but Vally discovered a smelly old tartan thing in a cupboard in Pa’s office. At first, the office looked like its ordinary eclectic self, undamaged by the game. But then Echo grabbed a book with her beak, and pulled it off the shelf. As it fell open on the ground, Pearl saw that the Obscurosmith’s mark was here, too. All the words had vanished – not only from that volume, but from all of them. Some books and articles spread on the desk showed pictures of monkeys, but no text; not even page numbers. What looked like Charles Darwin’s The Descent of Man could just as easily have been Pa’s own Lulene and Jacko in Monkeyland.
Outside the office, glass crashed. 
Pearl groaned. ‘Not the Whipping Machine again …’
But it wasn’t the Whipping Machine. The exhausted Arcade could no longer hold up the pictures on its balcony galleries. They were plummeting, one by one, to shatter and crumple among the ruined books. By the time Pearl and Vally had dragged their father to his office on the blanket, the last stripes of the rainbows were three-quarters gone. Pearl found Vally’s satchel outside the Fernery, where she had dropped it. She found the bouquet, a little crushed; and the flower dictionary, somewhat damp.
‘Sweet pea,’ she said, for they were easily identified by their bonnet-shaped flowers and velvety pods. ‘What does that start with?’
‘S, W.’ 
A, B, C, D … It was slow going, with so much reading practice taken away, but Pearl found S eventually. Sum– … sun … swall– … sweet pea. ‘Delicate beauty.’ 
Vally eased a cushion under Pa’s head. ‘Can you leave that for a minute?’ 
‘I’ve got to find out where the next round will be.’ 
‘The next round of what?’ 
‘The game, Val.’
‘This isn’t the time for games.’ He gestured at the darkness beyond the office window. ‘It’s the middle of the night, and this poor old man needs our help!’
Slowly, Pearl lowered the dictionary. ‘What did you say?’ 
Again, that lost look on her brother’s face, like a passenger on a train platform in a new town. ‘What did I say?’ 
‘You called Pa the poor old man.’ 
‘Well, he is our old man,’ said Vally, too quickly. ‘You know – your old man, your father.’
Pearl crossed her arms. ‘You’ve forgotten him.’ 
‘I have not!’ 
She should have guessed this would happen. ‘Yes, you have. The Arcade is Pa and Pa is the Arcade, and you’ve forgotten them.’
‘I haven’t forgotten!’ Vally insisted, but his voice ran up to a high, frantic pitch that gave him away.
‘Where’s Queen’s Corner?’ asked Pearl flatly.
Vally’s hands fell to his side with a slap. ‘Oh, come on.’
‘What’s Queen’s Corner?’ 
‘Pearl, please …’
‘Who’s the Queen?’
He clicked his fingers. ‘Victoria!’
‘The Queen of the Book Arcade!’ 
‘Oh, I know this one, I swear.’ He gripped his head in his hands, digging his fingers into his hair. ‘I’ve definitely heard of a Book Arcade …’
‘Ma is the Queen!’ Pearl snapped. ‘And Queen’s Corner is her favourite spot, and it’s on the … it’s right upstairs!’
‘You can’t remember it either! You’re just as bad as me!’
‘Really? What was our sister’s name, then?’
The look of relief on his face was painful to see: at last, a question he could answer. ‘Ruby Cole!’
‘Her full name.’ 
‘Ruby … Ruby … uh, A-adelia?’ 
‘That’s mine.’ 
‘What is?’ 
‘It was Angelina!’ Pearl shouted, louder than she meant to. ‘Her name was Ruby Angelina!’
‘Don’t yell at me!’ Vally said, matching her volume. He balled his fists against his thighs, and the lost look returned. ‘What were we talking about?’ 
Pearl exhaled hard through her nose. ‘You’ve got no idea what’s going on, do you?’
‘We are in … a study.’ He looked around at the books, the lamps, the pictures, the telephone. ‘Have we been here before?’ 
There could be no denying it. Vally’s memories of the Book Arcade were gone. Somebody once had described memories to Pearl as marbles, or perhaps it was gravel. But how had all Vally’s marbles trickled away, when Pearl still had enough left to know where she was? Nothing was sticking for him, not even things that had only just happened. He was older. He ought to have more memories of the Book Arcade to lose. After all, he’d been a walking, talking child when the Arcade had opened. Pearl hadn’t been born yet. He’d been seven when they’d moved from the old house to live at ‘Pa’s shop’. Pearl had only been four. If their six years living in the Arcade hadn’t evened the score, he should have had more memories to lose. 
Only, six was a much bigger part of ten than it was of … twelve? He was twelve, wasn’t he? And not only had he lived outside the Arcade longer than Pearl, he was out more often. Visiting friends. Hanging around with Eddie. Riding his bike. And school. Days and weeks and months of school, while Pearl was at home with Ivy, learning by the Cole method.
‘I’ve lived here longer than you.’ It came as a wondering whisper. ‘I still have some Arcade memories left … and you’re all cleaned out.’
All the staff had been picked off and driven away. Pa was dying. Ma and Linda and Eddie and Ivy were gone. And now even Vally was helpless. Pearl was the only one left.
‘This would be a nice office if somebody tidied up,’ said Vally, with a vague sort of sadness. ‘Have we been here before?’
She rose and went to the door. ‘You already asked that.’ 
Vally looked down. ‘There’s a man on the floor.’ He cocked his head. ‘Shouldn’t we help him?’ 
‘We are helping him,’ said Pearl bitterly. She didn’t like the new Vally. He was like a stranger – a stupid stranger, who couldn’t do the simplest things and didn’t know their father. ‘Do you even remember who I am?’ 
‘Of course I do, Pearlie!’ His mouth parted in a wide smile. ‘I’m not going to forget my family, just because I’ve been away for a little while.’ The smile faded. ‘In fact, where have I been?’
Pearl offered her arm to Echo. The parrot sidled up her arm and gave her ear a friendly bite. Opening the office door, Pearl looked out. The last of the lights on the second floor showed the last sliver of pale purple on the rainbows. She stepped through, into the miserable Arcade.
‘What are you doing?’ Vally started to get up. ‘Don’t go without me! I don’t know the way home!’
‘I’m sorry, Vally,’ Pearl said, closing the door. ‘I have to.’ 
The latch clicked into place. Her hand lingered on the doorknob. She didn’t want to leave Pa and Vally in there. Even though it was frustrating and hurtful to be around them, to see them so diminished.
A wail of despair came from within the office. ‘Where are you?’ She hadn’t even stepped away from the door, yet Vally had forgotten that she was right outside. A loud thud made her jump back – a kick, or perhaps a fist. Vally’s breath was shallow. If he wasn’t crying, he was close to it. ‘She’s gone, she’s gone, they’re all gone …’ 
Pearl wanted to throw the door open, to go back in and reassure her brother and keep Pa company in the last moments of his extraordinary life. 
But she still had a chance to put it right. Delicate beauty. That would be the Ornament Department.
There was a heavy sliding thump, as if someone had fallen to the floor. She heard Vally sniff. ‘What am I meant to do now? What am I meant to do?’ 
But there was nothing he could do now. It was all up to Pearl.



 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
WISDOM OF PEARL’S
The rain had stopped. The moon was out, shining through the skylight. Silhouetted against it was the paper wagtail, perched on a slender crossbeam. 
‘Stupid bird,’ said Echo. 
Pearl gave the cockatoo a little rub on the back of the neck and turned towards the stairs. The empty Arcade rang with her footfalls. 
The stairways were dark. With every step she took, the stairs groaned, as if the bookshop was now so frail that her movements were hurting it. Once, a stair split under her weight. Had Pearl not been holding the rail, she might have tumbled all the way down.
She came to the second floor. The gas lamps were still lit. The sight of the skylight surprised her. Had it always been split like that, with a big strip of ceiling down the middle? As Pearl looked around, familiarities fluttered in her head, like the last leaves still clinging to a plane tree. That closed-off department on the short side of the building was her house. It was a good place to live because you could look out at … Kirk Street? Bourke Street. You could look out at Bourke Street and watch the people and the – what were they? – the small trains, going back and forth on their cables. Terambulators? No, that word was perambulators, babies’ prams. Traims? Tams?
‘Trams, silly,’ said Pearl aloud. It was annoying, trying to think with a brain missing so many years’ worth of knowledge and experiences and thoughts. It was an incomplete set. 
The other three sides of the second floor were dedicated to departments. The sign above one of them puzzled her, and she had to sound it out: Pa-ma-mull’s Gems. The largest department was filled with ornaments. She remembered the ornaments. Here were the plates so ornate they could only be used at Christmastime. Here, everything was cold and pretty and hollow. The name of this ornament place escaped Pearl at present, but her mother was fond of it. Among all the dainty things, Ma could take her tea in peace. Why was that? Was it easier to look down at everything below from here, or was it because the place was so full of ornaments that the children weren’t allowed to run?
A giggle resounded through the maze of porcelain. 
‘Who’s a cheeky girl, then?’ asked Echo. 
Pearl quickened her step. The laughter came again, closer now. It sounded like a child, somewhere in the section with all the fake Ancient Roman artefacts. Pearl peered around a massive amphora.
Her dead sister sat among the armless statues. 
Only, she wasn’t dead anymore. Ruby was exactly as she had been before the fever, that last happy weekend in Camberwell with Cousin Lily. She had bright cheeks, wavy dark hair, big brown eyes, and a tension in her pose, like a kitten about to spring. She sprang up now, knocking over a miniature goddess. ‘You found me!’ 
Pearl took a step back. She remembered Ruby as her bigger sister, but now she was oddly small. Eight years old, forever. She jumped like a … something, she grinned like a … shark?
Ruby glanced at Echo. ‘When did you get a pet bird? Lucky!’ She tried to reach out to pat the cockatoo. Echo bit her finger, hard, and jumped off Pearl’s shoulder to stand on the balcony railing, flexing her crest aggressively.
‘Ow!’ Ruby curled up the bitten finger. 
‘Sorry,’ said Pearl. ‘She’s a terror. Are you bleeding?’ 
Echo nibbled Pearl’s hair. ‘Mind your head.’ 
‘I’m all right.’ Ruby grabbed Pearl’s hand. ‘I thought you’d never find me. You hide next.’ 
Pearl did want to play. Ruby had been gone for a long time. But was this why she had come upstairs – to play hide-and-seek? ‘I think I’m supposed to be doing something else.’ 
‘Come on.’ Ruby pulled Pearl along, through aisles of stern china animals. ‘We don’t have to do hide-and-seek. Want to play dress-ups in the photography studio instead?’
Dress-ups. Yes. With Ruby. They used to have some fabulous costumes. Different colours. Different fabrics. There was the time they had all gone to Sydney, and Pa’s friend Mr Tart had bought Chinese dresses for the three youngest girls. And there was the time that … well, there must have been lots of times, even if Pearl couldn’t think of more examples. The point was, Ruby was alive. And she wanted to play dress-ups. 
In the middle of the night. 
Pearl pushed that last thought aside. She had Ruby all to herself. That was special because the others were usually around, and wanted to play, too. 
The others. Ivy. Linda. Ed. Vally.
Pearl slowed, letting her hand slip out of Ruby’s grip. ‘I’m already playing with Vally.’
‘Who cares about Vally?’ 
Something was off about all this. It was as if the ground under Pearl’s feet was on a slight angle. It was the middle of the night, and Ruby was alive, and she didn’t care about Vally. 
‘I do,’ Pearl said. ‘He was upset. He forgot our whole life. And I left him downstairs.’ 
‘He’s with Pa, isn’t he?’ said Ruby. ‘He’ll survive.’ 
Pearl didn’t remember telling her that. But then again, Pearl didn’t remember a lot of things. She looked down into the Book Arcade’s lightwell, towards where she thought Pa’s office was. In the dull light of the upstairs gas lamps, the Cole rainbows were almost bleached. Only a small, broken arch of pale purple remained. 
Pearl stopped still. She remembered. It was all in little bits and pieces, but she knew why she was here. Vally was drained and distraught in Pa’s office. Linda, Eddie, Ivy, Ma and the flat were all gone. And the Obscurosmith was minutes away from winning the game. Winning Pa’s life, Cole’s Book Arcade and … the other thing. 
‘Ruby, you have to help me.’ Pearl looked around. Where was the Obscurosmith? Where was the paper spy? ‘There’s some kind of challenge up here somewhere. Probably a puzzle. We have to find it.’ 
‘I don’t want to do a boring puzzle,’ Ruby said. ‘Let’s just play.’
There was that unbalanced feeling again. Pearl could understand that a person might think a specific puzzle was boring, or even that a tedious person might dislike puzzles in general – but not a Cole. What would a long journey be, without a book of Pa’s puzzles? How would the Cole children have passed the time waiting in queues, without Ma’s brainteasers? 
But Pearl was running out of time to think about why Ruby hated puzzles all of a sudden. She had to convince her sister to help her save Pa and the Book Arcade. ‘Please. We can play dress-ups after.’ 
Ruby turned away. ‘I’ll race you.’ 
‘Roo, wait!’ Pearl said. ‘There’s a – some kind of trap here, too. We have to be careful, or we won’t be able to finish the seventh round. I’ll lose the game.’ 
‘Why don’t you want to play with me?’ said Ruby, her voice high and trembling. 
‘I didn’t say –’ Pearl began, but Ruby interrupted her again. 
‘I’ve been gone for three years, and you won’t even play with me.’ Her face twisted in a bitter expression and she looked down at her bare feet. ‘It’s like you don’t love me at all.’ 
Pearl wanted to embrace her. She wanted to tell Ruby that of course she loved her. Most of all, she wanted to run off with her to play dress-ups, and pretend to be someone whose life wasn’t on the brink of falling apart. But just as Pearl was opening her mouth to reassure her sister, she saw Ruby glance up. As if she was checking Pearl’s reaction. 
It was all fake. She was a fake. She was the Obscurosmith’s creation from the storeroom. A copy of life, like the statues all around them. 
‘You’re trying to distract me.’ 
The girl’s breathy whimpering stopped.
‘You’re the trap.’
The copy’s hands fell to her sides. What was that other red gemstone called, the cheaper one? Garnet. Pearl would call her Garnet. ‘What gave me away?’ 
‘A few things.’ Pearl knew she would have been sure of herself sooner, if it wasn’t for all the gaps in her memory. It took longer to find the path through her head. ‘Echo bit you … and you didn’t bleed. But mostly, it’s the way you talk about our family.’ 
Garnet sighed. ‘All right, I’m not Ruby. But you could teach me how to be more like her. If you forfeit this round, I’ll be alive by morning. Real blood, and everything.’
‘And what will happen to Pa?’
‘I think you already know,’ said Garnet, suddenly businesslike. It was unsettling, how fast her emotions seemed to change – as if she was testing a different weapon against Pearl’s defences with each one. ‘What’s the point in trying to save him, though, really?’ 
It was such a cruel thing to say that Pearl couldn’t be sure she had heard right. ‘What?’ 
Garnet shrugged. ‘He’s already sixty. He won’t live forever. What’s the point?’ 
Pearl turned the question in her mind. She found herself missing Vally – the real Vally, not the poor amnesiac downstairs. Maybe he would have been able to think of a comeback.
‘Let me show you what I mean,’ said Garnet, when Pearl didn’t respond. 
Garnet moved like Ruby, full of happy careless energy. It made Pearl want to grab her and hold her still. It wasn’t fair that the Obscurosmith could squeeze Pearl’s heart like clay, the way he was doing now.
Presently, Garnet came to a large mirror, set all around with flowers and scrollwork. She gave a little twirl as she stopped beside it. Her smile darkened from cheeky to wicked. ‘I should warn you, it’s shocking.’ 
Pearl’s own mystified face stared back at her. ‘I do look quite tired …’
‘Not you.’ Garnet placed her hands flat on the glass. She closed her eyes and spoke to the mirror. ‘Show me Bourke Street … in the third millennium.’
The girls’ reflections wavered, blurred, vanished into whiteness. The mirror was now a window, behind which was nothing but a blinding mist. Pearl turned her face from its brilliance, but Garnet grabbed her arm and pulled her to the mirror. ‘You have to watch.’ 
The street in the vision resolved slowly, like a photograph developing. Tram tracks gleamed in the sun. Humanoid shapes walked the bluestone paths. Here and there, Pearl saw outlines she thought she knew, architecture jagged against the sky. 
Then the picture sharpened – and what an odd, hectic city swarmed before her. Like a Persian carpet, it was so rich with detail that she didn’t know where to look. This might be the future, but it couldn’t be Bourke Street. Her Bourke Street was all grand window displays, and carriages with big wheels, and ladies with bustles, and buildings with roofs like churches and castles.
But then she saw the awning over the entrance to the Royal Arcade – the only one left of its kind, where there ought to have been a whole row of them across the southern side of the street. She saw the old Leviathan Building on the corner of Swanston and Bourke, dwarfed now by strange, sleek towers behind. Everything else had changed so much, Pearl couldn’t tell where Cole’s Book Arcade should have been. All she knew was that it no longer existed – like so many other pieces of her world. No more horses. No more dust. No smokestacks. Now trees and flowers grew in boxes on the street. The trams that passed each other were quick and streamlined, gliding to a stop for the people to pour out, or clamber in.
Garnet tapped the glass. ‘Pearl. Tell me what you see.’
‘I see …’ Pearl searched the vision for a detail she knew how to describe. In the cloudless sky, a tiny shape glittered in the blue. She stared at it. It moved in a slow straight line, leaving a long white trail behind it. 
‘I see a flying machine,’ she said. Not the frail, theoretical creations she had seen in books, but something strong enough to soar way up in the blue like an eagle. Magic? Engineering? Perhaps it didn’t matter which, when the result was this miracle. Could such a thing reach the other side of the world in less than a week, like Pa had predicted? Steamships took so much longer than that. It seemed impossible.
‘Not up there,’ Garnet said teasingly. ‘What do you see?’ 
A little girl ran by in the vision.
‘Shorts!’ Pearl exclaimed, startling Echo into flight. 
Garnet frowned. ‘What?’ 
‘She’s wearing shorts! Like a boy!’ The future girl looked so free in the summer heat: bare brown legs flashing past, and nobody telling her to mind her manners. Pearl tore her gaze from the mirror to look at Garnet in astonishment. ‘Rational Dress must have really caught on!’
She didn’t wait for a reply, but pressed her hands to the glass and drank the future in. The billboards were moving. They were like the slides in a projector lantern show, but crisp and bright and visible in the daylight, flashing and changing in the shop windows. The street was wide, clean stone. Instead of a poor boy sweeping, a man rode a little machine with whirring brooms affixed to it. 
And the colours. Such rich, vivid colours: the clothing, the window displays, the trams, and the people, who were every beautiful shade of humanity. She could even see a person whose arms were blue and green with tattoos. 
‘It’s wonderful,’ Pearl breathed aloud. ‘Pa was right!’ 
‘You’re not paying attention,’ said Garnet, but Pearl was speaking over her.
‘They’ll have flying machines and picture lanterns! And look at that bicycle!’ 
A man in a turban and suit strolled by, gazing at a little flat thing in his hand. Now that she was looking closer, she could see that lots of people had them. Some were frowning at them in thought. Some were smiling. ‘What are they doing? What are those things in their hands?’ 
‘Telephones,’ said Garnet. 
‘They can carry them about? They don’t need electrical wires?’
‘Everything will be on a telephone,’ said Garnet smugly. ‘No newspapers. No letters. No cameras. They’ll stare at their telephones, stuck in mindless conversation with everybody and nobody, taking silly pictures of themselves –’ 
‘A picture on the telephone?’ Pearl was fairly jumping with excitement. She peered closer. Many of the people had little trinkets lodged in their ears, some with long strings, some without. ‘They look awfully funny with those things sticking out of their ears. Will that be the fashion?’ Then she remembered an old friend of her mother’s who was deaf, and wore small hearing trumpets, disguised as flowers, over her ears. ‘Wait, no, are those hearing aids? Is everyone going to be deaf in the future?’ 
‘Only to the world around them,’ Garnet said. ‘They’re so busy listening to their music that they won’t even –’
‘Music? In that little thing?’ Pearl pressed her hands to her face in astonishment. Pictures and letters and news and music and talk and every delight imaginable, all tidily folded up to be no bigger than a pocket address-book. It was too splendid. 
Even as she watched, more wondrous things unfolded in the vision before her. A little two-wheeled transport zoomed past on Elizabeth Street. A man – no, a woman in trousers again – lifted something flat and silvery onto her lap, and opened its covers. ‘Is that how books will be? Where are the pages?’ 
‘That’s an electric typewriting encyclopaedia.’ Garnet curled her lip. ‘They’ll hardly need books anymore.’ 
‘An electric encyclopaedia?!’ 
‘You’re missing the point!’ Garnet snapped. ‘Look at them! They’re not reading, and they’re not going into the Arcade!’ 
Pearl looked at the Leviathan Building, and tried to guess where Cole’s Book Arcade should have been. ‘Where is it?’
Garnet pressed her hands to the glass. ‘Show me Cole’s Book Arcade.’ 
The mist rolled across the mirror again, and the fantastic future city was gone. Now lights shone through the fog. A rainbow sign arched above a doorway – but it wasn’t the Book Arcade. It was a much smaller room, lined with books. Perhaps somebody’s sitting room, decorated like their favourite bookshop? 
But the books weren’t real either. They were only a design on wallpaper. In a glass cabinet, golden Cole medallions gleamed. A black and red metal chicken sat regally beside them. Something was familiar about it.
‘This is all that will be left,’ said Garnet. ‘The last pieces of the Palace of Intellect, dug up from the ruins.’ 
Tiny labels were affixed to each display cabinet. It was, Pearl realised, a museum. The vision moved, as if Pearl was turning in circles to see it all. The sailor dolls stood frozen in time. The steel disc of the Symphonion shone inside the handsome wooden cabinet. ‘They remember us?’
‘Most won’t,’ said Garnet scornfully. ‘Pa’s books will fade and crumble. And you, Pearl – you’ll be nothing.’
Pearl scarcely heard her. The people of the future were moving through the Book Arcade display, and they were as bizarre and lovely as they had been on the street outside. They were as curious as monkeys, the adults leaning in close to read the medallions, the children pressing buttons and jumping back from the Symphonion. Nobody that Pearl could see was tight-laced into an hourglass shape, or strangling on a starched shirt-collar. One child had twinkling lights in their shoes; whether enchantment or electricity, she couldn’t tell. 
But Pa’s books. She couldn’t see any on the displays. What had Garnet been saying about Pa’s books? 
Pearl looked up. ‘Did Pa’s books make it into the Condensed Library of the Future?’
‘What?’ 
‘The Condensed Library of the Future. The hundred best books on the most important subjects.’
‘No such thing will come to pass. He’s wrong.’ 
Pearl had never tried any spell so ambitious. But she had seen Garnet do it – and she wanted so desperately to know.
Imagination. She thought of rows of books on shelves, and of people browsing them. Articulation. ‘Show me the Library of the Future!’ 
‘Are you listening to me?’ Garnet cried. She cawed like a raven, she screeched like an owl …
Conviction. A library. Pearl wanted to see a library. In this mirror was a library, a library, a library.
The enchantment she had willed began to work. She was so surprised that her focus wavered, but she caught herself. What had worked before, when she stood up to Eddie? Describing the spell. Describing it with all the words she could think of. ‘The Library of the Future,’ she said. ‘A library for borrowing and studying and exploring and learning – for children and adults and old people and people from every country – a library for reading stories and encyclopaedias and magazines and other people – the Library of the Future …’
The mist curled in, the mist rolled back, and such a library filled the mirror as Pearl had never seen. Just like in the Arcade, the bookshelves stood row upon row, the books themselves seemingly innumerable. Some faced outwards – and Pearl realised with a jolt that they were children’s books, their covers brighter than even Pa’s rainbows, shimmering with metallic specks. She couldn’t read the titles, but the pictures seemed to jostle for her attention: animals, families, landscapes, in a thousand inviting colours.
‘But – but Pa said …’ It was all so incredible, Pearl could hardly get the words out. ‘Pa said there would only be a hundred books in the Condensed Library of the Future!’ It wasn’t a quiet, dusty library, either. It was dazzling, dynamic, with decorations hanging from the ceiling; girls with elaborate braids chatting round a table; a tiny child pulling out a picture book to show his father. By one wall sat a row of people from Ivy’s age to Pa’s, their class and creed indeterminable by their odd clothes. Before each was a machine, which flashed words and pictures and symbols at their intent faces. 
‘They’ve all got a typewriting encyclopaedia!’ And Pearl remembered what Garnet had said. They’ll hardly need books anymore. 
If the machine really was an encyclopaedia, then it was the Condensed Library of the Future. But it wasn’t condensed the way Pa had predicted. The knowledge itself would not need to be condensed. There was no need to cut all the ideas in the world down to one hundred books. It was the paper that was condensed to fit inside the machine – just as the music and letters fit inside the future telephone. It was even better than Pa had guessed. Pearl found herself aching with the wish that she might live long enough to touch those marvellous visions for herself.
Garnet pulled Pearl away from the mirror by her wrists. She was small, but her little hands were startlingly strong. Pearl was forced to look into her eyes. ‘You don’t get it,’ she spat. ‘You, and our family, and the Arcade, and all its books will be gone. The Arcade will be destroyed. You will grow old and die, Pearl.’ An ugly desperation was creeping into her voice. ‘It’s all going to come to nothing in the end, so why bother trying to save any of it? What is the point?’ 
And that, Pearl realised, was the challenge. The Obscurosmith was setting her nothing less than the greatest puzzle the human mind had ever devised: the question of the meaning of life. 
What if it was all for nothing? Pearl hurt down to her bones, for her parents and her Arcade and her siblings and herself, and everything this wicked game had put them through. That all her efforts and all her pain might be futile was almost too much to bear. She looked at the rainbows and was shocked. Garnet had distracted her again, almost until the end of the round. Only a line of purple remained on each of them.
Pa put rainbows on everything. His books, his tokens, his Arcade. Why not a bright sun, lighting up the world? Why not a globe, to show that the Arcade had everything? A rainbow was so brief, so slight.
And yet, everybody admired them. She’d never seen anyone turn away from a rainbow because they were so short-lived. It was the opposite. People always wanted to look for as long as they could, to enjoy every fleeting moment of a rainbow’s beauty.
Garnet gave a short bark of laughter. It didn’t sound a thing like Ruby this time. ‘You don’t know, do you? We’re born, we blunder through our pointless and uneventful little lives, then we die, and everything we love dies soon after. And you don’t know the point of it! You’re fighting for nothing!’
Pearl looked from the mirror to her sister’s face; from the future to the past. It was true. One day, everything she knew would be gone. What arose in its place would be different – so different as to be frightening. When Pa was young, he’d thought the world was six thousand years old. Now, it was known to be hundreds of millions of years old, maybe more. Human lives were short. Seventy or eighty years, if they were lucky. 
And Ruby – sweet Ruby, who danced like a fairy – had not even had that.
‘You’re right,’ Pearl said. ‘Everything will come to an end. The point is to enjoy it while it lasts.’ 
Garnet’s look of cruel triumph turned to one of outrage.
Down in the Arcade’s ruins somewhere, the clock in the Tea Salon struck. Gripping Garnet’s icy hand, Pearl pulled her small stiff body close and held her like a girl drowning. 
‘We had fun, didn’t we?’ she whispered. ‘Goodbye, Ruby.’
A fourth ring, a fifth. Even as she held Garnet, Pearl felt her slipping away, like a bag from which all the sand was leaking out. Eight, nine. She held her tighter, pressing the little body to her own for love and sorrow. Eleven. Pearl thought she felt a hand on her back, as light as a butterfly. 
The clock struck twelve. Then all the lamps went out at once, and Pearl held only empty clothes.



  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
AS IT BEGAN, IT ENDS
Her sister’s dress smelled like it had been in a cupboard for a long time. Pearl tried to shake some of the dust off. It was a lost cause. The dress looked as if someone had spent years cleaning blackboards with it. 
Echo landed on the balcony railing. She held a scrap of black paper in her beak. It was crumpled and chewed, fragments of it sticking to her face.
‘You caught it,’ said Pearl in surprise.
Echo threw the dead paper bird on the floor and puffed her cheek feathers. ‘Don’t bite.’
Pearl draped the dress on the railing beside Echo and turned back to the mirror, but only her reflection was there. The third millennium had vanished. Pearl tried to hold all its promises in her mind, but the visions were fading like watercolours in the rain. She remembered books and flying machines. She remembered the relics of Cole’s Book Arcade. 
The moon shone through the grimy skylight. It lit up the ornaments, all grey and blank and webbed with cracks. The dear old Book Arcade was in ruins, with only the dimness to hide its shame. Shattered glass and porcelain lay among the dust. The familiar scent of books and lavender was tainted now with mould. It would need another soul to liven it up again, once Pa was gone. Pearl wondered if the Obscurosmith had one, and whether he’d be willing to share it. What a strange, chaotic place his Arcade would be. Someone’s … Impossible … Something.
She held out her hand for Echo to climb aboard, but the bird edged away from her. ‘Hop up, Echo.’ 
‘Hop down. Who’s a clever girl?’ 
The floor creaked ominously under Pearl’s feet. ‘Come on, you silly chicken. The building’s going to fall apart.’
‘Chicken,’ said Echo.
Pearl leaned on the railing, the better to reach around the broken pottery. ‘Please, Echo. You don’t want me to leave you all by yourself, do you?’ 
Echo flapped her wings and took off. The rusted iron gave way with a sudden shriek and lurch. Pearl recoiled, fell on her backside, and kicked herself backwards until she hit something solid. The railing broke off and tumbled out of sight into the lightwell, smashing lamps and snapping wires as it fell. 
Echo landed on the opposite railing and tidied her wings behind her. ‘By yourself.’ 
In the silence that followed, Pearl heard somebody walking on wooden floorboards, singing. 
She looked at Echo. The cockatoo bobbed her head.
So Pearl Adelia Cole picked herself up, brushed the dust off her rationals, and went to face what awaited her downstairs.
Pearl was seldom alone. Even when reading by herself, people were always around. She was unaccustomed to solitude, and didn’t like it. To keep herself company as she edged down the stairs, she tried to remember the riddles she had read in the game. The first one had been printed on her father’s book, all wrong. Pearl ran through it in her head, as best she could remember it. 
The famous rainbows of Cole’s Book Arcade
____________________________ fade. 
In … wonderful rooms … _____________. 
And … _______________, ____ _____.
_____________ test, __________ win
Beware of _______ that ____ within.
As it began, it ends. Be good sports, if not friends.
The last part puzzled her. Eddie had tried to solve it. Had he managed it, and now she couldn’t remember? Or had they never quite worked it out? 
She got briefly lost on the first floor. Eventually, she emerged on the ground floor, outside the little cafe. The only name that came to mind was Talon, but she was pretty sure that her father wouldn’t want people to think of bird toenails when they were eating. On the other side of the Arcade, one of the departments did have a sign – quite a flashy one, above a big dark doorway. So many letters had fallen from it, however, that it now read, ‘WOE,’ and Pearl couldn’t be sure of what it ought to say. All around the balconies, the rainbows were the pale grey of weathered wood. If any of the violet band was left, the light was too weak for her to tell. 
She picked her way through the wreckage. Everywhere, pages lay scattered, as if the books had been torn apart in a frenzy. They lay thick on the floor, sometimes in great piles. Like snowdrifts, Pearl guessed – but she had never seen snow, so she didn’t know. Chairs and shelves and drawers and tables lay every which way but upright. She couldn’t quite picture how they’d stood before. Glass from the picture frames and mirror-pointies – obelisks – crunched underfoot, making Pearl glad of her sturdy button-boots. 
‘Miss Cole.’
His voice, rich as syrup, was coming from the wide front entrance. One lamp flared to life as she approached, striking the soft grey-blue world into sharp light and shadow. Her opponent was sitting on the ceiling, one leg crossed over the other, the rest of him hanging down like a bat. ‘Mr Obscurosmith.’ 
He snickered.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Pearl, though she wasn’t. ‘I don’t remember your other name anymore.’
‘Lost all your marbles, eh?’ 
Pearl didn’t understand. ‘I don’t play marbles.’ 
‘Well, this is bound to be frustrating. Let me see if I can …’ He closed his eyes, and made a sharp twisting motion on the stem of his cane. His eyes snapped open again. ‘Found it. You can have this back, for the time being.’ He pointed the cane at her.
Pearl flinched. Thursday night came back like a glass filling up – butterfly net, Garnet in the back room, Pa’s office, too many fingers, odd and sinister, no cheating …
‘Mr Maximillian,’ she said, correcting herself. ‘Why are you hanging upside down?’ 
‘Because I can.’ He planted his cane on the ceiling and sprang upright – or perhaps downright. Now at his full height – or depth – his face was level with Pearl’s. ‘Where’s your brother?’ 
‘What’s left of him, you mean? Taking care of Pa.’ 
The Obscurosmith grinned – a little too widely, it seemed to Pearl, like the Cheshire cat. ‘And you’re here to take care of me?’ 
‘Yes.’ She dug her nails into her palms for courage. ‘That last challenge went against our terms, you know.’ 
‘How so?’
‘You promised to give us a chance, but you asked me the hardest question in the world.’ 
‘I wanted to see how a little girl would answer one of the most profound conundrums ever devised.’
‘And what did you think of what I said?’
‘You know, it’s funny.’ The Obscurosmith examined the back of one of his spotless gloves, arm outstretched. ‘You seem to care about an awful lot of people and things, and I care about very little. Yet you put into words something I’ve long believed myself.’ 
‘So … I passed?’
‘You answered the question reasonably. You justified your point. We may disagree on some of the finer aspects, but I find myself unable to dispute your solution. Which is a pity, really. I was looking forward to lording it over you. I had the lightning ready to go. I wanted to see the looks on your faces when your father turned to dust.’
‘Then … the game is finished,’ said Pearl slowly. She could hardly believe it. The game was finished. ‘I’d like you to give us back our Arcade.’
He gave a little hop, tucked his knees up, spun around and landed lightly, right side up, on the floor. ‘I’m sure you’d like lots of things.’ His tone was playful again. He was teasing her. Goading her. ‘But just suppose that I’m not finished with you?’ 
It was his favourite trick – slipping through the gaps and uncertainties in other people’s words. Pearl would have to be more direct. ‘Please put our Book Arcade back to normal, like you promised.’ 
‘What if I don’t?’ 
Anger surged in Pearl’s heart. After everything she and Vally had done, everything they and Pa and their siblings and the poor Arcade had been through, the Obscurosmith was still going back on his word.
But she had lost her temper before, and it never seemed to help. He’d only laughed at her, and said – what had he said? Something about manners, about sportsmanship …
Pearl had a brainwave.
He was trying to trick her. If she let him upset her, she would look like a sore loser, and the game would be his. She made her face expressionless. ‘If you didn’t, that would not be very sporting of you, Mr Maximillian. You told me you were an honest person. You were proud of it.’
‘Was I, now?’ He leaned over her. He was taller than any human had a right to be, and Pearl felt like a frog looking up at a black and silver stork. ‘Because I don’t recall saying I was honest. I believe I said I don’t lie. And suppose I was lying to you when I said that, Miss Cole? If there’s one thing your family ought to have learned –’
He broke off. Pearl was holding his hand. 
Her pulse hammered. His glove was smooth. The hand inside it seemed strong, as if it could grip her so tight she would never escape. 
She stuck out her chin. ‘It was a very creative game you invented.’
The magician went utterly still. ‘What are you doing?’ 
‘What we did at the start. As it began, it ends. We’re shaking on the game.’
‘You’re … shaking on the game?’ 
‘Yes. That’s what good sports do.’ She gave his hand a single firm pump. ‘Thank you for playing.’
He stared down at their hands, brow furrowed. He opened his mouth as if to make a point, then faltered, looking puzzled again. ‘I didn’t even think of that.’
‘Well,’ said Pearl, ‘I did.’ 
‘You dodged through the arcane loophole.’ His tone suggested she had done something confusing and offensive.
‘Yes.’ 
He looked up from their joined hands, and Pearl saw into the black depths of his eyes. ‘But that’s my bit.’
‘Yes.’ 
‘You stole my bit.’ 
‘You have to be careful around little girls, Mr Maximillian,’ said Pearl. ‘It doesn’t take them long to start copying you.’ 
Then he beamed. It lit him up completely – not only his mischievous face, but his whole body. His chest lifted. He threw his other hand out wide, waving the cane. ‘What impudence! What audacity!’ He laughed – that wild thundering laugh of his that made him sound quite insane. ‘You stole my bit!’ He shook Pearl’s arm so hard, she feared he would pull it off. ‘You little monkey! You devil! What’s the matter?’ he added, for Pearl was trying to pull away from him. ‘You’re not frightened, are you?’
‘You’re … not angry.’ 
‘Angry? Ha!’ He let her go and slapped his thigh. ‘That’s good, that’s very good! For the first time in I-don’t-know-how-long, a rascal after my own heart turns up, and she thinks she’s made me angry!’
Pearl flinched in revulsion. ‘I’m not a … I’m nothing like you.’
‘My apologies,’ he said in mock seriousness. ‘You are, of course, a shy and solemn little cherub of perfectly mediocre intellect.’
Pearl wanted to deny this sarcastic praise, but found that she could not. Like her opponent, she enjoyed bending rules, and she liked to get a rise out of her siblings. Was there something in her that could be as selfish, as deceptive, as cheerfully cruel as he was?
‘Oh, come now, it’s a compliment. In fact, I had a hunch, you know, that first day we met. What a bold little creature, I thought; she’s either simple-minded or a scamp. You have no idea how rarely people impress me. You started well enough, but truly, I doubted you’d get past the sweetshop.’ His vicious words were at odds with his unbounded glee. ‘I can’t believe it. I can’t believe it. What a surprise!’ Removing his hat, he swept a low bow. ‘Miss Cole, it has been a pleasure. I haven’t enjoyed myself like that since the eighties.’ 
‘Four years?’ 
‘A hundred and four! Seventeen-eighties. The things I wore …’ He shuddered, then grinned again. ‘Still want that Arcade of yours?’ 
Pearl hesitated. ‘You mean it? You’ll give it back?’
‘Why not?’ He shrugged. ‘With a bit of luck, it should keep for a decade or three.’
With a twist of the barrels and a twirl of his cane, the sky turned from grimy darkness to the pink flush of morning – and Cole’s Book Arcade was a ruin no longer. The mirrored obelisks were whole again, the rainbows bright, the books crisp, the furnishings clean, and everything she could see restored to its full glory. The understated scent of paper and perfume rushed in with her breath. The sudden beauty of it all made a lump rise in Pearl’s throat. All she could say was, ‘It’s morning.’ 
‘Took me a few hours to clean up,’ said the Obscurosmith, leaning on his cane. ‘Same time next week, then?’ 
Not on your life, Pearl wanted to say, but she chose her words carefully. She could not afford to be vague. ‘No, thank you. Vally and I will be too busy enjoying our winnings.’ She gestured to the Arcade, radiating gold and silver and rainbows in the morning sunlight. ‘And we’ll probably never stop being busy. You know what it’s like in this place.’ She registered her own words with a little surprise, because she suddenly did know what it was like again. She remembered the staff in red jackets, weaving between the shelves. The hundreds of customers at Christmastime, and the Band playing carols about snow in the stifling December heat. Mr Pyke doffing his cap every time he passed Ma, the only other person who could straighten out the lads quite as well as he did.
‘Yes, never a dull moment.’ The Obscurosmith looked down at Pearl with a fresh twinkle of tooth and eye. ‘Fancy playing on my turf next time?’ He lifted off his hat again, and spun it around to show her. She caught a mesmerising glimpse of a richly furnished room, turned topsy-turvy – a door in the ceiling, an armchair hanging off a wall, a painting on the floor, two sets of stairs going in mutually impossible directions. 
She fixed her gaze on his face. A rascal after my own heart still buzzed in the back of her thoughts, and now she was determined to be as direct and un-obscure as possible. ‘That’s enough, Mr Maximillian. We won, fair and square.’ 
He groaned in a show of exaggerated disappointment. ‘You did. I suppose it’s poor form to ask for a rematch so soon, isn’t it?’ 
‘You suppose right. You may not have one.’ Pearl watched the shifting of his face, from elastic expressiveness to a dignified mask. ‘Why do you do that, by the way?’ 
‘Do what?’ 
‘Why do you trick people with questions and sayings? You say you don’t lie, but you don’t tell the truth either. Why?’ 
‘Don’t makes it sound as if I have a choice.’ 
‘You mean … you can’t lie?’ 
‘Can’t muster so much as a fib.’ He flipped the hat by its brim and set it back on his head. ‘I used to be a champion liar, you know. But yours is not the first wager I’ve lost. I’ll tell you the story, if … well, you wouldn’t miss one little vertebra, would you?’
Pearl crossed her arms. If she said no, he was bound to take it that she would not mind him taking a piece of her spine; and if yes, he was bound to take it that she accepted the offer of the story. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’ 
‘All right, all right.’ He gazed past her at the Arcade again, sighed, and gave a small shake of his head. ‘There’s probably too much light in here, anyway. Good day, Miss Cole.’ 
And, swinging his cane, he sauntered away up Bourke Street. Pearl tried to track his black top hat. But it was Sunday, and too many other men were wearing similar hats with their best clothes for church. The last trace of him was his beautiful voice, rising above the noise of the city in merry song. ‘She put her left foot in the stirrup and mounted his horse like a man! Over hedges and ditches she galloped, shouting, “Catch me, old rogue, if you can!”’
As the crowd swallowed him up, Pearl recognised the song. The Highwayman Outwitted. The song of the girl who, while being robbed, stole her attacker’s horse. Where had she heard it? 
A concert. In the living room. Pa had sung it. An English song from his youth. After the children’s play. They’d put on a lot of plays over the years, hadn’t they? Linda always wanted to be the narrator, and Ruby had a habit of diverting from the script …
Something clinked. Pearl turned. The Little Men were moving. As one tiny sailor cranked his bar up, the other pushed his down. Be Good And Do Good, read their sign. Then it turned: clink. 
Old Books, New Books, Common Books, Rare Books. 
Clink.
Pearl closed the doors and watched them. Was the game really over? Could she trust that the Little Men wouldn’t come to life and start brawling, or that their signs wouldn’t spell out some brain-bending question?
When is a book most like a spoon? 
Pearl went rigid with alarm. 
Clink!
When it’s in tea, resting.
‘In tea, resting?’ Pearl said aloud. Then she groaned. ‘Interesting. Oh, Pa!’ 
It wasn’t a riddle. It was only one of her father’s awful jokes. He did that a lot, now that she thought about it. Not to make people laugh, but just to be playful. He must have liked coming home and being playful with his children, after long days of writing philosophical articles and sorting out the Arcade’s business. She’d never thought of that before.
Pearl stepped back from the Little Men. She stood in the entrance, looking down the length of the grandest bookshop in the world. Her chest brimmed with an almost unbearable delightful fizziness, like the bubbles in Pa’s goldfields lemonade. 
‘We won!’ She threw her arms wide, and she was surprised to hear herself giggling. ‘We won!’ 
And, though it was not sporting of her to gloat, she jumped around in a little victory dance, and punched the air, and laughed like a demon. Last night, the Book Arcade had been ruined. One day it would be nothing but memories and photographs – and eventually, not even that. But now it was here, just the way it should be, and she was one of the luckiest people in all of human history, because she was part of it.
Pearl careened through the Book Arcade, her feet making up their own minds where to run. She was a firecracker. She was the wind. She was a bird seeing the sky without bars for the first time. She had no words for her joy, her freedom, her love of the magnificent building and everything it meant to her – so she shouted them without words, in a wild hoot of triumph that filled the Arcade to the skylight.



 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
FAMILIAR
The boy knew a few of the important things.
His name was Valentine Cole. As in Saint Valentine’s Day, the day he was born. He had one brother and three sisters. No, four sisters. Ruby was buried near Cousin Lily’s house, in Camberwell. His mother’s name was Eliza, and she liked dinner parties and the theatre. He’d once had a father, and that name was easy to remember because it was the same as his brother’s: Edward. But something had happened to the father when Valentine was small. Now he was only fragments: a frock coat on Swanston Street, a Kentish accent in the Botanic Gardens. The boy remembered a few of the less-important things, too. His multiplication tables. Losing a hat out of a train window. The height – in feeling, not in feet – of Princes Bridge. A schoolyard chant: Conrad Cook, what a sook, hang him from the butcher’s hook. The capitals of Europe. Twelve pennies in a shilling, twenty shillings in a pound.
But a lot of important things were missing. That made him confused and afraid. The boy knelt on the floor with his hands on his temples. He felt a gaping hopelessness inside him, as if he’d come home to find his house robbed. Only it wasn’t his house, it was his head: the secret lockbox to which only he was meant to have the key. And come to think of his house – he didn’t know where it was. Or how old he was. Or what his own face looked like. Who was the man on the floor? Whose study was this? Perhaps Valentine had killed the man. He didn’t know. He didn’t even know if he was the sort of person who would kill someone. He wished he could put it together, but all that came to mind was the idea that it was something to do with books. Maybe he had hit the man with a book. Maybe he had read an evil spell from a book. 
‘What am I meant to do?’ he said. ‘What am I meant to do?’
And who was the man on the floor? And why could Valentine recall last week’s geometry class so clearly, when he didn’t know a single thing he’d done yesterday? Or two minutes ago? And, oh, no, there was an old man on the floor and he looked like he was dead. How had Valentine ended up here? How long had he been here? What was the thing on the wall, with the funnel and the cord and the round bells? What did his face look like? Who was the man on the floor? The floor of where?
‘What am I meant to do?’ Had he asked that already? Maybe not. Maybe five hundred times. Every moment that passed slipped out of his grasp. ‘What am I meant to do? She’s going to be so cross with me. What …?’
He stopped. Where had that thought come from? He tried to hold it, like a thirsty man cupping a drop of rain. Who was she? 
She was his sister Pearl. The baby he’d held on the chaise longue. The girl who came home from the beach with her shoes full of sand. She was four – ten years old. These were things he knew already, a knowledge that ran as deep as the scars on his knees or the smell of his bed. It was the anticipation of Pearl’s anger that was new. She was loud and funny and here, somewhere. And she was going to be cross with him for his stupid empty head, because …
Wait a minute. The smell of his bed. He remembered his bed. It was on the left side of his bedroom, and Eddie’s was on the right. It smelled of the conditioning oil he used on his hair, and of his body, and of comfort. He’d had to get out of that bed last night. Pearl had come with the candle.
Right. Pearl had woken him up for something. And now she was going to be cross with him. 
Why? 
Because he’d forgotten so many of the important things. 
Why would that bother her?
Because it kept him from doing his share.
Of what? 
Of what they were working on. 
Which was?
Helping someone. Helping the man.
He blinked hard. When he opened his eyes, the man was still there. Still there – that was a good thought. It meant he’d remembered the moment just gone. And hang on, this man looked like someone he knew, but older. The brother of his half-remembered father, perhaps? 
Valentine started to shuffle on his knees towards him, but a sudden agony surged down his legs. ‘Augh.’ 
This was worse than pins and needles. This was electrified nails and six-inch hatpins, crackling and stabbing through every nerve. How many hours had he been kneeling in that one spot?
‘Augh is right.’ The man sat up, raising his arm to shield his eyes from the sun. ‘That you, Vally?’
The man? Val, you donkey – this was Pa, of course he was Pa. It was his voice, his shape, his balding forehead. He wasn’t old, either; only older than he had been when Vally was seven. In 1887. Six years ago. The year that the Coles had moved from their old house into the Book Arcade.
If the thought of Pearl’s temper was a raindrop, this was a downpour.
Vally Cole lived on the second floor of Cole’s Book Arcade 299 Bourke Street Melbourne Victoria Australia Earth The Universe and he was thirteen and he looked like his father but without the beard and this was Pa’s office and the thing on the wall was the telephone and two minutes ago he’d been babbling like a mad boy and yesterday was the game the rainbows Maximillian dollbody Whipping Machine ball gown monkeys Lindeddivy allgone toffeemonster – 
And the downpour became a flood. The flood of his life rushed over and through him, birthdays big sales mourning Ruby hide-and-seek reading winter fires summer sunlight concerts tantrums springy snake, and carried him back to before the game and the death and the move and Ivy and Pearl to the first Tuesday in November. 
Wearing big-boy shorts. Sunday best shorts. Special occasion. Papa was opening the new shop. Setting sun streaming golden through the skylight. Smells of sawdust and polish and paint and books. Lads in red jackets, rushing from the shiny floor to the high, high ceiling. So many people. 
Then – Vally all alone. No Mama, no Eddie, no Linda, not even Ruby, who had just learned to walk. And Mama couldn’t move fast, because she was going to have the new baby any day now. So how had she gone so quickly? How long had Vally been alone? Should he cry? 
No. Today was a good day. Crying would ruin it. Anyway, Papa was the boss here, so Vally couldn’t be lost. But too many people. Too many stomping feet. All pressing together. Bumping him. Shoving him. He couldn’t see. 
Brainwave. Wiggling through legs and skirts. Finding the bookshelf wall. A ladder rolling towards him – one of Papa’s special tricks. Climbing a ladder, like one of the lads. Round wooden rungs, smooth under his hands. Sitting at the top. Better. King of the castle. What a busy shop. Stomping feet, grabbing hands, shouting voices. Ladies wearing the biggest brightest frilliest dresses Vally had ever seen. Just come from the races. Papa said people were silly at the races – put teapots on their heads, threw pies at each other. No teapots here, though. 
And now, a man down below. Brown beard, shiny forehead – Papa! ‘There’s our Vally! What are you doing up there?’ 
‘Looking for Mama.’
‘You lost her? And you’re not upset?’
‘It’s just a little obstacle.’ 
‘An obstacle, eh?’ Laughter. ‘Come on, monkey.’ His father reaching up. Gentle fingers. Strong arms. Arms that built a bookshop. Arms that held up the sky. Lifting Vally down. Holding him to his side. Turning towards the entrance with all the shoving people. 
‘My word, Vally-pal. There’s more wiggle room in a tin of sardines.’ Then, calling to his lads, ‘Pyke! Williams! It’s like a cattle-yard in here! Let’s put up a barricade, boys, and charge thruppence each for a medallion! Tell them they can spend it for the same value at the till!’
And as the floodwaters of Vally’s returning memory became calm, a momentous revelation bobbed to the surface.
His father was alive. 
‘Pa!’ Vally threw his arms around him. His voice came out strangled – he seemed to be choking on his heart. His Pa. The innovator. The idealist. The writer. The man who didn’t take impossible for an answer, because the principles of magic formed the core of his spirit. Who made wonderful things come true even without spells. Whose glorious ideas turned every rigid never into a promising maybe. ‘Pa, you’re OK!’ 
Mr Cole grunted. ‘Am I?’
‘You were really sick!’ Vally tried to stand, but his legs were still prickling. ‘And the Arcade was falling apart, and I couldn’t remember, and Pearl had to go to the last one by herself …’ 
‘Was I, at any point, knocked out with a brick?’ Pa massaged the back of his neck. His eyes widened. ‘By God – I haven’t been drinking, have I?’
‘No, Pa, it was him. The Obscurosmith. We had to try to win the Arcade back from him.’ 
His father frowned. ‘I was hoping that was a dream.’
‘He made awful things happen to us. We made him swear not to rig it, but he still didn’t play fair. Look!’ 
He pulled his pocket watch from his waistcoat – but the ticking had slowed to its normal speed, and the face of the watch showed half-past seven. He stared at it in disbelief. If the game was over, and Pa and the Arcade were still here, and Vally remembered them … 
Outside the office, something shrieked. 
‘The parrots!’ Vally scrambled to his feet. If the Fernery was back, they could escape into the main Arcade. They would – what did the parrots do, again? Bite things. Knock things down. 
But when he threw open the door and ran into the Arcade, the pink cockatoo was sitting calmly on a second-floor balcony railing, preening herself. Pearl was the one who ran and jumped and whooped and spun, as if she had scored the deciding goal at the Grand Final.
‘Goodness,’ said Pa. ‘What’s got into her?’ 
Pearl saw Pa and Vally and with a squeal of delight, she ran across the Arcade and barrelled into them, locking one arm around each of their waists. 
‘Calm down, Pearligig,’ said Pa, a little winded. ‘Some of us just got up.’ 
Pearl would not calm down. She jumped on the spot, and pressed her face against him. ‘You’re back! You’re better!’ She stood back and gave Vally a challenging look. ‘Where’s Queen’s Corner?’ 
‘Up there.’ He pointed at the second-floor balcony. 
‘What is Ruby’s middle name?’
‘Angelina.’
‘How many monkeys are in the bedtime story?’ 
‘Six,’ said Vally. ‘No, wait, seven!’ 
Pearl looked puzzled. ‘I think it’s six.’
‘You didn’t forget the funny old monkey, did you?’ Pa asked, with mock outrage.
‘Oh – of course!’ She turned on the spot again to look at the Book Arcade. ‘It all came back. We beat him, Pa! It all came back!’
‘All of it?’ Vally heard hope dawning in his father’s voice. 
‘Sorry.’ Pearl crushed her eyes shut and squeezed him. ‘I don’t think Mr Maximillian could give us Ruby, even if he wanted to.’ 
Mr Cole said nothing. He held his son and daughter tight, and kissed their hair. It was a bit overwhelming for Vally. He was quite tired, and that made it hard to stay strong. He squirmed free, and the impulse to cry went away. ‘We should check,’ he said to Pearl. 
A shadow crossed her features. ‘In the storeroom?’ 
‘The whole Arcade. Make sure everything is …’ He touched the side of his head. ‘All there.’ 
Pa patted Pearl’s shoulder, and let her go. ‘The shops will be locked.’
‘Doesn’t matter!’ She grabbed Vally’s hand, already running again. 


The shops should have been locked. The shops were usually locked, on a Sunday. 
But when Pearl and Vally reached Wonder Land, the turnstile at the entrance gave way. Inside, the mechanical orchestra gleamed. Glowing creatures pulsed gently past the Window to the Deep. The snakes were curled up on a rock, their two heads resting on their one body, at peace with one another.
Pearl gestured at their terrarium with a quizzical wince. ‘Fish and Chips?’
‘Bubble and Squeak.’ Vally turned over the details of the room like they were treasures. The Unicorn Horn – not from a unicorn, but an oryx antelope. Light distorting on a silvered surface – the Wonder Mirrors. A round brass thing with little pictures … he knew this one, they spun around and the pictures moved … ‘Zoetrope?’ 
‘Praxinoscope,’ Pearl said. 
Praxinoscope. Praxinoscope. ‘Thanks.’ 
She said nothing – only stared at a mechanical puppet show of a ship rocking on the waves. She seemed to be trying to retrieve a memory, but it wasn’t coming back. 
‘Want to check the sweetshop?’ 
She shook herself. ‘Lolly World, isn’t it?’ 
‘I think so.’ 
They ran across the Arcade. Lolly Land greeted them with riotous colours, fruity scents, the rounded forms of lollipops and Easter eggs and a hundred other kinds of sweets. Everything that magic had destroyed, it had restored again. As the bell rang over the door, Linda came stumbling out of the confectionery kitchen. 
‘Linda, Linda, Linda!’ Pearl charged towards her. 
‘What, what, what?’ said Linda, catching her on the run. She glanced at Vally and her brows rose. He realised he knew that expression. It was her way of looking for solidarity in a strange situation; a way of saying, can you believe this? 
‘Where did you go?’ he asked. 
Linda released Pearl. ‘I couldn’t see. It felt like I was floating.’
‘Inside the creature?’ asked Pearl, as she helped herself to an Easter egg. 
‘In the air,’ said Linda. ‘It was sort of this weightless, empty place. I wanted a light, but I’ve never had much luck doing magic without an object. All I had to light was my clothes, and I didn’t want to set those on fire.’ 
It sounded almost pleasant to Vally, compared to turning into a doll. ‘Nothing happened to you?’
‘Well, I was offered a few deals,’ said Linda. ‘When I was really thirsty, this voice came from … sort of everywhere at once. He wanted a secret, in exchange for a glass of water. Then later it wasn’t a secret, it was five of my tears. But I didn’t feel like crying, and after what you two told me, I’d made up my mind to refuse him. His heart wasn’t in it, anyway. He sounded bored.’
‘He usually sounds bored.’ Vally walked slowly around the horseshoe of counters, taking in the colours and the jolly names and the memories that came with them. Yes to mint toffees; yes to sherbert lemons; sugared almonds, definitely not; yes please to the pink stick that let you whistle like a bird. It was as if each detail had weight – not a burdensome weight, but the comforting heft of his winter coat, of an old hardcover, of Ebenezer’s head resting on his thigh. His life was filling him up, stabilising him like a ship in the water. He had the bizarre impulse to give himself a hug. I missed you, Vally. Welcome back.
‘Next one!’ said Pearl, running to the door. ‘I have to find Ivy!’ 
Right. Ivy, kidnapped by the mandrill. Ivy, trapped in the painting. Once they’d found her, they could look for Eddie. Not that Ed would need the same reassurance that Ivy would; he could look after himself. But he had that sore hand. Vally ought to check on him.
Out in the Arcade proper, under the glorious full rainbows and packed bookshelves, there was no room to keep running. The staff had returned – which was confusing on a Sunday. They were all talking and looking about themselves in wonderment and disbelief. Had that really happened? Had they imagined being magically lifted out of the Book Arcade, and placed back in it unharmed? Mr Pyke the manager was explaining something to Pa, and Miss Kay the confectioner was hauling Miss Finch the pianist to her feet. The names and roles returned with each face: Mr Gabriel of the information desk, Mr Chillingsworth of the Music Department, Miss Fowler of the toyshop, Mr Yang of the Tea Salon, Syd Endacott of the army of shelving-lads. Someone had wound up the Symphonion, and it was plinking away in the Tea Salon, just as it did when the Arcade was open for business. 
Linda followed Pearl and Vally as they headed for the Fernery. ‘You have to tell me what happened in the rest of the game. Did everyone disappear like I did?’ 
‘Almost,’ Vally said. ‘It was just us, Pa and one of the parrots in the end. And it didn’t get easier, either! Round Six nearly killed us. We thought it had killed us, right, Pearlie?’
Pearl didn’t respond. She had the distracted expression again, as if she was trying to think of something and it wouldn’t come to her.
‘The Fernery shrank down smaller and smaller,’ Vally went on. ‘And the trees were coming down, and one of them landed right on Pearl’s head. But Miss Kay’s magic lollies saved us. She’s invented one that lets you walk right through the wall!’ 
Linda raised a brow. ‘Is that right?’ 
‘What’s that look for?’ 
‘You said her magic saved you,’ said Linda, with a teasing tone. ‘So it can’t be all bad, can it?’ 
Vally shrugged. ‘I guess not.’ Magic was fickle – but it had also forced him to test his limits during the game, and those had turned out to be a lot greater than he’d thought. Perhaps Vally would try the floating light trick again someday soon. He was older now. He was more in control of his thoughts. Ruby would have liked to see him get it right. 
The Fernery door burst open. As Ivy ran out, Vally caught a glimpse of the forest beyond, green and alive. His little sister stopped, craning her neck to look at the upper floors of the Book Arcade. In an instant she was swept up between Linda, Pearl and Vally – another piece fitting back into its proper place. 
Linda threw Vally a sidelong glance. ‘You did not involve Ivy, did you?’ 
‘She was actually a big help,’ Pearl said. ‘We couldn’t have done it without her.’ 
‘I solved a challenge for them!’ said Ivy proudly. 
‘Part of a challenge,’ Vally explained, under his breath. 
‘Pearl Adelia!’ Brisk footfalls thumped across the Book Arcade floor towards them. ‘Valentine Francis!’ 
‘You’re in for it now,’ said Linda.
It was their mother, followed by Eddie and Ebenezer and Pa and the gazes of all the staff. She looked as if she might, for the first time ever, give everybody a wallop – not just Pearl and Vally, but everyone in the room, right up to the mechanical chicken. But instead, she wrapped them both in her big soft arms, with a deep sigh of relief. ‘Oh, my little ducks.’ She had not called them that in a very long time indeed. Vally felt his face warming with embarrassment. ‘I was worried sick! You must never do anything like that again, do you hear?’ 
‘Yes, Ma,’ said Pearl.
‘Loud and clear.’ Over Ma’s shoulder, Vally locked eyes with his brother. Eddie’s hand was still in bandages. He was trying, not very hard, to keep a straight face. 
Ma gave a small start as Pa’s arms slid around her waist, allowing Pearl and Vally to escape. ‘And how are you this morning, my queen?’ 
‘You won’t win me over that easily, Mr Cole,’ said Ma, pushing him away slightly. ‘I’m not finished with you.’ But as Pa stepped back, a rueful smile flickered across Mrs Cole’s face. 
‘Come on,’ Vally said to Pearl. ‘Let’s check upstairs.’ 
They walked towards the lift – because they had to check that it was working, and, all right, because riding in the lift was fun. Eddie, Ivy, Linda and Ebenezer came along, too, without invitation. The dog trotted in excited circles around Vally’s legs as the Coles moved through the throng of red jackets. 
‘Was anyone else drifting in space?’ asked Eddie, as they passed the art history section. ‘Before we came back, I mean?’ 
‘No, I was in a painting,’ Ivy said. 
‘Yes,’ said Linda, hauling open the brass concertina door of the lift. ‘Did he try to do a deal with you? The voice?’ 
‘I wish.’ Eddie held the door as they filed in. ‘I would’ve told him to shove off. I could hear someone talking a long way away, but I couldn’t make out the words.’ 
‘I suppose he had a lot of you on his hands by then,’ Vally said. The effort of maintaining separate lightless, weightless voids for everyone he’d captured might have taxed even the powers of Magnus Maximillian. ‘And we kept him busy, didn’t we, Pearl?’
She didn’t seem to hear. Eddie closed the lift doors, Linda pushed the handle, and the contraption lurched into motion towards the first floor.
‘What’s wrong, Pearl?’ asked Ivy. 
‘Pa’s song for Ruby,’ said Pearl. ‘I can’t remember how it went. I keep getting it mixed up with some stupid nursery rhyme about a frog.’ 
‘But there is a frog in it,’ Eddie said. 
‘There is, too!’ Linda laughed and shook her head. ‘She loved frogs. She thought they were the funniest things in the world.’
The lift bell chimed as they reached the first floor. Linda pulled the lever in the other direction, setting the brakes. 
Ivy pulled the door across. ‘She’d even laugh at the word frog.’
‘She used to make Pa do a frog voice,’ Vally said, a little surprised at himself because the memory hadn’t been there a moment ago. ‘I can’t really do it, but …’
‘Go on, Val,’ said Eddie, nudging him with his arm. 
Vally cleared his throat. ‘Come on, madam. It’s time to put on your pyjamas.’
‘There was more of a growl to it,’ Linda said. ‘How do you do? My name is Mr Froggy.’
The Coles got out of the lift and walked among the bookshelves towards the bandstand. 
‘Show me how it went,’ said Pearl. ‘The song. She danced like a fairy …’
Linda and Ivy picked it up together. ‘She sang like a frog.’
‘She buzzed like a bee,’ sang Eddie, joining in. 
Vally remembered it, too – the playful little melody, running up and down the octave. ‘She dashed like a dog.’ Not his dog, though. Ebenezer was too big – a lolloper, a bounder. Ruby was more like a terrier, bolting through a paddock after rabbits.
Now all but Pearl were singing together, their voices quiet and self-conscious, but steady. ‘Oh, yes, oh, yes! She did, she did! And Froggy played a tune.’
And although he had not seen her in a long time, Vally could feel his sister there with them. Not in spirit, for Ma’s seances proved that she had passed over peacefully; nor in body, for that lay in the earth, and the copy was destroyed. She was there in his head. She was there in their family resemblance – Linda’s curly hair, Eddie’s monkey grin, Pearl’s round cheeks, Ivy’s dark eyes. She was there in the history of Cole’s Book Arcade, climbing like a possum, skipping like a lamb, jumping like a wallaby. Oh, yes, she did. Energy and optimism. Ruby and Pa, through and through. 
Vally leaned on the balcony, exhausted. Ebenezer nudged his hand, and the answering movement of Vally’s fingers over his old friend’s ears felt familiar and right. A tremor went through the railing as Pearl settled on his other side, her cheek resting on her fist. She caught his eye and gave him one of her sly little smiles that usually meant she was in a teasing mood.
‘What?’ 
‘Oh, nothing,’ she said, with pretended innocence. ‘I was just wondering who lives here.’ 
Vally bumped her gently with his arm. ‘I think we do.’ 
He searched the lightwell for the flutter of black paper – but he needn’t have worried. Sunlight shone on porcelain above him, people moved among bookshelves below, and all around were his father’s rainbows.



 HISTORICAL NOTE 
COLE’S BOOK ARCADE
Now that you’ve finished this book, you might be wondering: Melbourne didn’t really  have a place like Cole’s Book Arcade … did it? Is that where Coles supermarkets came from? Where is it now? 
The Grandest Bookshop in the World  is a work of fiction. And it has nothing to do with the supermarket – Cole is a pretty common surname. But there really was an Edward William Cole, who founded Cole’s Book Arcade. Born in Kent on the fourth of January 1832, he was the second-eldest of his mother’s sixteen children, his father having died when he was small. After spending his early teens working on his stepfather’s farm, Cole left his countryside home with a modest inheritance to look for work in 1849. He spent two miserable years selling sandwiches on the overcrowded London streets, and another two working in South Africa. Eventually, he decided to do as his older brother had done in California, and seek his fortune on Australia’s goldfields. He arrived in Melbourne late in 1852, aged twenty. He worked his way up from being a prospector; to a lemonade-seller; to a carpenter; to a travelling photographer and field botanist; to a pie-man; to a beloved bookseller, author, father, friend, campaigner for equality and oddball Australian icon.
And he really did advertise in the papers for a wife, reasoning that he was more likely to find a good one that way than by chance meetings. Eliza Frances Jordan, born in Hobart in 1842, was one who had the courage to write to him. She was thirty, and he was forty – ages at which, in those days, you were expected to be helping your eldest children find someone to marry, not looking for a partner yourself. They found they had plenty in common, especially their sense of humour, and were married a few months later. They were well matched as business partners, too. Mr Cole had an incredible talent for marketing and creating a welcoming atmosphere, but he didn’t like to fire underperforming employees, or even tell them off. Mrs Cole took it upon herself to ‘prowl about’ the Arcade, keeping the staff on their best behaviour.
There were actually several Cole’s Book Arcades. Mr Cole’s first Book Arcade, which opened in 1873 at the eastern end of Bourke Street near Parliament House, was extremely popular. He also opened branches in Sydney and Adelaide in the early twentieth century. But the second Melbourne Arcade, on the southern side of Bourke Street between Swanston and Elizabeth, was the  Cole’s Book Arcade, and it really did open on Melbourne Cup Day in 1883. In true Cole fashion, he spaced the ad out to fill a whole column of the newspaper, to be sure that everyone would see it. Surrounded by the word ‘READ’ repeated over and over to create a border, it said:
COLE’S NEW BOOK ARCADE WILL OPEN on CUP DAY. It is the FINEST SIGHT in MELBOURNE and the GRANDEST BOOKSHOP IN THE WORLD. Intellectual non-racing people are invited there instead of going to the RACES.
But most people didn’t want to choose between books and bookies. Most wanted both. After the horses raced, the people raced to the new Arcade. They were so excited, and in many cases drunk, that the grand opening began to turn sour. In some places, people were packed so tightly between the shelves that they couldn’t move. Cole had his staff put up a barrier and charge the people threepence, in exchange for Arcade entry and one of his customised medallions, which could be used as store credit or kept as a memento. These medallions continued to be part of the Arcade experience for twenty years, and many Arcade visitors drilled holes through them to wear on necklaces and bracelets. Today they are popular collectors’ items.
No one could argue with Mr Cole’s ambitious claims: the 1883 Arcade was truly a marvel. Everyone who came to Melbourne paid a visit, from my own great-great-aunt to literary celebrities of the day such as Rudyard Kipling and Mark Twain. It was three storeys high, with a lightwell right through the middle. Mr Cole claimed it contained two million books, but this was probably an exaggeration. As much as he valued truth, he never let it get in the way of a good story, so long as the fib was harmless. 
The Tea Salon, Book Arcade Band, confectionery department, Toy Land, Wonder Land, Perfumery, stationery department, music department, ornament displays, monkeys, Fernery, parrots, photography studio, Symphonion, Little Men, funhouse mirrors, soap mountain and mechanical chicken were all part of the Arcade, but not necessarily at the same time. The rainbow signs usually had eight stripes, rather than seven.
One thing that definitely was part of Cole’s Book Arcade in 1893 was the family flat. Mr and Mrs Cole lived there from 1887 with their six children, who went by the same names used in this novel: Linda (Ada Belinda), Eddie (Edward William Jr), Vally (Valentine Francis), Ruby Angelina, Pearl Adelia and Ivy Diamond (often Diamond to her father, Ivy to everyone else). According to Cole of the Book Arcade – a biography written by Linda’s son, Cole Turnley – they were a boisterous lot, who adored their eccentric ‘Pa’. Many of the anecdotes in the story you’ve just read are true, passed down to Turnley from the grown-up Cole children themselves. Mrs Cole was fond of soirees, plays, seances, and the word ‘brainwave’ – and she did get sassy with her previous suitor when he threatened to jump in the Yarra. Pearl loved party tricks and brainteasers so much, she wrote a book of them when she grew up called Novelty Evenings. 
Sadly, the part about little Ruby Cole is true, too. In March of 1890, aged eight, she passed away from scarlet fever – which we now know as the bacterial throat infection streptococcus, and can treat with antibiotics. Ruby’s father commemorated her in every subsequent printing of Cole’s Funny Picture Book No. 1 with the song ‘Ruby Cole and her Clever Frog,’ which he had written only weeks before her death. In fact, Mr Cole’s children all appeared in his books for young readers, as the subjects of nonsense verse, whimsical pictures, and mathematical puzzles – including a bedtime story about rainbow monkeys. He wrote and compiled a great many titles for the education and amusement of young and old. In the Arcade’s heyday, they were Australia’s most popular books for children, because they were affordable as well as engaging. One Melbourne father said of the first and most famous Funny Picture Book published in 1879: ‘A lot of stupid things are in it, but I can’t keep it away from the kiddies.’ As well as the Funny Picture Books, there were dozens of other titles such as Cole’s Family Amuser and Intellect Sharpener, All About Animals, Cole’s Fun Doctor and Childland. Some of the puzzles and poems in this book come from these volumes. Others are imitations of their style. Cole’s books and pamphlets were printed and reprinted many times at the Arcade’s publishing department, during the life of the 1883 Arcade.
You see, many other publishers thought Cole’s opinions were quite scandalous. He believed all religions contained the same essential messages of goodness. His use of the rainbow as a trademark frustrated pious people, due to its significance in the Old Testament. Even as an uneducated teenager, he deplored racism, and stood by his commitment to be good to everyone he met. He believed every person should have the same rights to a safe, healthy and fulfilling existence, regardless of class, race, religion or gender. He predicted that in the future, every person on Earth would be granted these rights. The right to education was especially important to him. Since his earliest days as a bookseller, Cole’s slogan was Read For As Long As You Like – No One Asked To Buy. His personal philosophy was that ‘the real salvation of the world must come about by every person being taught to read and induced to think’ (his emphasis). He was so committed to this position that he sometimes argued with his trusted manager William Pyke over the Arcade’s advertising catalogues: he didn’t like the word ‘buy’ to appear anywhere on them, for fear of appearing too pushy. 
Cole also had a multicultural staff in his second Book Arcade, and of this he was immensely proud. He strongly opposed the White Australia Policy, and wrote a number of controversial essays on the values of a diverse society. In fact, Cole opened the Tea Salon in response to racism against Asian people: he wanted to bring in Chinese and Indian staff and in doing so, subtly show his customers their shared humanity. Cole’s Tea Salon became, like the wider Arcade, a favourite place for Melburnians to socialise. 
Mr Pyke, Mr Gabriel, Miss Fowler, Mr Pamamull, Mr Chillingsworth, Mr Endacott and Miss Finch are the names of a handful of real Arcade staff members. In some cases, though, I’ve mixed different people together, fiddled with the dates of their employment, or given them slightly different roles in the Arcade. (For instance, Harriet Kay is a loose combination of Gabe Mellot and Harry Gay, who were animal keepers and lift drivers in reality.) Simon Gabriel was particularly interesting: a highly educated man, fluent in four languages, he came to be Mr Cole’s personal friend. As he had vitiligo, a condition that affects the pigments in a person’s skin, he was known as the ‘black man who turned white.’ Gabriel and Cole liked to make people guess where Gabriel was from, to challenge their assumptions about racial differences. However, unlike another great huckster of the nineteenth century – the American P. T. Barnum – Mr Cole never exploited people in ‘freak shows’. The only people who were ogled in Wonder Land were the customers’ own distorted reflections.
Throughout his life, Cole always tried to make the world a better place. However, he was also a product of his time. He was convinced that the assimilation of all world cultures into one was the key to world peace – and that this one culture should be mainly based on European ways of life, with English as the world’s only language. As he rowed down the Murray in 1861, he and his travelling companion George Burnell took photographs intended to show how suitable the land was for farming. This mission failed to recognise the sovereignty of the Indigenous peoples of the Riverine region: more than twenty distinct cultural groups, who by the 1860s were already suffering the depredations of colonialism. In advertising the land as ‘terra nullius’ for farmers to take over, Cole and Burnell contributed to the dispossession of the traditional custodians.
Mr Cole had a remarkable life and a unique career. He passed away on the sixteenth of December 1918: two weeks before his eighty-seventh birthday. Unfortunately, this did seem to drain the Book Arcade of its soul. The trustees Cole appointed in his will so spectacularly failed to understand or manage the business that even faithful Mr Pyke couldn’t stand to work there anymore, and the grandest bookshop in the world died ten years after its founder. The building was demolished in 1929 by Jim Whelan and sons – the original Whelan the Wrecker. Older Melburnians might remember J.G. Cole’s, which was built in the Book Arcade’s place, but this was not the same family; they just happened to share a surname. When I started writing this book, the six-storey pink building at 299 Bourke Street housed the David Jones menswear department. By the time I finished, the property was for sale again. You might have to go there and see the next chapter in its story for yourself.
The surviving Cole children went on to pursue their own interests. Linda and her husband managed their own bookshop until 1937, which was similar in size and atmosphere to the smaller Cole’s Book Arcade of 1873. Vally didn’t wind up as a lawyer, although he did once run in a local election as a candidate for East Melbourne. They all married and had families, except for Pearl, who remained unmarried but by no means single. I think she was just enjoying life too much to settle down: her writings in Novelty Evenings suggest that, like her mother, she loved a good party.
The Book Arcade might be gone, but a few traces of it still remain. Cole’s Funny Picture Books have been reprinted several times by Mr Cole’s descendants, to whom I am indebted for this book. If you go into Melbourne today, you’ll (hopefully) find a lane off Little Collins Street called Howey Place, which was once known as Cole’s Walk. A glass roof Mr Cole installed, without council permission, still shelters the street. The sandstone building on the western side of Howey Place is where the original Toy Land used to be. Copies of the Cole family’s books, pamphlets, diaries, photographs and letters can be viewed at the State Library of Victoria. And you should also pop into the Cole’s Book Arcade display in the History of Victoria section at the Melbourne Museum – the same one Pearl sees in Chapter Twenty-Two. Under a replica of the eight-striped rainbow sign, it contains a selection of original Arcade treasures, including the mechanical Hen That Clucks and Lays Eggs, the Little Men, the jukebox-like Symphonion, and some of Cole’s medallions.
There’s one more thing you can do to keep Cole’s Book Arcade alive. Like Mr Cole said, books treasure human knowledge up, and thus it never dies – so run and find someone special to you, and tell them about the human knowledge you found in this book. Perhaps they have their own memories of Cole’s Funny Picture Book to share!
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