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This book was written using 100% recycled words. 
Terry Pratchett, Wyrd Sisters 
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Chapter 1. The First Corner 

Her curiosity was too much for her. She felt almost as if she 
could hear the books whispering on the other side of the half-
open door. They were promising her a thousand unknown stories, a 
thousand doors into worlds she had never seen before. 

Cornelia Funke, Inkheart 

It was a bad idea, turning corners, especially corners of pages. 

In exactly twelve minutes Bells would find an ordinary piece of 

paper sticking out of the dirt by a duck pond, as if someone had 

buried it there for some odd reason. In another minute she’d 

uncover it, lift it and fall into a book, together with her 

unsuspecting friends Peacock, Grand, and Rusty. The only things 

left behind them would be four bikes, a half-eaten donut, and a 

flock of startled ducks. 

None of them knew this was about to happen. In fact, they 

hadn’t the slightest idea.  

They were heading for their favorite school skipping spot, 

the aforementioned pond that was occupied by a dozen insolent 

ducks. At the first sighting of anyone coming in their direction 

they would waddle up and demand bread without a trace of shame. 

Perhaps this was the reason why not so many people ventured to 
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this end of the park, which suited Bells and her friends 

splendidly. It was far enough from prying eyes yet close enough 

to quickly make it back in case of an emergency. An emergency in 

this case constituted a stray adult spotting four eleven-year-

old children idling about on the bench by the pond in the middle 

of a perfectly sunny spring day. Said adult usually disrupted 

their peace by asking annoying questions like, “What you are 

doing here, children?” and, “Aren’t you supposed to be in school 

at this hour?” and, “Where are your parents?” 

Bells knitted her brows in a severe frown and pumped bike 

pedals with such ferocity, it swung from side to side. Only an 

hour ago Ms. Carbuncle, their science teacher, called her a 

“lousy scientist” in front of the entire class. She spat those 

words from her poisonous face like a pair of slugs and gave 

Bells a scolding for not completing her homework. Little did Ms. 

Carbuncle know that, number one, Bells’ little sister Maria used 

her homework for a drawing of a princess, and, number two, 

Bells’ life dream was to become a scientist—an ornithologist, to 

be precise—and anyone who called her “lousy” automatically 

landed on an enemy list. 

“I will kill her.” Muttered Bells, not sure herself if she 

meant Ms. Carbuncle, or Maria, or both. “Let me through!” She 

yelled at Peacock. 

“What?” He turned his head. 
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“Get out of my way!” She sped past him, kicking up dust, 

her dark ponytail whipping in the wind. 

“Gee, Bells, you don’t need to yell.” Peacock steered his 

bike to side of the road, shaking his head, which bore a rather 

startlingly bright turquoise fauxhawk. Last week it was magenta. 

And the week before that it had stripes of bleached blonde 

intermixed with orange. Peacock couldn’t quite decide what color 

made him more noticeable, as he was largely forgotten by his 

dads due to a newly adopted baby sister. 

“I know, right?” Came from Rusty. He grinned, exposing the 

wide gap between his front teeth. “Wait, who is yelling?” Rusty 

always said the wrong things. His words didn’t quite connect 

with his thoughts that liked to hike ahead. On top of it, he 

lisped, and some words came out crooked. 

“Never mind.” Said Peacock. 

“Girls, right?” Rusty scoffed, putting in all kinds of 

feelings into this one word that meant something like, “I’ll 

never understand them and I’m not sure it’s a good idea to try 

and I hope I said the right thing.” 

“That’s not it, Rusty. Just...forget it. Come on.” Said 

Peacock, and took off after Bells. 

Rusty shrugged. Shrugging was his way of moving along in 

conversations and hiding his disappointment. By now he had 

already forgotten what it was they were discussing. Whenever 
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he’d space out like this, his grandmother Agnieszka would tell 

him, “Snap out of it, Russell. Look at me.” She’d tap her veined 

finger on his forehead until pugs Teeny and Weeny would yap to 

her attention and make her leave Rusty alone. 

This was no time to think about grandmothers, however—even 

if those grandmothers were the only family you had. This was 

time to enjoy skipping school. 

Rusty slowed down and leveled with Grand. “Girls, right?” 

Grand didn’t answer. He pedaled last in the group, his 

jiggling girdle giving him trouble. His round face was red, 

sweaty, and concentrated. Nothing ever was easy for Grand. 

Ordinary things like tying shoes or combing hair took him an 

enormous effort, deep thought, and were supplied with lengthy 

pessimistic ruminations, mostly picked up from his mother, a 

funeral home cosmetologist. 

“Who is game?” Called Bells, skidded to a halt, dropped her 

bike and ran up to the water. She ignored the loud quacking of 

the ducks, took out a couple flat smooth stones from her pocket 

and sent them skipping across the pond. 

“Three, four, five.” She counted and threw a triumphant 

look at the boys. 

“Nice.” Said Peacock with appreciation and carefully 

dismounted his prized multi-speed possession.  
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“Don’t even hope.” Bells flicked another stone. It arced 

over lily leaves, plopped in the rippling surface and hopped six 

times before sinking. Bells smiled. She always won at skipping 

stones, always. No matter how hard any of the boys tried, Bells 

managed to tilt her head just so, lift her arm in a special way, 

squint her right eye, and fling the stone into a perfect spin. 

Her record was ten times. Her ambition was to get to eleven. 

She squinted, aimed, and threw another. “Seven!” 

The startled ducks quacked and flittered out of the way. 

“Holy cow, Bells.” Said Peacock. “How do you do it?” 

“With female grace, you dolt.” She wiped the dirt off her 

hands.  

Female grace was something Bells’ mother mentioned in 

relation to Bells lacking it. An imperious hot-blooded Spanish 

woman by the name of Catarina Monterey, Bells’ mother was a 

famous opera singer and, therefore, intended to shape Bells into 

a performance artist of some sort, a singer, an actress, or a 

model. No amount of explaining that Bells didn’t aspire to be 

any of those things and was planning to become a scientist had 

any effect on Catarina. She forced her daughter to take singing 

lessons and drama classes and, worst of all, bought her hideous 

dresses and gaudy shoes and kitschy bow ties for her long dark 

hair.  
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Bells used every opportunity to escape the wrath of being 

turned into a ‘proper girl’ and ride bikes with her friends, 

watch birds, or simply hang out in the streets until she 

absolutely had to show up for dinner. Her father left the 

raising of the girls to his wife and spent all his time fixing 

cars. To make matters worse, whenever Catarina lectured Bells, 

her seven-year-old sister Maria—proudly dressed in the ugliest 

princess frock imaginable—would mimic her mother, which made 

Bells want to strangle her later. 

Girls didn’t like Bells, and she took on hanging out with 

the three most shunned boys in class. They didn’t care about 

what she wore or how her hair looked or whether or not she was 

‘girl enough,’ and they always got excited by her crazy ideas, 

whether it was climbing a tall pine by her house to look inside 

an eagle’s nest or sit on her father’s garage roof, waiting in 

vain for a heron to fly by. 

So when last year Bells declared that Belladonna Monterey 

was a grossly inappropriate and rather pompous name for a 

budding scientist, they all conspired behind the bushes of the 

schoolyard and brainstormed for a long time. As a result of this 

Belladonna became Bells, for her shrill commanding voice, 

naturally. Russell took on Rusty, as he constantly cleared his 

throat and sniffed or snorted, sounding like some rusted out 

mechanism. Peter called himself Peacock, for the changing colors 
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of his hair. And, collectively, they renamed George as Grand, 

for his formidable size. He neither protested, nor appeared 

excited. 

“My mom says it’s not the name of the person that matters,” 

he had said solemnly, “it’s what’s inside that person. She 

doesn’t mean the actual organs inside, not like you would need 

to look inside someone when, I mean, the only time they’d do it 

for real is when they perform an autopsy on the cadaver, by 

which time it’s too late to discover whether that person was any 

good—” He’d fall silent under Bells’ piercing stare.  

“That’s enough about cadavers,” she’d say. “Let’s go.” 

And they did. They biked places, speeding along the 

streets, scaring off cats and looking for things to explore and 

discover. Still, no matter where they went, the old duck pond 

remained their favorite. 

“Stand guard.” Said Bells to Peacock. 

“Why?” 

“Stand guard, I said.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I need to pee!” 

“Oh.” Peacock blinked. 

Bells whirred around and picked her way through the bushes.  

It no longer embarrassed the boys to witness her disappear 

into the greenery, hear her unzip her jeans and do her business.  
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As a future scientist, Bells firmly believed in nature 

taking its course as nature intended. “Restrooms are bullshit.” 

She’d tell them, using one of her father’s favorite words. “If 

you feel like peeing, you need to be able to pee where you want 

and not hold it in your bladder. It’s bad for you. It can give 

you kidney stones. Besides, if boys can pee behind any tree, why 

is it that girls can’t?” And she’d prove them that she could. 

She pulled up her jeans and came back out to the pond.  

Peacock was checking his bike tires. Grand chewed on a 

donut. A particularly fat duck kept nipping at him, demanding he 

share. Rusty picked his nose. 

They were all clearly bored. 

“Well.” Said Bells. 

“I know! I know!” Erupted Rusty. “Let’s climb trees!” He 

pointed at a sad looking willow with long tangled branches 

hanging over water. 

“That’s dumb.” Said Peacock. 

“Why is it dumb?” Rusty’s animated face pinched in 

indignation. “Why do you call everything I say dumb?” 

“Because it is.” Parried Peacock. “Bells, what do you 

suggest we do?” 

Bells searched the ground for flat stones. 

“Bells?” 

She didn’t raise her head. 



Anske / Corners / 11 

“Bells, come on.” 

“What?” He voice was exasperated. 

“What do you think we should do?” 

“I don’t know. Read?” She tried to hide the sarcasm. 

“We didn’t bring any books.” Said Grand gloomily. 

“And how is that my problem?”  

“I didn’t say it was your problem.” Grand licked the crumbs 

off his fingers, looking around dejectedly, as if the harder he 

looked, the more there was a chance of donuts falling from the 

sky straight into his lap. 

“We could write one?” Offered Peacock. He picked up a stick 

and scratched a doodle in the dirt. 

“Rusty, stop it.” Bells glared at him. 

“What did I do?” He covered his nose.  

“It’s disgusting and you know it.” 

Rusty grinned. He couldn’t win over Bells when it came to 

witticisms, but he could annoy her with his special skill, at 

which he was a master. He’d let out a long line of snot from his 

right nostril—the left one never quite worked—then snort it back 

in with a rush of pride. Let it hang, suck it in. Sometimes he 

succeeded in hawking it out far enough to catch it on his 

tongue, fling it up in the air, swallow it, and pass it back 

through his nose and out of his right nostril, much to agitation 

of the boys in class, none of whom could manage the trick and 
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watched Rusty with awe, while he performed it tirelessly at this 

back desk, until the teacher noticed and gave him a timeout.  

Rusty snorted it in with an accomplished grin. 

“Boys.” Said Bells, putting as much meaning into this 

exclamation as she could into a thousand words. 

“Okay, I’m bored.” Said Rusty. 

“You’re always bored.” Commented Peacock. 

“We could go back?” Said Grand. 

They lapsed into silence. 

Bells spotted a white edge of what she thoughts was a nice 

flat stone. She brushed the dirt off to expose it. It wasn’t a 

stone, it was a paper corner, thick and yellowish, buried deep 

in the ground at an angle, as if caught mid-turn. Bells frowned, 

scraped around it and tried to pull. It wouldn’t budge. She dug 

into turf with her fingers and scooped up handfuls of soft 

crumbly earth until more and more paper came to light. It looked 

like a corner of a giant book page, with number sixty-eight the 

size of her palm printed on it. 

“Wow.” She said. 

“What? What is it?” Rusty crawled over. 

“Find a dead bird or something?” Peacock craned his neck. 

Bells scraped dirt from under the corner and lifted it off 

the ground, widening the gap underneath. 

“What is it?” Asked Peacock. 
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“I don’t know.” Bells’ heart beat so loud, she could barely 

hear herself talk. “Looks like a page of a...very big book?” 

“How do you know it’s a book? Maybe it’s just paper.” 

“It has a number on it!” Exclaimed Rusty. “Look! A page 

number. It’s huge!” 

“It’s opening.” Said Grand quietly. 

“Holy cow.” Said Peacock. 

“This is sick!” Rusty crouched closer. 

“Rusty, move your head, please.” Bells hastened to clear 

off more dirt. “Help me.”  

“Are you sure it’s a good idea?” Said Grand cautiously. 

Bells had exposed about two feet of the page by now. “It is 

a book. There must be words. See?”  

But they couldn’t see. A gush of freezing wind washed over 

them from the gaping darkness underneath. 

“There is a hole! It’s covering a hole!” Rusty’s eyes shone 

with excitement. 

Peacock leaned in to look. “This is insane.” 

“Come on, help me.” Bells dug around the corner, crawling 

on her hands and knees. 

The boys joined her, Peacock and Grand reluctantly, Rusty 

with fervor. They didn’t have to dig for long. The sky scudded 

thick with clouds that came from nowhere, shielding the sun. 

Fierce wind picked up and whistled through the branches of the 
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trees. The ducks grew quiet and fled to the farthest end of the 

pond. The coldness issuing from under the corner made a sucking 

noise, like an enormous vacuum. Leaves, twigs, loose earth fell 

into it like into a maw of a hungry abyss. 

Peacock stood up. “Guys? I don’t like this.” 

They watched with silent horror how the corner began 

lifting on its own, revealing a triangular void underneath. Now 

it came to their knees, now to their waists. Now it opened to 

their full height. 

Bells could barely breathe. It was dark and light inside it 

at once. Dark from the vast space that opened up, and light from 

its color. The color of snow.  

“Whoa.” She said. 

“This is sick! Isn’t it, guys?” Rusty looked around for 

confirmation. Bells intercepted his gaze. Her eyes shone with a 

dare. “I want to go in. Who’s with me?” 

“Go where? There?” Peacock’s face grew pale. “Are you 

crazy?” 

“We don’t know what’s in there.” Said Grand. “What if it’s 

a tomb full of corpses, or worse, a giant fridge full of—” 

“Let’s find out.” Interrupted him Bells. “Let’s go and find 

out what’s inside.” 

The boys looked at her, frightened. 
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“I can’t believe it.” She gushed. “Are you scared? What are 

you, sissies?” Sissies, along with bullshit, were her father’s 

two favorite words, both of which her mother despised and 

grounded Bells every time she used them. “Last I heard, you were 

complaining of being bored. Well, here is a perfect opportunity 

for you to get un-bored.” 

“But how is this...I mean, how is this possible? Why is it 

lifting like that?” Said Peacock. 

“Why does it matter? I’m going in.” Said Bells. 

The wind died and the sucking noise stopped. It’s like the 

enormous book—if it was an enormous book indeed—has heard her 

and was weighing her words.  

Bells shivered. She had an uneasy feeling they were being 

watched. For a brief moment a terrible doubt flashed through her 

head, giving her a sense of danger. She quickly dismissed it. 

She’d gone too far now to lose her face in front of her friends. 

Besides, the opening pulled her like a magnet. There was 

something irresistible about it, something that beckoned her to 

step in and to find another corner and turn it. And the next. 

And the next. Like it wanted her to do it. It needed her. It 

demanded. 

Bells took a step closer. 

“Bells, don’t.” Said Peacock. “Please.” 

“Why?” 
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“Peacock is right.” Said Grand. “We don’t know what it is. 

It can be dangerous.” 

“Life is dangerous in general.” Said Bells. “If you want to 

sit at home and feel scared and never go anywhere, then suit 

yourself. I’m going in.” But even as she said it, fright stole 

over her spine and sent hairs at the nape of her neck to stand 

up. 

“No!” Rusty grabbed her arm. 

Bells twisted out. “You think I can’t do it? Watch me.” She 

hovered her foot over the void and before any of them had time 

to blink, it sucked her in, ponytail and all. The boys heard a 

weak yelp and then nothing at all. 

“Bells!” Called Peacock. “Bells, where are you?” 

He reached in with his arm and was gone with a whoosh. 

Grand and Rusty looked at each other, their faces grey with 

fear. In another moment they were yanked off their feet and 

vanished inside.  

The page corner closed with an ominous rustle, startling 

the ducks and sending ripples across the pond. 
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Chapter 2. The Frozen Lake 

In the middle of the empty, endless hall of snow, was a frozen 
lake; it was cracked in a thousand pieces, but each piece was so 
like the other, that it seemed the work of a cunning artificer.  

Hans Christian Andersen, The Snow Queen 

Everything was white and cold and endless. Bells rubbed her 

arms. Freezing wind cut through her hoodie, snowflakes blew in 

her face. She took a step, slid and promptly fell back. The 

ground was solid ice covered by a sheet of flurries. She 

scrambled up, using hands for support. By the time she 

straightened and regained balance, her teeth chattered and she 

couldn’t feel her fingers. 

“Peacock?”  

Her voice sunk into hushed silence. Plumes of warm air 

broke through her lips. 

“Rusty? Grand?” She looked around. There was nothing to see 

except flakes of white. Her heart fell. “You didn’t follow me, 

did you? Of course not. Sissies.” Saying this made her feel a 

little bit better, but not much. 

The landscape around her was indifferent. It stretched into 

infinity, or maybe not. Bells squinted. The icy glade she stood 
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on had a dark outline that circled it all the way around. Those 

were woods, tall trees covered with snow and hunching under its 

weight like sullen giants.   

“It’s a lake.” Bells whispered. “A frozen lake.”  

By now she was so cold that her thoughts turned to sludge. 

“Why was I so eager to get here? Well, there is nothing 

left to do but to go forward. Otherwise I’ll freeze to death, 

just like those corpses Grand was talking about. In the funeral 

home freezer.” She shivered at this idea, shielded her face from 

the falling snow and waded forward, calling out names in vain.  

After wandering about for a while, she stumbled on 

something sprawled on the ground. Whatever it was, it was warm 

and breathing and alive. Bells choked on a scream, terrified out 

of her mind, thinking it might be a sleeping polar bear or some 

other wild beast. White fur covered it from head to toe. Only it 

wasn’t fur, it was snow, and it fell off in clumps as the figure 

sat up and dazedly looked around. 

Bells’ face lit up. “Grand! You’re here! Are you alone? 

Where are Peacock and Rusty?” 

Grand didn’t say anything. His lips froze together, and he 

struggled to make sense of their surroundings.  

“Are we dead?” He croaked finally. 

“No. No, we’re alive.” Bells tongue moved with difficulty. 

“Did you come here alone?” 
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Grand shook his head, which caused a cascade of white 

powder to slide off. He sneezed a couple times. “I didn’t come 

here.” He said. 

“What do you mean, you didn’t come here? You’re here, 

aren’t you?” 

“Sure. But it wasn’t me, it was the...that gap, that thing 

you found, the corner.” 

“Oh, so you were going to leave me alone?” Bells put hands 

on her hips. 

“It wasn’t my idea to go here. It was yours.” 

“And you were too chicken to come after me.” 

“Listen, why do you always try to be so tough? So what if I 

didn’t want to come after you? It doesn’t make me less of a 

friend, does it?” 

“Yes, it does.” Bells’ voice shook. 

“I was scared.” 

“Boys are not supposed to be scared.” 

“That is a load of crap, and you know it.” Grand looked her 

straight in the eye. “Everyone gets scared. It’s okay to be 

scared. Girls always—” 

“Don’t talk to me about what girls do and don’t, okay? I’m 

a girl and I know better.” Bells took a deep breath. Her face 

flushed and she felt a little warmer.  
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“I’m sorry.” Said Grand with a sigh, which meant more like, 

“I don’t think I understand girls and I probably never will.” 

“No, it’s okay. I’m just...where do you think we are?” 

“In a book? Like you said. It looked like a giant book.” 

“I think you’re right. We must be in a book, although this 

is a crazy idea. I mean, how is this possible? And what about 

Rusty and Peacock?” 

“Peacock went right after you, and then it got me and 

Rusty.” 

“So we’re all here?” 

“Yes.” 

“Phew. I was worried. I thought it was only me.” Bells felt 

new energy. “Come on. Let’s find them.”  

Grand stretched out to his full height. He didn’t shiver. 

Curiously, he didn’t appear cold at all. “This is bad, Bells. 

Seriously, it’s not funny. What if we freeze to death?” 

“We won’t.” 

“How do you know? How will we get out of here? My mom says 

to never—” 

“Oh please, Grand. Not right now.” 

They were trudging forward, or it might’ve been backward, 

because it was impossible to tell which way they were going.  

An echo of a voice trailed on the wind. 

Bells gripped Grand’s arm. “Did you hear that?” 
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“Guys?” Came from behind a snowdrift. 

“Bells?”  

“Rusty! Peacock!” 

They half-hopped, half-skidded in the direction of the 

voices. Quite suddenly they collapsed into their friends, both 

of whom were blindly walking toward them, arms outstretched. 

There were cries of pain, then calls of names, then, once they 

confirmed that all four of them were fine and whole and 

uninjured, exchanges of agitated bewilderment over where they 

were, how they got here, and how were they supposed to get out. 

“We’re in a book. I’m certain about it.” Declared Bells. 

“That was a corner of a page we lifted and—” 

“You lifted,” said Peacock and arched a brow just so, which 

meant that he was not at all pleased. 

“Whatever, Peacock. Does it really matter?” 

“It had a number on it! I saw it!” Burst Rusty. 

“Yes, I saw it too.” Said Bells patiently. “I was getting 

to it. It was numbered sixty-eight, which I think is the number 

of the page we landed on. Or something like that.” 

“No way. That is so cool!” Said Rusty. 

“It would’ve been cool if it was warmer.” Said Peacock. 

“Are you interested in turning into an icicle? I’m not.” 

“Well, nobody asked you to follow me.” Said Bells. 
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“That hurts, you know.” Peacock sniffled. His nose was red 

from cold, and he hopped from foot to foot. “We couldn’t just 

let you vanish, could we?” 

“Please.” Grand put up his hands. “We can’t fight right 

now. We can’t afford it. We need to figure out how to get out of 

here.”  

“Do we?” Peacock rolled his eyes, which was hard to do, as 

they felt frozen solid in their sockets. “I like it here. It’s 

nice and warm and sunny.” 

Bells gave him a dark look. “Stop it.”  

Suddenly Rusty gave a start. “What’s that?” 

“What’s what?” Bells squinted into the distance. 

“There, see?” 

“I see it.” Said Grand. 

Ahead of them, where white became periwinkle blue and 

formed some semblance of a horizon, a dark dot sat on the ice. 

“Want to go look?” Peacock motioned and took off. 

They trudged after him. Bells sped up to be first, and soon 

overtook Peacock and was marching in the lead. “Stop being such 

a nuisance.” She threw over the shoulder. 

“Who, me?” 

“I will punch you.” Said Grand. “Both of you.” He looked 

serious, and the size of his fists made both Bells and Peacock 

fall quiet. 
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Rusty skipped and hopped and waved his arms about, his 

cheeks pink, his eyes ablaze. “Are we really in a book? Really? 

Is that what you guys think? That is so cool! What book do you 

think it is? Guess what, guess what. You know what I thought? I 

thought, that’s it! I thought we were going to die. For real! 

And then I landed on Peacock—plop! Right? And I thought, man, 

it’s cold. I thought—” 

“Gee, Rusty, do you have to recount every detail?” Said 

Peacock. “I mean, we’re in the middle of nowhere, and you’re 

excited like a five-year-old. What if we never get out of here?” 

“I should’ve have skipped school today.” Grumbled Grand. 

“It was a bad idea.” He threw a cautious glance at Bells. 

“Then why did you come, if it was a bad idea?” She was near 

tears from cold and frustration, but she didn’t dare to show it. 

“Because...” Grand trailed off. 

“Because why?” 

“Whoa.” He gaped.  

Bells stopped. Peacock bumped into her, and it took Rusty a 

while to notice what they all saw. 

A magnificent ice throne stood in the middle of the lake. 

Next to it sat a little boy. He played with broken shards of 

ice, arranging and rearranging them like a puzzle. At last he 

raised his head. He looked positively dead, if not for his 

moving colorless eyes. His blond hair was covered with 
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snowflakes that didn’t melt and sat on it in an uneven sparkling 

layer. His skin was translucent, and his voice had a metallic 

ring to it. 

“Who are you?” He said. 

“Um.” Said Bells. 

“Err.” Added Peacock. 

“I’m Rusty!” Rusty offered his hand.  

The boy withdrew, revulsion all over his face. 

Unperturbed, Rusty continued to introduce his friends. 

“This is Bells, Peacock, and Grand.” 

“What are you doing here?” Asked the boy. “You’re not 

supposed to be here.” 

“What do you mean?” Said Bells. “What do you mean, not 

supposed to?” 

The boy’s face changed from frozen indifference to fright. 

“Go away. You don’t belong here. Get out of here!” He picked up 

a shard of ice and lunged at Bells. 

She recoiled. “Hey, hey! Chill it. What are you doing? What 

did we do wrong?” 

“Quick! Before she gets here.” The boy glanced around. 

“Before who gets here?” Asked Peacock. 

“She’ll breathe on you and frost you all over and you’ll 

turn blue and die.” He threw the ice at them. Bells dodged it, 

but it hit Grand on the shoulder. He cried out from surprise. 
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The boy kept flinging shards, and, slipping and sliding on the 

frozen surface, they took off, into more undefined whiteness 

until the ground under their feet changed from sleek and smooth 

to coarse and frigid.  

They collapsed on the edge of the lake, by the dark looming 

woods. Running warmed them up, and they sat, gazing at each 

other, breathing out great puffs of air. 

“What was that about?” Said Bells. 

“That’s it. This is where we’ll die,” said Grand, looking 

down at his sneakers dusted over with white. 

“No, seriously. What did he mean? Who will freeze us to 

death?” Bells rubbed her face, as if it would help her think 

better. 

“Must be some character in the book.” Said Peacock. 

“But what book is it?” 

“I don’t know. You’re the one who reads books. You’d know. 

Can’t you guess?” 

“Yeah, as if it was that easy. The page said number sixty-

eight.” She frowned. “I can’t think of anything about a frozen 

lake. I can’t think about anything at all. I’m too cold.” She 

hugged herself. 

“Then I guess we’re doomed.” Proclaimed Peacock. 

“Can’t you think of something?” 

“I don’t read fairy tales.” 
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“What’s wrong with fairy tales?” Snapped Bells. 

“Fairy tales.” Said Grand. “What made you say that?” 

“I don’t know. It feels like one.” Peacock shrugged. 

“Maybe it is a fairy tale. But which one?” She looked the 

boys over. They didn’t appear to have any energy to talk or 

think or even argue.  

The snow stopped falling, and it was just possible to make 

out the sky laden with clouds. It sat low over their heads, and 

the woods surrounding the lake stood out sharply and menacingly, 

now that they were no longer obscured. The trees grew so close 

to each other, forming an impenetrable wall, as if no living 

thing has ever trespassed under their canopy. It was silent and 

it felt like the forest watched them, breathing cold air through 

the teeth of its trunks. 

Bells stood up. “You know what?” 

“What?” They said. 

“I have a confession to make.” She hugged herself tighter. 

“You’re right, Peacock, it’s all my fault. I got us into this 

mess, I need to get us out.” She sighed.  

“You didn’t know what would happen, though.” Placated 

Grand. 

“So what? It’s no excuse. I should’ve. I just...this is so 

stupid. I hate myself.” She hung her head. 

“Don’t say that.” Said Grand. 
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“In that case I hate you more.” Said Peacock. 

Bells glared at him. “Wait, what? Since when?” 

“Since now.” 

She nearly choked. “Well, how can you tell if you hate me 

more than I do?” 

“How do you know how much you hate yourself?” 

“I don’t.” 

“Then you can’t reasonably argue with me whether or not I 

hate you more than you hate yourself.” He crossed his arms. 

Bells couldn’t find in her sluggish mind anything witty to 

retort with. She turned her back on Peacock. 

“Hey, I’m kidding.” He touched her shoulder. “I’m just 

trying to be funny, to, you know, lighten up to atmosphere?” 

She shrugged him off. “Well, thanks, but no thanks. I’m 

really not in the mood to kid around right now.” 

Grand shook his head. “Can’t you guys live for five minutes 

without arguing?” 

“I know! I know!” Rusty jumped up excitedly. This whole 

time he was looking into the distance and thinking over 

everything, certain that he had found the solution. 

They looked at him.  

“What, Rusty?” 

“What is it?” 

“It better be good.” 
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“Listen, listen. Bells found it on the ground, right? I 

mean, the corner” 

“Yeah. And?” Bells appeared interested. 

“So, if it turned over there, I mean, by the pond, can’t we 

find a corner to turn over here too?” 

Bells face cleared. She exchanged a glance with Peacock and 

Grand. “Rusty, you’re a genius.” 

Rusty beamed. 

“So what you’re saying is, we have to find a corner here?” 

“Totally! Then we can turn it, and get inside some other 

story. Right?” 

“The problem is,” Peacock gazed about, “by the time we find 

that corner—” 

“We will freeze to death.” Finished Grand. 

“But how can we tell what book it is? What if we get 

somewhere that’s worse than here?” Said Peacock. 

“Who is that boy, anyway? What do you guys think?” Rusty 

pointed. “He looked weird, like he wasn’t cold. Like he was made 

of ice or something.” 

“Wait, wait.” Bells rubbed her face. “Something rings the 

bell, but it’s eluding me.”  

“His clothes looked odd.” Said Grand. “Like, old-fashioned 

odd. My mom was making up this dead guy one time—” 
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“He spoke in a weird way too, didn’t he, guys?” Rusty shook 

off the snow from his jacket. “So it must be an old story, 

right?” 

Peacock nudged Bells. “Grand is right, we’ll freeze to 

death if we won’t start moving.” 

“We could try asking him?” Said Bells. Her teeth chattered, 

and all of a sudden it wasn’t fun anymore. 

A fierce wind picked up and almost knocked them off their 

feet. Something was moving, from the far end of the lake to its 

center, spraying snow and icicles in its wake. They heard a 

gallop, and in the next moment a sledge drawn by three white 

horses swished past them. Bells had enough time to glimpse the 

figure inside. 

“The Snow Queen.” She whispered. “That’s it. We’re in The 

Snow Queen.” 

“What is it?” Asked Peacock. 

“It’s a fairy tale, by Hans Christian Andersen.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I read, you idiot. I—” 

But she couldn’t finish. The ground under their feet 

trembled and shook and bulged. They fell over each other in a 

pile. A snowslide buried them and rolled them all the way to the 

edge of the wood where they abruptly stopped, hitting a large 

pine. 
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Snow got into Bells mouth and eyes and under her hoodie. 

Her hands froze into claws, and it took her a while to dig 

herself out. 

“Guys? You okay?” 

“Yeah.” 

They were scraping off the snow and scrambling to the flat 

surface.  

“What is that?” Bells touched space next to the pine.  

It was a blank nothing, as if the world of the snow and 

frost and icy lake had been neatly cut off, like a slice of a 

cake. She looked down and gasped. It wasn’t cut off in a 

straight line. It was a corner, and she was sitting at the very 

edge of it. And underneath it was nothing. Vast empty nothing. 

Horror stole into her, and she edged away from it. 

“Oh my God.”  

They scrambled around her.  

“Jesus!” Rusty peaked over. “Are we just floating in air?” 

“I don’t know, but I don’t think I want to find out.” Said 

Grand. 

“We’re on the corner of the page.” Said Bells slowly, her 

throat dry. 

“Wow, man, this is sick!” Said Rusty. 

“Insane.” Peacock opened his mouth and forgot to close it. 
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“Come on, help me.” Bells started to dig, throwing the snow 

into the blank nothing and watching it fall with sinking heart. 

“Help you with what?” Asked Peacock. 

“Find another corner, what else!” 

They dug and dug and finally uncovered the thick sheet of 

paper buried underneath, with a new number on it.  

“See? I knew it. But it says “three” for some reason...” 

Bells could hardly move her lips from cold. “This doesn’t make 

any sense. We’re on page sixty-eight right now, so how can this 

be three? I thought it’d be sixty-four or something?” 

“It probably goes to a different book.” Said Grand. 

“But we’re in this book. How does this work?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Okay. Let’s assume you’re right. But which one?” 

“What are you waiting for?” Peacock felt for the edges. 

“Let’s lift it!” Rusty stuck his hands under next to 

Peacock’s. 

“Wait, wait.” Said Bells. “We don’t know where it leads. 

What if it’s worse than here?” 

“Can anything be worse than this?” Peacock said 

impatiently, and waved to the emptiness. “We either die from 

cold or drop who knows how many feet down that edge.” 

“You weren’t so eager before, you know.” 

“Well, I am now.” 



Anske / Corners / 32 

“But how do we know what book we’ll land in?” 

“What are you, a sissy?” Said Peacock, grinning. It 

produced the desired effect. 

“Who, me?” Bells fumed. “Speak for yourself.” Without 

another word, she scooted back and pulled on the corner. It 

lifted, first a fraction, then more. They had to bend it and 

climb over and down into the hole, fretting the whole time, as 

the blank nothing around them didn’t have any ground or anything 

at all.  

Hot air hit their faces, and Bells only had time to say, 

“Doesn’t it feel unnaturally warm to you, guys?” Then the corner 

flopped closed and she lost her grip and tumbled down into what 

felt like a fired up furnace. 
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Chapter 3. The Scorching Desert 

“What makes the desert beautiful,' said the little prince, 'is 
that somewhere it hides a well...” 

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince 

Peacock sat up and started spitting out sand. Next to him Grand 

and Rusty were spitting too. There was no sign of Bells. It was 

plain that they landed in the desert. Waves of bleached yellow 

rose all around them into infinity, and the sky too bright to 

look at held a blinding sun. 

“What the...Bells?” Peacock tore his hands away from the 

burning sand and wiped his mouth. “Bells!” His face tingled, his 

nose itched and burned. He sneezed a couple times. His eyes 

watered and he sneezed again. 

“Bells!” Picked up Grand. 

“This is crazy!” Exclaimed Rusty. “This is—” 

“Here!” Came a voice from above. A moment later Bells slid 

down a dune in a shower of dust and dropped right on Peacock. 

They yelped, rolled another couple of feet and stopped, 

gradually sinking into the warmth the way you’d sink into a bath 

that’s too hot but so pleasant that you don’t mind your skin 
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burning and lower yourself in, bit by bit, with a quiet sigh of, 

“Ahhh.” 

“Ahhh.” Said Bells. 

“Ahhh.” Said Peacock. 

They looked at each other and burst out laughing. 

Grand and Rusty slid over to them and for a while none of 

them spoke. All they did was sit back and feel their hands and 

feet buzz and their minds thaw and their bodies relax. That 

lasted a few minutes, then it became too much. They started 

sweating.  

Bells shook her head in an attempt to get rid of the sand 

that drilled itself into every pore of her body. Her jeans were 

soggy and stuck to her skin like glue, and her eyelids drooped 

on their own accord. 

“I feel like napping.” She said and yawned. 

“Stop, you’ll make me—” Peacock yawned too. 

“At least it’s not cold here.” Said Grand, opening his 

mouth wide. “Although I think I prefer the frozen lake to the 

desert. We’ll fry alive here. In my mom’s funeral home they have 

this incinerator, and when the relatives want their dead to be 

cremated, they—” 

“Can we not talk about dead people for a while?” Asked 

Bells. “Please? At least for a few minutes? I’m rather enjoying 

myself right now, if you don’t mind.” 
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“I was only going to suggest a few things.” Grand pouted. 

“What things?” Peacock smirked. “Like how to come out of an 

incinerator alive?” 

“That’s not funny.” 

“It’s not supposed to be funny.” 

Something glistened in the sun at the crest of the dune 

from where Bells slid off not too long ago. 

Grand shielded his eyes with a pudgy hand. “What’s that?” 

“Where? Where?” Rusty, content on listening to his friends 

squabble and, therefore, safe from being called dumb or pulled 

into an argument, leaped up and strained to see what it was 

Grand had noticed. 

“Oh, right there. Look.” Bells pointed. 

At the crest of the dune stood a small figure in a blue 

cape. A child, by the look of it. It didn’t appear to them as 

something out of the ordinary or bizarre that someone—especially 

a child—should be strolling around the desert like one would in 

a park. Stranger things have happened in the last couple hours, 

and they merely glanced at each other to confirm that they did 

indeed see the same thing. 

“It’s a little boy.” Said Peacock. 

“He’s got golden hair, like yours was a couple weeks ago! 

Do you see, Peacock? Do you see?” Rusty waved to his attention. 
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“Yes, I can see that.” Said Peacock. “Why should his hair 

color matter?” 

“Maybe so he won’t let lost in the desert? Maybe so people 

can see him from far away? I don’t know. Yours matters to you, 

doesn’t it? You change it every week!” 

Peacock turned red. “I didn’t know you noticed.” 

“I totally did! I like it blue the best.” Rusty grinned his 

crooked smile, exposing the gap between his teeth. 

“It’s not blue, it’s turquoise.” Peacock passed a hand 

through his hair, wishing for a mirror.  

“What’s he doing here?” Observed Grand about the boy, 

pulling closer to his friends, which looked like a locomotive 

burrowing through sand that streamed around it in rivers of 

quartz. “Do you guys recognize him?” 

“You mean, what book we’re in?” Picked up Bells. 

“Yeah. What character is he?” 

The boy didn’t move. He continued studying them silently. 

“I can’t think of anything.” Said Bells. “There is only one 

way to find out.” She put her hands around her mouth, and 

shouted. “Hello!” 

“Hello.” The boy answered and plodded down the dune and 

came up to them. He was of fair complexion, with a shock of 

golden hair, just like Rusty had said, and dressed peculiarly in 

a white pantsuit, blue cape with red lining, and black boots. 
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“Hello.” He said again politely. 

“Who are you?” 

“I’m a little prince. And who are you?” 

“Prince?” Peacock shook his head hard. “This is like déjà 

vu. It reminds me of something, but I can’t tell what.” 

Bells elbowed him. 

“Peacock. Peter Sutton. Great to be of your acquaintance.” 

Peacock flashed Bells a dark look that most likely meant 

something like, “There, are you happy now?”  

She winked. 

“Peacock? What a funny name!” The little prince laughed. 

“Is it because of your hair color?” 

“What’s funny about it?” Said Peacock, hurt a little. 

“Hey, little prince.” Rusty stepped up to them. “That’s a 

cool name. Are you a prince for real? Like, royal and stuff? I’m 

Rusty. I suppose I have to tell you my real name, right? My 

friends did. Okay. My real name is Russell Jagoda, only you say 

it with “ya” not with “ja”, got it? It actually means “berry” in 

Polish. My grandma is from Poland. Anyway. Nice to meet you!” 

Rusty offered him a hand.  

“Oh!” The little prince shook it reluctantly. “You do 

sound...rusty.” 

Bells slapped a hand on her forehead. 
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“What?” Rusty took it as a signal that he did something 

wrong again. 

Grand, red from the heat, unzipped his jacket and was 

debating weather or not to take off his t-shirt. Sweat rolled 

off his face and he didn’t dare to offer his clammy hand to the 

little prince. “Hello. George Palm—“ Grand stopped himself. He 

hated telling people his last name, Palmeater, because in school 

his got teased for it and had to explain to everyone that no, he 

didn’t eat palms. “I mean, Grand. I’m Grand.” 

The little prince nodded. “Grand. That suits you very 

well!” 

Grand beamed. 

“All done now?” Asked Bells the boys. “Okay. My turn. 

Little prince, I read your book, err, the book about you. I 

loved it. It’s an honor to meet you in person, really. I 

apologize for not recognizing you right away. My name is 

Belladonna Monterey, but my friends call me Bells. You can call 

me any way you want to.” Somehow the boy’s inquisitive gaze made 

her feel transparent, like he could read her thoughts. 

“I like your name. It rings like a bell, doesn’t it?” Said 

the little prince. 

“Does it?” Bells flushed a little. 

“What book is this?” Whispered Peacock behind her. 

“I dunno.” Said Rusty. 
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“It’s called The Little Prince.” Said Bells over her 

shoulder. “It was written by a French writer Antoine de Saint-

Exupéry, and if you haven’t read it, I suggest you do. It’s 

wonderful. I can’t believe I didn’t remember it right away.” 

“Is it a fairy tale again?” Peacock arced his eyebrow in 

that innocent way that allowed him to get away with sarcasm. 

Bells prepared a biting answer to that, but she didn’t get 

a chance to say it. 

“What are you doing here?” Asked the little prince. He 

didn’t say it in a mean and nasty way like the boy on the frozen 

lake, he said it with curiosity. 

“We, uh...” Mumbled Grand. 

“We dropped into a book!” Rusty grinned. “First we dropped 

into a book that was like all winter on the lake, and now we’re 

here and it’s hot here. I’m so hot. Aren’t you hot?” 

“No.” Said the little prince. “I’m not hot at all.” 

“That’s weird.” 

“Can I ask you a question?” Ventured Bells. 

“Of course you can. What question would that be?” 

“Well, I was wondering if you maybe knew why we got here?” 

“How did you get here?” Asked the little prince. 

Bells wiped the sweat trickling down from her nose. “Well, 

we go to this duck pond, when we...” she hesitated. 
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 “I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you!” Said Rusty. It was his 

habit to fill up any silence with talk. Silence and pauses made 

him uncomfortable, and so he’d spout the first things that came 

to his mind. “Bells dug up this corner and it turned out to be 

the corner of this giant book, and we lifted it and it swallowed 

us, right? It just sucked us in like a vacuum! Can you believe 

it? I was like, wow! I thought my heart would jump out of my 

chest! I did, I did!” Rusty talked so excitedly that he inhaled 

sand and now bent down, coughing. A trickle of saliva hung out 

of his mouth, he sucked it back in, before spitting it out, a 

grin on his face at this new entertainment. 

“We fell into a book.” Finished Bells for him. “At least 

that’s our theory at the moment.” 

“That is very interesting.” Said the little prince. “I 

didn’t know you could fall into a book.” 

“I’d say, the book sucked us in, that’s what happened.” 

Corrected them Peacock. 

“Well, not really.” Said Grand. “Bells stepped in and 

that’s when it got her.” He was sweating so hard, he took off 

his t-shirt and dabbed his face with it. 

“And then what happened?” Asked the little prince. 

“Well, Peacock was next, and then it got me and Rusty.” 
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Bells nodded. She made a new ponytail and smoothed her 

hair. She felt more or less herself again, amidst this insane 

chain of unpredictable events. 

“It sounds very interesting!” Said the little prince. “I 

think I’d like to be sucked into a book. Can you show me how to 

do it?” 

“Oh.” Said Bells, disappointed. “Don’t you know though why 

we’re here? I thought maybe...” 

“Like this!” Shouted Rusty from above. He climbed to the 

top of the dune and was on his knees, digging something up. 

Something white. Something— 

“Rusty, no!” Peacock yelled. 

Bells jumped. 

Grand grunted. 

Rusty pulled at the exposed corner, his exhilarated little 

face glistening with beads of perspiration, and then the giant 

page flew up, teetered at an angle, and Rusty fell into the 

opening with a tide of sand, after which the corner promptly 

flopped down with a swish that sounded like a sigh of mischief. 

“Rusty!” The little prince forgotten, they all rushed to 

the spot where he was a second ago, sinking and struggling 

against rolling sand. 
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When they made it to the top, they gasped. The desert ended 

sharply into nothing, the same colorless empty nothing that they 

saw by the edge of the woods in the previous book. 

“Come on!” Said Bells. “Let’s go after him.” Her voice 

shook. Her hands shook too. That feeling of being watched came 

back. She threw up her head, because it came from above, but 

there was nothing there, not a bird or a plane, only the hot 

white sun mercilessly beating down on the desert. 

“That’s just dumb!” Gushed Peacock. “He could’ve waited for 

us.” 

“No use complaining now, it won’t help us find him faster.” 

Said Grand. “I, for one, am happy to get out of here before my 

face slides off my head and my muscles burn down to cinders and 

my bones—” 

“We got it, Grand, we got it.” Bells placed a hand on his 

arm. “Let’s get Rusty.”  

She swept the sand off into the abyss, but as soon as she 

cleared one spot, more sand streamed into it. It’s as if the 

book itself didn’t want them to go. Like it planned something 

naughty, like it wanted to separate them for some reason. And 

when they uncovered enough paper to glimpse number seventy-two 

on it, the whole page heaved and hoisted itself up and sent them 

tumbling to the other corner of the page spread, where a 

different number was printed, one-hundred-and-sixty-four, and 
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which began sliding from under them, opening with a sinister 

familiarity, welcoming three screaming children into its depths. 

Bells worked her legs into frenzy and kicked at the paper. 

“Stop! Stop! Get away from me!” 

It was no use. The page wiggled from under her and she was 

slowly sliding down it like down a slippery hill.   

Peacock and Grand slammed into her and pushed her further 

into the opening. She grabbed onto their clothes, legs dangling 

over the cool moist void.  

“Don’t let me fall! Hold on!” 

“I’m trying!” Peacock choked on words, grunting and 

hopelessly digging into sand. It seeped through his fingers. 

There was not a solid piece of ground, not a plant, not a root 

to hold on to. 

“Hold on to me.” Said Grand. 

It was no use. They were being sucked into the gap. 

Bells suddenly felt furious with the book, with her 

friends, with everything. 

“Nobody asked you to jump after me!” She exploded at 

Peacock, her fingers straining to hold on to Grand’s jeans. She 

clasped at the pockets, and one of them ripped. “I can’t hold on 

anymore, I’m falling!” 

“Hang on!” Grand’s voice boomed with fright. “If we fall 

in, we’ll never find Rusty!” 
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“Idiots!” Shouted Bells, tears prickling her eyes. 

“Who?” Came from the boys. 

“All of us. Me in particular.” She sniffled. 

“I said this was a bad idea.” Grand’s red face shimmied in 

what would soon be a wall of tears. He held it back. His mom 

always berated him for crying. The last time he cried was at his 

dad’s funeral. Since then he was ashamed of it, and just as his 

luck would be, he cried easily, for no reason at all. And tears 

began rolling down his face against his will. He let go of his 

hold to wipe his face and felt himself dropping. 

“Bells?” 

She clutched him from behind. “I’m sorry I called you 

idiots.”  

“The boy!” Called Peacock. “He’s gone.” 

The last thing they saw before hurling into another book 

was sand. Spills and spills of sand in every direction, baked by 

the dazzlingly white sun. 
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Chapter 4. The Green Grass 

It was the quietest wood you could possibly imagine. There were 
no birds, no insects, no animals, and no wind. You could almost 
feel the trees growing. 

C.S. Lewis, The Magician’s Nephew 

Rusty found himself lying in the grass. It smelled fresh and 

moist, like grass smells after the rain. He propped himself up 

on the elbows, dizzy. It took him a moment to remember what 

happened this morning. In fact, it took him several moments to 

remember anything at all.  

“Rusty.” He said, testing his voice. “Okay, okay. That 

sounds familiar. That’s my name, right? I think it is. Is it? 

No, I think my name is Russell. Rusty is my nickname, right?” He 

absentmindedly stroked the grass. It felt cool and smooth and 

soft. “Wait, why is my nickname Rusty? I can’t remember.” He 

stared dumbly at the grass. “I’m thirsty.” He ripped a handful 

of grass and chewed on it bit. It didn’t taste very good, so he 

spit it out and looked around.  

He was in a wood stacked with trees so tall and 

magnificent, with foliage so thickly interwoven over his head, 

that he couldn’t see the sky or the sun. But there must’ve been 
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the sun, making light seep down in shafts of greenish haze. Here 

and there, a few yards apart were small pools of water. Puddles, 

more like it. It was a peculiar sight.  

“Puddles? In the middle of the forest?” Said Rusty, 

puzzled. Then it hit him. “Water!” He dragged himself to one of 

them, dunked his face in and drunk until he belched. 

He looked up, his face dripping. The green canopy of the 

wood continued in all directions. The trees stood still. It was 

so quiet, he could hear his breathing and the loud thumping of 

his heart. 

“Bells!” He exclaimed, suddenly remembering. “Bells called 

me Rusty—that’s it—because I make these rusty noises all the 

time. Bells?” 

His words sunk into hushed silence, which made him feel 

uneasy. 

“Where is everyone?” He said. His words sounded strange. 

There was no echo. The air was pleasantly cool, not too warm, 

not to cold, and his eyelids began to droop. He shook his head. 

“Guys!” He stumbled from pool to pool, all the while 

peeking behind trees. “Is this some kind of a game? Are you 

hiding? Come on, I don’t want to play anymore.” The more he 

called on them, the more he walked around, the more he was 

certain that he was utterly alone. “Guys? Everyone? That’s 

enough! I’m tired of this, okay? Where are you?” 
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He plopped down by another pool. “They’re not here. How did 

I end up here alone? What did I do? I can’t remember. I lifted 

something. I lifted a corner, right?” Talking to himself soothed 

Rusty. Encouraged by the sound of his own voice, he continued. 

“Okay, so I turned a corner. Then what? Oh, I know! It swallowed 

me, bam! I dropped here. Now I’m in a—” he tried to snort up the 

snot, but there was not enough of it to produce the desired 

effect, “—now I’m in another book! Man, this is sick. What book 

is it? I wish Bells was here, she’d know.”  

Something sighed above Rusty, or whispered, or both. Terror 

stole over his guts and he crouched, afraid that something—

whatever it was—might jump on his head, or worse, might crawl up 

from underwater and bite off his toes. He tore his feet away 

from the edge of the pool. But more than anything, he was afraid 

that he’d lost his friends forever. It didn’t occur to him to 

worry about getting back, he was worried that he’d never see 

them again. After both his parents died in a car crash, his 

friends were everything he had. And his grandmother Agnieszka. 

The thought of her stern wrinkly face and her berating finger 

spurred Rusty into action. 

“Okay. I’m fine. I’m fine!” He bravely shouted and stood 

listening, still hoping Peacock or Grand or Bells would jump out 

from behind the tree and tell him that the game was over. But 

there was no sound, not even wind. Not a single leaf moved, not 
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a rustle reached his ears. It was eerie and bizarre and it 

reminded him of something. He couldn’t quite place it and 

decided to lie down and think about it. The grass was so soft, 

and the air was so pleasant, and thinking was so hard. It was 

much easier not to think at all and close your eyes and— 

Rusty jumped up like someone scalded him with boiling 

water. “That’s it! That’s it! I remember now! I’m in that place 

between places! That place that leads to Narnia!” He was so 

excited, he couldn’t say anything else and just stared around 

himself.  

His grandmother used to read to him every night, starting 

with the night when she told him that his parents had to stay on 

their trip a little longer, and a little longer, and a little 

longer. Only seven, he was too small to understand. He found it 

he rather liked that mama and papa were delayed, because his 

grandmother started reading to him every night, something she’d 

never done before. She’d sob a little, dab a cotton kerchief to 

her eyes, blow her large reddish nose into it, and begin. Rusty 

liked the extra attention and listened quietly to the stories. 

The one he remembered most was the story about— 

“This is crazy!” He said, fully awake. “I can’t believe it! 

For real? Insane!” He was burning to share this discovery with 

friends, but they weren’t there to listen to him gushing. 
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“What is it called? The wood between the woods? Or 

something. You know what? This is so unfair! Why didn’t you 

didn’t follow me like you followed Bells? But whatever. It’s 

okay, I’ll find you, you’ll see!”  

He stomped to nearest pool and gave a shriek of surprise 

when he saw something small and furry nibble on the grass. 

“The guinea pig! It’s the one that evil uncle experimented 

on! Oh, look! The ring!” He bent over the guinea pig that 

regarded him with shiny black beads for eyes. It was chewing 

rapidly, its whiskers twitching. Around its midsection a tape 

was wound, a yellow ring fastened to it. Rusty eyed it with 

greed. 

“Hey, how are you? It’s better here than in that terrible 

man’s study, right?” He petted the guinea pig, half-hoping it 

would answer him back. It didn’t. In sniffed his hand and, 

finding nothing edible in it, continued munching on the grass. 

“So, do these pools lead to other worlds?” Asked Rusty. “Do I 

need to put this on, to get inside? I think I do, right?” He 

closed his eyes and with a beating heart touched the ring. 

Nothing happened. He opened his eyes. “Wait, I need to jump into 

the pool and then it will work. Sorry, piggy, I promise I’ll 

bring you back, okay?” The fever of adventure seized him and, 

the squeaking guinea pig firmly held in his hands, he touched 

the ring and jumped into the pool.  
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Nothing happened again. And again.  

Rusty opened his eyes. He stood in the pool, his sneakers 

wet, barely covered by the water. The pool was shallow. “Never 

mind. That didn’t work. I think it’s the green ring that would 

make me go into another world, not the yellow one, right?” 

The guinea pig didn’t answer. It squirmed in his hold, 

sniffing at the grass below, and Rusty finally set it down.  

“Sorry, sorry. Here is your food.” His own stomach rumbled 

at this, and he longingly thought about Grand’s donuts. 

“Okay, what do I do now?” He gazed into the still surface 

of the puddle like into a mirror, and saw his peaked face and 

spiked dirty hair and shiny eyes. “That was dumb, Rusty. Suppose 

you would’ve dropped into some other world, what then? What if 

Bells and Grand and Peacock went after me? They’d never mind me. 

So I better stay put and wait for them.” He was tempted to lie 

down again. 

“Wait, if I stay put, I’ll fall asleep forever. I should’ve 

read the book myself and not just—” 

At this he heard another sigh above his head. 

“Who is there?” 

The tree branches stood still in the thick green mist. And 

that gave Rusty an idea. “I will climb trees! That will keep me 

awake. And I’ll get to see what’s above!” His face lit up and 

his hands jittered from anticipation. 
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He ran up to the nearest tree, an old oak with knobs and 

knots protruding all over its trunk so it was easy for him to 

hook in his fingers and toes and make it to the first bough in 

no time. He sat on it, swung down his legs, grinning. Nobody 

told him to get down. Nobody told him that climbing trees was a 

dumb idea. Nobody chased him down with a broom, like his 

grandmother often did when she spied him sitting in their apple 

tree, eating green apples that later gave him fantastic diarrhea 

and the most spectacular farts the next day at school, making 

other boys envious. 

But no matter how high Rusty climbed, he couldn’t reach the 

top and part the leaves and look out. He scrambled down, tried a 

few more trees with the same result and grew bored. It was no 

fun climbing without the thrill of being discovered and shouted 

at. He realized he missed his grandmother’s scolding that 

consisted of choice Polish curse words. She naively thought that 

Rusty didn’t understand her. She was wrong. Rusty looked up 

their meanings and astounded the boys in school with his 

international swearing vocabulary. They begged him to teach 

them, and he obliged, in exchange for candy or gum or anything 

else he deemed of value. 

It all faded now into sleepy fog. 

Rusty couldn’t think straight and would’ve dozed off, if 

not for the surface of the pool next to him rippling, then 
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boiling, and then a boy’s head emerging from it, and then his 

whole boy. Rusty had only enough time to hide behind the nearest 

tree and sneak a glance. “Digory.” He said under his breath. 

“And Polly! And...oh, no.” 

The children crawled out from the pool, their breath ragged 

like there were chased, and after them, holding fast to Polly’s 

hair, crept a tall proud looking woman in a royal dress adorned 

with jewels who upon taking her first breath in the wood turned 

pale and fell to her knees. 

“The evil queen.” 

The children gasped at her, obviously surprised that she 

came. She moaned and pleaded with them to take her with them. 

Rusty watched them talk a bit, then Polly and Digory argue, 

then both of them jump, and the queen snatch Digory’s ear at the 

last minute and fall into a different pool with them with a 

splash.  

“Cool.” He breathed out. “This is so cool.” He came out 

from behind the tree and squatted next to the guinea pig, who 

contently ripped off another chunk of grass and proceeded to 

chewing it. So silky was her hide, so soft and warm her 

trembling body under his hand, that Rusty curled up next to her, 

in awe of what he’d seen. In another moment he closed his eyes. 

And in another he was sleeping.  



Anske / Corners / 53 

Chapter 5. The Figure in Red 

There was much of the beautiful, much of the wanton, much of the 
bizarre, something of the terrible, and not a little of that 
which might have excited disgust. 

Edgar Allan Poe, The Masque of the Red Death 

While Rusty was petting the guinea pig in the grass, Bells, 

Peacock, and Grand were flying though the misty void. They 

landed on the packed dirt in front of a wall that encircled a 

castle with many turrets and towers. Dead vines crumbled its 

stones. A few naked trees flanked an iron gate beyond which a 

road led to stone steps and a pair of massive doors. It was 

evening and dusk colored everything blue. Narrow windows looked 

at the children with dead eyes, and the hill the castle stood on 

was so barren and grim, that Bells shivered. 

She glanced at the boys. Her fear reflected in their faces. 

Not only have they lost Rusty, they appeared to have landed in 

some morose and menacing book. On top of it, they were thirsty 

and hungry and longed to be back by their beloved duck pond. 

“This doesn’t look friendly.” Said Grand. 

“Not at all.” Echoed Peacock. 
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“Sissies.” Said Bells. “Don’t you start falling apart on me 

now. I don’t know about you, but I’m going to look for Rusty.” 

Her head pounded, she couldn’t think straight, and her mouth was 

gritty from thirst. She drew herself to her full height and 

flipped her ponytail to show her determination. 

“You talk like we don’t want to find him.” Said Peacock. 

“He’s not here.” Grand wiped his sweaty face. “He dropped 

into some other book.” 

“Well,” said Bells, taken aback by the truthfulness of this 

statement, “in any case, we can’t just sit and do nothing. Let’s 

find the corner of this book and get out of here, then.” 

Although where they would go, and how they could determine what 

book they got in, she had no idea, and it made her stomach 

shrink. 

“Oh, come on.” Peacock threw up his hands. “What, you’re 

not scared? Not even a little?” 

“Nope.” Lied Bells. 

“Not at all?” 

“Not one bit.” 

“Liar.” 

Bells narrowed her eyes. “Why are we talking about me all 

of a sudden? It’s not me who we have to look for, is it?” 

“And why not?” 
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“Guys, stop.” Said Grand quietly. He licked his lips, 

eyeing the castle and wondering if it had any food or drink in 

it. 

“Why should we?” Bells said it with intended bitterness. 

“Why do we always have to stop arguing after you ask us to? 

Why can’t we stop arguing after I ask us to?” Said Grand. 

“Exactly.” Confirmed Peacock. “Since when are you the boss 

of us?” 

“Yeah.” Grand smiled. He couldn’t remember the last time 

Peacock took his side. 

“Yeah!” Nodded Peacock. 

Bells bristled. “Because that’s what girls do, they boss 

boys around. Now, if you’ll excuse me—” But she didn’t finish.  

A crow landed on top of the gate and croaked loudly, as if 

it was speaking to them in screeching.  

They jumped from fright. 

“Shoo!” Shouted Grand. 

“Go away!” Peacock took a stick from the ground and flung 

it at the bird. It took off, but not before swooping so close to 

their heads, they felt their hair stir. 

“Jesus! That was scary.” Said Peacock. “It’s like it was 

warning us or something.” He smoothed his turquoise hair with a 

shaking hand. 
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There was silence and in it quiet sniffling. The boys 

looked at Bells with surprise. She wiped her eyes that were 

overflowing with sudden tears. 

“Hey.” Grand patted her on the shoulder. 

“It’s my fault.” She muttered. “My fault we’re here. My 

fault we lost Rusty. It was my idea to step in. It was stupid. 

Stupid.” 

Peacock looked at Grand who shrugged his shoulders. 

“Listen, Bells,” began Peacock awkwardly, “it doesn’t 

matter whose fault it is. We gotta find him, just like you 

said.” 

“That’s right, Bells. No good sitting around here and 

crying. My mom always says...” Grand paused cautiously, waiting 

for one of them to shush him. No one did, and he continued. 

“...it’s no good talking about doing something. She says don’t 

talk, do. She says, there are people who only talk about doing 

things, but those people who really do things have no time to 

talk. She says that’s why she loves her job. She doesn’t have to 

talk to dead people, and they don’t talk to her either. They 

just accept her. She makes them beautiful, she really does, I 

saw it. It’s the last thing she can do for them, to make them 

lie all pretty in the coffin and—” Grand stopped under Bells’ 

piercing glare. “Sorry. Got carried away again.” 

“No, it’s okay.” Said Bells, sniffing.  
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“Really, Grand,” said Peacock, “we don’t mind.” 

“You don’t?” Grand smiled sheepishly. “I just, you know my 

mom, she loves her job, and...” He trailed off. Everyone always 

teased him at school. Everyone, except his three friends. They 

didn’t tease him, but after the thousandth morbid story 

involving corpses, makeup, and giant refrigerators, they started 

interrupting him to make him shut up. In a gentle, friendly way, 

of course, like with a glare, or starting to talk about 

something completely unrelated. 

“We need to find Rusty.” Said Grand and sighed. 

“What should we look for?” Peacock studied the castle with 

suspicion. A few windows lit up with sickly yellow light, then a 

few more, and a few more. There were definitely people inside, 

and they could definitely see them, standing by the gate. It 

made Peacock’s skin crawl, and he pulled on Bells and Grand to 

sit by the foot of the wall, away from prying eyes. 

“I think...” Bells twirled her hair, “I think we need to 

look for the corner number seventy-two. That’s where Rusty 

went.”  

“But how would we know what book it would lead into? We 

don’t even know where he is right now.” Peacock picked up a 

stick and scraped random numbers in the dirt. 

That gave them all a pause. 
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Grand appeared thoughtful, then he said, “I don’t think the 

number matters that much.” 

“What do you mean?” Asked Bells. 

“Well, unless we can figure out how to jump into the book 

we want to jump into, who is to say we won’t fall into some 

other book with page seventy-two? I mean, every book that has 

ever been written has a page number seventy-two in it, unless 

it’s shorter than that.” 

“You’re right, I didn’t think about that.” Sighed Bells. 

“So what do you suggest we do?” Peacock stared Grand down. 

Unaccustomed to attention, Grand tried to shrink into the 

ground, which, naturally, was a futile effort, with his girth 

and weight and overwhelming presence. He could easily be 

mistaken for a teenager, if not for his round childish face. “I 

think,” he licked his lips, “I think first we need to find out 

what book Rusty disappeared into.” 

“And how are we going to do that?” Bells frowned, then 

suddenly shouted. “I got it!” 

“What?” Blurted the boys in unison. 

“What book are we in now? We have to figure out what book 

we’re in.” 

“And? Then what?” Asked Peacock. 
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“Then, once we figure it out, maybe we will know how to 

figure out the one Rusty jumped into?” It didn’t sound as 

convincing as it appeared in her head, and Bells fell silent. 

“If it will take us a while to do this, we might as well be 

practical.” Grand met inquisitive glances from his friends. “We 

might go into this castle and see if they have anything to eat 

or drink. Might as well.” He faltered under their stares. 

“Go there? Are you mad? And get killed by some crazy 

medieval maniac? No thanks.” Peacock crossed his arms. 

They all sat quietly, thinking. 

“What were you doing when you found the first corner?” 

Asked Grand at last. 

“What?” Bells raised her head. 

“When we got to the old duck pond, when you found that 

corner, what were you doing?” 

“I was looking for flat stones. For skipping.” 

“But were you thinking about something?” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know.” Grand blushed. “I thought maybe it had to 

do with why you found it.” 

Peacock woke from his slumber. “Wait, wait, that’s it. 

That’s a great idea. When you told us, we needed to read, did 

you think of any book in particular?” 

“Uh, not that I can remember.” Bells frowned. 
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“Try. Did you?” 

“I guess I did?” It was a statement shaped as a question. 

Bells wasn’t sure, but Peacock’s idea rung a bell in her head. 

“What was it?” 

Bells thought hard. Did she think of some book? “I must be 

imagining it. I don’t know. Nothing comes to mind, sorry.” 

“Maybe we have to think of a specific book, for a page to 

appear?” Peacock was thinking out loud now. “Because it seems 

like a bunch of books glued together, or packed together into 

one. Or maybe it’s single pages...” Suddenly his mouth opened 

and he couldn’t utter another word.  

Bells and Grand whipped their heads around to see what it 

was he was looking for, and cold fear spread through their 

bodies, slowly at first, then it flooded them all at once. 

On the bottom of the hill, between the black silhouettes of 

the trees in the gathering dusk hovered a figure in a red cloak. 

It was shrouded in it from head to toe, with a large hood 

handing so low, you couldn’t possibly see its face. The bright 

color flickered in the shadows. Whoever it was, was walking in a 

very strange fashion, as if gliding right over the ground, 

headed for the castle. It moved silently up the path. 

The children couldn’t move. They wanted to crawl away, to 

hide, and couldn’t, as if they were chained to the wall. 
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The figure drew closer. They could hear its shallow breath, 

they could even discern the gentle swish of the fabric against 

the road. They wanted to cry out, but their throats were dry. 

The figure in red passed so close to them, they could see the 

weave of the threads. It cracked open the gate and slipped 

through. It reached the doors, pulled them open and vanished 

inside.  

Chilled to bones, Bells spoke first. “Who was that?” 

“I don’t know. But I don’t think I want to find out.” Said 

Peacock. 

“We must.” Rounded Bells on him. “To find Rusty.” 

“How is finding out what freak that was is going to help us 

find him?” 

“Because it will help us figure out how to guess which book 

he is in.” 

“And how will that look?” 

“I can’t answer this, and that’s why we need to find out!” 

Bells raised her voice, hoping to chase the nagging sense of 

danger away. 

Grand shook his head, too tired to argue. 

“I just don’t see the connection, okay?” 

“Are you dumb or only pretending to be dumb?” Bells fumed. 
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“What?” Peacock drew back. “Speak for yourself.” He stood 

up with the intention to stalk off, only there wasn’t anywhere 

to stalk off to, so he sat back down, furious. 

Bells propped her hands on her hips, mimicking her mother 

Catarina without realizing it. Her eyes threw daggers. “Did any 

of you read anything about a person in red?” 

“Yeah.” Peacock smirked. “The Little Red Riding Hood.” 

“I thought you didn’t like fairy tales.” 

Peacock flushed. “Look, just because I didn’t read some 

book—” 

“Some book? Some book??” Bells puffed out her cheeks and 

tossed back her ponytail. “It was one of my favorite stories 

when I was growing up, if you must know.” 

“I didn’t mean the Riding Hood.” 

“Of course you didn’t. I bet you never read it.” 

“Obviously.” Peacock grew more and more irritated. “Miss 

bookworm here has read everything and now thinks that we all 

should do the same.” 

“Precisely. Reading widens your horizons, did you know 

that?” Bells heard this expression somewhere and was rather fond 

of it. It seemed to her that from reading books your eyes would 

grow longer and crawl to the back of your head and you would see 

the horizon around you, all three-hundred-and-sixty degrees of 

it. She knew it was silly thinking that, so she didn’t tell 
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anyone about it. But it still gave her pleasure imagining that 

that’s exactly what happened. ““Did you know that reading slows 

memory loss, heightens concentration, reduces stress, and 

enriches one’s vocabulary?” 

“Says who?” 

“Says I.” 

“Look, I could care less about reading right now. We’re in 

the middle of nowhere, without the slightest clue about how to 

get out of here, and you’re talking about the benefits of 

reading?” 

The heat of the battle made them forget their fear. They 

stood, glaring at each other, eyes sparkling. 

“What do you read, anyway?” Bells continued her attack. 

“Comics.” Threw Peacock. “What’s it to you?” 

“Comics are not books.” 

“Yes, they are.” 

“Okay, what kinds of comics?” 

“Sci-fi.” 

“No, titles. Give me titles. What is the last book you 

read?” 

Peacock opened and closed his mouth. 

“See?” Said Bells triumphantly. “Did you read The Little 

Prince?” 
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Peacock’s face grew grey. “Did you read the War of the 

Worlds?” 

Bells pretended like she didn’t hear him. “I can’t believe 

it.” She shook her head. “We’ve just been in it. You must read 

it.” 

“You didn’t answer my question.” 

“I think I know what it is.” Said Grand quietly, and that 

brought them to a halt. They turned and stared at him, breathing 

hard. 

“I won’t tell you until you promise me you won’t argue 

anymore.” He said solemnly. 

“It wasn’t me who started it.” Peacock nodded at Bells. 

“Excuse me?” She gasped. 

They argued some more. Grand patiently waited for them to 

stop. When they did, he said with an air of importance. “Promise 

me.” 

“Okay, promise.” Said Bells. 

“Promise.” Picked up Peacock. 

“We need to find Rusty and not argue.” Said Grand severely. 

“My mom always says,” he hesitated, but only for a brief moment, 

“your friends are all you have. She says friends are like 

family.” His face suddenly scrunched up, and he blurted, “It’s 

not fair that I don’t have a dad and you have two. Not fair.” 

Grand didn’t know where this came from, and was even more 
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ashamed at a cascade of tears that wet his face. He hid it in 

his hands, wishing for a donut. Donuts usually made him feel 

better. 

Bells and Peacock didn’t know what to say. The air grew 

chilly and the sky was lilac in color, almost black. 

“I’m sorry.” Said Peacock at last. 

“Sorry, Grand, you’re right. We won’t argue anymore, I 

promise. I’m scared to think of what happened to him.” Said 

Bells. 

“It’s okay.” Grand wiped his nose. 

“So, what is it? What book are we in?” She looked into his 

face, searching it.  

“It’s the Red Death.” 

“The what?” Peacock visibly shrunk. 

“I can’t remember the exact title, but I’m positive it’s 

where we are. When the crow came, it made me think of the cover. 

It has this black crow on it. Anyway, I never finished reading 

it.” 

“But what book is it?” 

“A collection of tales and poems by Poe. This one is one of 

the stories.” 

“What’s it about?” 

Noises of merriment drifted to them from the castle. Every 

single window was ablaze, and the sounds of music and laughter 
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broke through the night. “Well, it’s about people dying from 

this disease, it’s called the Red Death. They get these bloody 

sores all over their bodies, and then they start oozing blood, 

and then—” 

“Naturally.” Bells smirked. 

Grand wanted to continue and failed. 

The ground under their feet bulged and sent them flying 

though the gate and to the front doors, which flung open. They 

suppressed their shrieks of surprise and sat, dumbfounded, 

looking at each other. So when after a few minutes of quiet 

Grand said, “I think it wants us to get inside,” Bells and 

Peacock didn’t argue. 

They brushed themselves off, glanced at the overgrown 

hedges and cracked fountain basins and felt almost happy to step 

into warmth and light, out of the dark sinister night. 

The entry hall milled with fancy people dressed in fancy 

outfits with fancy hair and shoes and manners. 

“Looks like a masked ball.” Breathed Peacock. 

“It’s a masquerade.” Corrected him Grand. 

“I don’t like it.” Whispered Bells.  

Nobody paid them any heed. They stole along the walls, 

dodging magicians in top hats and ballet dancers and masked 

women and men in silk and gauze and feather boas. The sound of 

an orchestra mixed with that of chatter and loud toasts and 
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other pompous proclamations to the health of a certain Prince 

Prospero. 

“Another prince?” Asked Peacock. 

“This is a different one.” Answered Grand 

Passing under portraits and around knight armor, the 

children scurried along the long hallway, peeking into endless 

rooms lavishly decorated with tapestries and flowers and 

stained-glass windows, until they ended up in a suite that was 

entirely blue.  

“So what is this Red Death?” Asked Bells Grand. 

“It’s like a plague.” 

“Great.” Scoffed Peacock. “What if we catch it and die?” 

A couple passed them, giggling, drinks in hands, and 

disappeared into blue glow. Everything was blue here. The 

curtains, the bedding, the rugs on the floor. 

Suddenly a heavy chime of a clock shook the walls of the 

castle, and Bells jumped. It rung out twelve creepy dings and 

stopped. 

“Is it midnight already?” She could barely move her lips. 

“It’s the clock.” Whispered Grand. 

“We got that part, thank you.” Said Peacock. 

Grand shushed him with his hand. “Watch.” He was eager to 

see the story unfold, as morbid as it was. 
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All noise died. The music stopped. Voices hushed. A somber 

silence hung in the air, and through the doors they just passed 

entered the figure in red. They finally saw its face. It was a 

death mask. 

An elegant man in velvet and silk entered after it and 

said, “Who is this? Who are you? Unmask yourself!” 

When the figure in red didn’t oblige, he screamed insults 

at it, enraged at disobedience. In answer the figure in red 

floated swiftly into the next room, the Prince after it, Bells, 

Grand and Peacock on their heels. 

They walked from room to room, every one of them decorated 

in a different color. The blue room was first, next was purple, 

then green, orange, white, and violet. The last room was black 

with bloody red stained-glass windows that seemed to glow. 

Bells grabbed Peacock’s and Grand’s sleeves, pulling on 

them to get out. They didn’t get the chance. 

Everything happened very fast. The Prince raised a dagger. 

The Red Death touched the Prince. He cried out and dropped to 

the floor, his pale face marred with splotches of red, and the 

masked figure turned on them. It stood by the giant clock with a 

swinging pendulum. With a shriek of terror, the children rushed 

out of the room against the tide of panicked guests. 

They didn’t see where they were going, they were running, 

from one room to another, along the hall, out the massive front 
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doors and through the iron gates and collapsed at the very edge 

of the hill, right where the page ended and where they would 

tumble into nothing if Grand didn’t notice it and didn’t warn 

them in time. 

They were sitting on the ground, panting. 

“What the hell are you reading, Grand?” Said Peacock.  

Grand didn’t answer. The corner began sliding from under 

them, in the way that was so familiar by now.  

“What number is it?” Shrieked Bells. 

“I can’t see!” Came from Grand. 

“Look! The Red Death!” Cried Peacock. 

Bells glimpsed the page number, one-hundred-and-six, then 

she glanced up.  

The cloaked figure was sliding toward them down the hill, 

but before it could get them, they tumbled into the next book, 

without the slightest idea about what further dangers it might 

bring.  
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Chapter 6. The Blue Chateau 

At first she could distinguish nothing, for the room was dark 
and gloomy, but then, all of a sudden, she knew what had become 
of Bluebeard's other wives... 

Charles Perrault, Bluebeard 

His cheek pressed to cold stone, Grand stirred, rolled to the 

side, and pulled himself up. It was hard to see in the dark. 

Feeble light trickled in from a barred window by the ceiling. 

The room reminded him of a dungeon cell, empty, dank, and 

drafty. Shivering, Grand took a step and abruptly stopped. His 

worst horrors have materialized right by his feet, splayed along 

the wall in a neat, gruesome row. 

“No way.” Whispered Grand, and the sound of his voice 

startled him. He forgot about his friends who were sitting up 

beside him and calling him by the name. He forgot about 

everything, except the nightmares he’d had each time after 

visiting his mother at work. Said nightmares started out 

innocently enough, with Grand entering the mortuary fridge, and 

then someone slamming the door behind him and turning off the 

lights. For the rest of the dream Grand blindly stumbled around 
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the room, walking into dead people’s embrace, smooth and clammy. 

He’d panic, thrash around, and wake up in cold sweat.  

“Grand. Grand!” Bells snatched his sleeve. “Hey, we escaped 

the Red Death. Isn’t it—” 

“Pinch me.” Grand said, and swallowed hard. “Pinch me so I 

wake up. Please?” 

“What’s the matter? Pinch you why? What is it...oh my God.” 

Bells’ eyes have adjusted to the dark and she looked down at 

what Grand was looking, her whole body going numb, hairs 

standing up on her neck. She gripped his arm so hard, her 

fingers dug into his flesh deep enough to leave bruises. Grand 

didn’t flinch, didn’t move. He hardly felt it. 

“What book is this? Found something interesting? Let me 

see.” Peacock pushed his friends apart and peered down. 

“Holy...Just hold on, hold on. Are these real? I mean, what?” 

Peacock’s voice has gone unnaturally high. “I will be sick.”  

At their feet, on the stone floor blackened by wear and 

tear and grime, stood a wooden block with an ax wedged into it. 

By the block, along the wall, carefully arranged one next to the 

other, lay bodies of dead women, their eyes open and staring 

into nothing, their hair caked with old blood, their naked feet 

sticking out of white nightgowns, looking unnaturally stiff. The 

air around them smelled of decay and something spoiled and 

cloying.  
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Bells dry-heaved, but nothing came out. There was no food 

in her stomach. Peacock seized her arm and doubled over, 

coughing. Only Grand stood still, as if nailed to the floor. He 

didn’t dare take another step, as whatever it was under his 

feet, it was shiny and sticky, and Grand refused to think about 

what exactly it might be.  

It was deathly quiet, and amidst this silence they all 

heard distant footsteps echoing from above, coming closer and 

closer. Someone was running down the stairs, along the corridor, 

and stopped by the door. 

“Can we...get out of here somehow?” Croaked Peacock. 

“Care to find a corner?” Answered Bells. 

Their eyes were riveted on the door. 

A key turned in the lock. In another moment the door flung 

open and there stood a young woman with a candle in her hand. 

The flame threw dancing shadows on her organza-veiled face. She 

entered the room, her skirt swishing over the polished cobbles. 

She saw the dead bodies, then she saw the children next to them, 

dropped the key and shrieked. 

Bells’ nerves, already stretched taut, snapped, and she 

started shrieking too. Their screams joined and reverberated 

around the room with a dull echo. 

“We’re doomed.” Breathed Grand. 

Peacock heard him through the screaming. “Why?” 
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“Bluebeard will kill us.” 

“Bluebeard? Who is...Bluebeard! Jesus! Let’s get out of 

here!” 

By an unspoken command, the boys took Bells by the elbows 

on either side and carried her out, past the woman who leaned 

into the doorway to let them through and then promptly fainted, 

collapsing on the cobbles, her head hitting the floor with a 

resounding crack. Bells kept screaming until her throat has gone 

hoarse. She gulped, gasped, and caught her breath. 

“That was...that was...” She couldn’t quite find the words, 

shaking. 

“Scary as balls.” Finished Peacock for her, his eyes as 

large as saucers. 

“Sorry for screaming.” Said Bells. “I suppose I lost my 

cool for a moment.” 

“It’s okay. That’s what girls do when they’re scared.” 

Peacock didn’t dare say anything else, because Bells eyes told 

him that one more word, and she would positively strangle him. 

They looked at Grand, who spoke rather calmly, taking into 

account the preset circumstances. “We’re in the Bluebeard fairy 

tale, and those bodies were his murdered wives.”  

“Fairy tale? You call this a fairy tale? Seriously. I must 

be missing something.” Peacock passed a hand through his hair. 
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“We need to get out of here before Bluebeard comes back and 

decides to ax us too.” Said Grand tonelessly, like he was 

talking about a friend coming back to school the next day. 

Peacock produced a noise that maybe sounded like an 

agreement, or maybe like a contradiction, then he leaned on the 

wall and threw up. 

“There is nothing to be afraid of, Peacock.” Said Grand. He 

had regained his composure and was feeling rather proud of 

himself. “They’re just dead bodies. It’s sad, really. They won’t 

bite you or anything, so I don’t know why you guys are so worked 

up.” He shrugged. “My mom sees dead bodies at work all the time. 

We’re all going to be dead one day. Besides, they’re not real—” 

“Not real? And what is this?” Bells pointed to blood on her 

sneakers. 

Peacock wiped his mouth and faced his friends. “Can one of 

you...think of something...something nice to say, for a change? 

Like, can we stop talking about death and stuff?” 

“Sorry.” Said Grand. “We do need to get out.” 

“Right.” Said Bells. 

“No kidding.” Added Peacock.  

None of them had the strength to run, so they ambled along 

the corridor. Behind them the woman stirred and moaned and 

clambered out of the room, stretching out her hand for help. 
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“We can’t leave her like that.” Said Bells. “We have to 

help her.” 

“What? Why? It’s just a story, it will go as it’s supposed 

to go.” Said Peacock. 

“Oh, that is very sweet of you. Very manly. I see how you 

are. Well, suit yourself, you scared sissy. I’m going to help 

her on my own.” Bells marched off to the woman who was blinking 

and sitting up and mumbling, “The key. The key. I need to get 

the key.” 

“Hello.” Said Bells to her and offered her a hand. “We’re 

so sorry we have badged into your story uninvited.”  

“Yes, we’re sorry.” Added Grand. He trudged up, Peacock 

behind him. “We’ll be going now. Oh, and I wanted to tell you 

something. Sorry about your discovery, I mean, all those dead 

wives. Just so you know, your husband is coming back soon. He 

will tell you he’d met whomever it was he wanted to see and 

canceled his trip. Tomorrow morning he’ll ask you for the key. 

But don’t worry, he won’t have enough time to kill you—”  

The woman blinked and started screaming again.  

“No, no, don’t worry. Nothing bad will happen.” Grand 

sighed and tried patting her on the shoulder, but she drew back 

from him. 

“I don’t think she can hear you.” Observed Peacock. 
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“Grand, you’re positive she’ll stay alive?” Said Bells, her 

voice jumping with worry. “Is it okay if we leave her like 

that?” 

“Yes, I’m positive. I know how it ends.” 

“I feel odd just...going.” Bells twirled her ponytail. 

“It’ll be fine.” Soothed her Grand. 

“Grand is right, Bells. There is nothing we can do.” 

“Okay. Okay.” She sighed. 

Reluctantly they walked off, away from the screaming woman, 

along the corridor and up the stairs to the upper floors where 

the sounds of a ball and a feast could be heard. 

“I think whatever it is that got us here,” said Peacock 

slowly, “is trying to scare us.” 

“What do you mean?” Asked Bells. 

“Well, it’s throwing us into books that get worse and 

worse. So for some reason...” 

“I’m hungry.” Said Grand. His stomach grumbled, confirming 

his statement. “I bet there is some food here. Bluebeard is not 

supposed to come for a while. Let’s go find some food and—” 

“Jesus!” Peacock stopped and stared at his friend. “How can 

you talk about food when we just saw butchered bodies? How can 

you even...don’t you care at all? Doesn’t it make you feel 

queasy?” 

“I have lunch with my mom all the time.” 
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“In the fridge with the corpses?” Peacock felt another wave 

of nausea rise in him and gagged. 

“All right, you two. I want to get some air, this place 

gives me the creeps, so if you don’t mind.” Bells stomped ahead, 

but as soon as she made a few steps and got separated from the 

boys, her heart dropped and she was only able to keep walking on 

the assumption that they would follow her. 

They did. 

They had no choice. 

When Bells decided something, they followed her lead. It 

was the unspoken agreement between them.  

They came upon a door that opened up into a large hall 

decorated with statues of knights in full armor and swords and 

shields hanging on the walls and a pendant candle chandelier 

casting an orange glow over everything. Tall narrow windows 

flanked an entrance door that was so large, it could pass a 

giant. Outside in the gathering dusk the rain whipped the bushes 

in the garden.  

Up above laughter and talking mixed with dancing and music. 

The house was full of guests. 

Bells grabbed Peacock and Grand by the hands and dashed for 

the doors.  

“Wait. How about some food?” Asked Grand. 
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Before she could answer, they heard horse whinnying and 

calls of a driver.  

“I think it’s too late for food. I think it’s high time we 

get out of here and find another corner.” Said Peacock. 

Behind them a couple lackeys emerged, laden with trays of 

food, and drew to an abrupt halt. They stared at the children, 

the children stared back at them and at the dishes full of fruit 

and meat and bread. 

“Yeah, I think it’s time.” Said Bells slowly, saliva 

forming in her mouth. 

“That’s too bad.” Signed Grand.  

“What, you’re eager to be axed by Bluebeard?” 

“We’re all going to die anyway.” Grand shrugged. “Could’ve 

at least eaten something first.”  

At that moment a silhouette of a horse-drawn carriage could 

be seen through the windows. It rolled into the court and a 

large man with a bushy blue beard was stepping out of it.  

“That’s it. He will kill us.” Said Peacock hoarsely. 

They stood motionless for a few seconds, struck by the 

Bluebeard’s nearing figure and by this horrid idea that seemed 

very real, from the look of his frightening face. 

Bells came to her senses first. “If we run past him, he 

won’t have time to know what hit him.” 

“Open up!” Bellowed a voice. 
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Bells tugged on the ring and the door groaned and creaked 

and yielded to a draft of moist air and a massive figure of 

Bluebeard in a travel coat and high leather boots. But the most 

horrifying aspect of his appearance was his overgrown beard. It 

wasn’t just blue, it was blue like the blue that doesn’t belong 

to a face. Unnatural and coarse and ugly. 

Bluebeard fastened his blood-shot eyes at the children, and 

in that second of indecision and confusion, Bells squeezed her 

fingers tight around the boys’ hands and pulled on them with all 

her might. 

They crashed past Bluebeard, who turned around and yelled 

for the driver to intercept them. The driver, a squat old man in 

a heap of black rags, was unreining the horses, when Bells, her 

feet squelching in the mud, her face streaked with rain, dashed 

past him, wheezing Grand and Peacock behind her. 

They ran into the maze of a vast garden that surrounded the 

estate. Tall trimmed hedges formed labyrinthine paths. At every 

intersection there was an elaborate stone vase or a fountain 

surrounded by ornate benches or a statue of some noble man. They 

didn’t get to enjoy it, however. Number one, they were running 

like mad, running for life. Number two, the dark brooding sky 

suddenly flashed an ominous yellow, and ear-splitting thunder 

crashed on their heads. Fierce wind picked up dirt and loose 

leaves and flung it in their faces. 
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Bells looked up and shielded her eyes. “I think it’s angry 

at us!” 

“What is?” Yelled Peacock, struggling against the squall. 

“The book! The book we’re in. Or the thing that got us 

here. I don’t know, whatever it is, it’s not happy.” 

“I might have an idea why.” Began Grand. 

“Why?” Bells squinted. Her ponytail whipped in the wind. 

Grand prepared to answer, opened his mouth and forgot to 

close it again. The ground under his feet began splitting with a 

terrible crackling and creaking. It’s like the page they were 

standing on was tearing itself in half. 

“What the...” Peacock stared. 

“Grand!” Bells reached for him, but they were too far away 

now. The crack widened. The ground under their feet moved and 

tilted, so Bells and Peacock on one side of the garden, and 

Grand on the next, were forced to run down the path, down to 

where there was nothing. Where there was the edge of the page, 

that, torn in two, made two corners. 

Grand watched the gap widen, frozen from shock.  

“Grand, get up, where it’s not so far away yet! Here!” 

Screamed Bells, sliding down on her stomach, snatching twigs and 

feeling her hands slide and rip off the leaves. “It’s separating 

us!” 
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“Grand, move it! Go up, you hear me?” Peacock climbed over 

crumbling dirt. “Come on, jump! Right over there, see? I’m 

coming, I’ll give you a hand, I’m coming...” 

He shouted something else, but Bells didn’t hear him 

anymore. She tumbled down to the very edge and held on to it in 

terror, her feet dangling over nothing. But when she looked 

down, her breath stopped. Underneath the ripped page there was 

another one. And another one. 

“A whole land of pages.” Bells whispered. They moved, 

opened, closed. On top of them landscapes spread out, mountains, 

forests, rivers. Some were farther away, some close enough to 

see people milling about, or beasts. All kinds of beasts. A 

giant bird flew close enough for Bells to see. 

“What kind of a bird is...is carrying an elephant?” She 

rubbed her eyes to make sure she saw right.  

The bird was brown, with fiery orange eyes. In its powerful 

claws it held an elephant that was throwing about its trunk and 

helplessly pedaling in the air. The bird saw Bells and sent out 

a piercing screech. Bells covered her ears and lost her grip. 

She only had time to register Peacock struggling above her to 

get Grand across the gap that kept widening, and then she was 

falling between the pages.   
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Chapter 7. The Lack Of A Head 

The stag of Texas, reclining in midnight lair, is startled from 
his slumbers by the hoofstroke of a horse. 

Mayne Reid, The Headless Horseman 

Grand found himself dropping past the moon. It shone in the sky 

like a blind eye of a cyclops. He dropped into tall whispering 

grasses of a prairie that was full of chirring and clacking and 

scratching of nocturnal rodents. A stag grazed nearby. 

Everything appeared peaceful, yet a sense of terrible dread took 

hold of his throat. 

“It’s just a book.” He said quietly. “Just another book. 

Nothing to be scared about.” But the night around him appeared 

to have the last laugh on the matter.  

A clop of hooves struggled up the hill, as if a horse was 

climbing it, a horse with a load on its back. Grand turned to 

look for the source of the noise. His legs went soft, his face 

cold, his stomach flipped and he promptly sat back on the dirt. 

For ahead of him indeed appeared a horse. There wasn’t anything 

scary about it, yet Grand’s mouth slowly opened. 
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A man was sitting on the horse, a perfectly ordinary man in 

leather boots and a cloak, if not for one missing detail. 

He had no head.  

He did have it, but not on his shoulders, where one would 

expect it. He held it between his hands, and Grand thought that 

it was a good idea to come here on an empty stomach, because it 

shrunk to the size of a nut, and if there was anything in there, 

it would’ve surely escaped through his mouth by now. 

The deer stopped grazing, flicked its ears, and in the next 

moment dashed away, plunging though a shallow river.  

The horse sniffed the air and trotted straight to Grand. He 

couldn’t move. His eyes fastened to the spot where the man’s 

head should’ve been, and as the horse passed him a mere step 

away, despite restraining himself from doing so, Grand stole a 

glance at the head between the man’s hands, saw its dead 

unmoving eyes, fell back, and lost consciousness.   

When he came to and scrambled to standing, disoriented and 

cold, the night chirruped around him unperturbed, as if no time 

had passed at all. He shook his head and was taking his 

bearings, when soft clopping ascended the tussocky hill right 

ahead, and Grand witnessed with horror the same horse and the 

same headless rider go through the motions and pass by him in 

exactly the same fashion as before. This time he didn’t faint, 

but merely stood bolted to the ground, watching them cross the 
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river after the stag and gallop lightly away, a dark silhouette 

against the flat steppe silvered by the moon.  

Grand swallowed and stood, watching after them, long after 

any trace of them disappeared, and it was a wolf’s howl that 

brought him back to his senses. Frightened out of his wits, he 

crawled deep into a cluster of swishing grass and sat in it like 

in a hovel, scrunching his eyes tight and listening for the 

wolf. 

The wolf didn’t appear to be coming near him. Instead, a 

cicada chirred in his ear. At last it annoyed him enough that he 

opened his eyes and snatched at it, to shut it up. It only 

hopped from one stalk to another and continued its irritating 

chatter. 

Ominous canter reached Grand’s ears and he shrunk into his 

shelter as deep as possible, listening to the nearing steps and 

watching the horse’s legs trot past him. This time he didn’t 

look up. He waited until the splashing of the water and the 

gallop died, then drew a big gulp of air and whispered, “It’s 

repeating itself.”  

He didn’t know why he whispered, there wasn’t anyone 

sleeping nearby, but it didn’t feel like loud talking would do 

any good. “I have to find a corner and get out of here,” he 

determined. Unfortunately, his body didn’t obey. It refused to 

stand straight, and every time he managed to get himself up and 
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gaze around in search of the prairie end, the horrendous 

silhouette of the rider would crest the hill, and Grand would 

drop into grass like a wet potato sack. 

“This is ridiculous.” He said, and soon lost count of how 

many times the page repeated itself. It seemed to be mocking 

him, daring him, watching him to see when his meticulous 

patience would run out. It wasn’t the patience that ran out in 

the end, it was Grand’s overwhelming need to fill himself up 

with some form of sugar. He shook, his stomach talked to 

cicadas, and he vividly saw donuts swim in front of his tired 

eyes.  

“It’s just a dead body, all it is.” He soothed himself, but 

each time he’s make it to the river, his guts would freeze at 

the sight of the horse. He thought that if the dead head could 

smile, it did smile each time it passed him, as if it was 

jeering him. “You big sissy.” 

Holding fast to his vision of donuts, Grand stubbornly made 

it across the river, wetting himself up to his waist in the 

process, and just as he was coming up to the edge of nothing, 

the ground under his feet lifted and he was thrown back to where 

he began. He cried out. “That’s not fair!” And he thought that 

instead of the wolf’s howl he now heard a rustling laughter, 

papery and dry. 
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“What do you want?” He yelled to the sky, because the sound 

seemed to be coming from there. 

The sky didn’t answer, of course, although the moon seemed 

to be sneering and winking at him. 

“Let me out.” Demanded Grand, his pudgy hands rolled into 

fists. “Get me back to my friends, whatever you are.”  

The book, the page, or whatever it was, only kept torturing 

him by making him sit through the same scene over and over 

again, flinging him back any time he got close to the edge of 

the prairie, or to the corner. Exhausted and mad, angry at the 

endless night, Grand raised his head and hollered. “I know what 

you want.” 

Miraculously, the grasses stopped whispering, the wind 

died, and the approaching trotting paused. Grand looked around 

himself, uneasy. “You want me to read you, don’t you?” 

The grass shifted a bit, as if the whole page inclined its 

head—if it had any head. This was a headless story, after all.  

“I started. And I never finished. I got scared, so I only 

read the first page.” As soon as Grand said it, the revelation 

hit him full throttle. It was the very first page of the book he 

landed on, the one that kept repeating itself.  

“That’s it. That’s what it is.” He scratched his head. “Is 

that what it is? You’re mad at me for not reading you?” 
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The grass rustled. The horse ascended the hill and stopped, 

both its and the dead head’s eyes poised at the boy. Grand 

couldn’t stop shaking, but he didn’t avert his eyes now. “Is 

that what you want? For me to read your story?” He spoke to the 

headless rider, and thought that in some very bizarre way the 

head nodded, or maybe he imagined it. 

“Okay, I will read you, I promise, as soon as I get home. 

But bring me to my friend first, bring me to Rusty.”  

The horse neighed and reared and galloped right at Grand, 

who dodged it the last second. The prairie came alive with 

indignation and scorn, its noises rising and multiplying and 

cresting. Grand covered his ears and felt the ground come out 

from under his feet. 

“Okay, whatever book Rusty is in, I bet he didn’t read that 

either. I will tell him to read it, okay? Do we have a deal?” 

The commotion got worse. Grand fell to the ground that was 

trembling. “Well, if you won’t get me to him, how will he find 

out? What if he will never guess it? You’re not making it easy, 

you know. It’s in your interest, after all. My mom says...” He 

trailed off. 

Everything stilled. The page lifted gently and rolled Grand 

to its other corner, opposite the river, and as he glimpsed the 

number one-hundred-and-three and cried, “no, wait, it’s the 

wrong page, it must be seventy-two,” he flew headlong into the 
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green mist and plopped down on moist green grass, so unlike the 

grass of the prairie. 

He was in a forest.  

It had two remarkable characteristics about it. It had 

small pools of water every few yards, and by one of them it had 

a sleeping boy curled up, one arm under his head for a pillow, 

another cradling a guinea pig. Its eyes were closed and its nose 

was twitching. 

Grand’s heart soared. “Rusty?” 

No answer. 

“Rusty!” 

The forest swallowed his voice. 

He scooted over. “Rusty, can you hear me? Wake up.” He 

shook his shoulder. Rusty mumbled something, hugged the guinea 

pig and rolled over to the other side. 

“Come on. It’s Grand. I found you. And I have figured out 

something, something you wouldn’t believe.” He tested to see if 

Rusty was really asleep, because he would never forgo an 

opportunity to find out something new and interesting, but Rusty 

kept breathing contently, and Grand crawled in front of him, 

grabbed both his shoulders and sat him up. As soon as he let go, 

Rusty thumped back into sleeping position, losing the guinea pig 

to a displeased squeak. 
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“The ring.” Said Grand, thinking. He scooped cold water 

from the pool in both hands and splashed it on Rusty’s face. 

“What? What? What happened? Where am I?” Rusty wiped it 

off, blinking. “Grand, is that you?” 

“No, it’s my dead body.” Said Grand amiably. 

“No, seriously.” 

“Seriously.” 

Rusty’s eyes widened. “Are we dead? Is this life after 

death or something?” He gazed around. “That’s not bad, if that’s 

what it is. Although I imagined it differently, you know? 

Grandma says there should be angels. I dunno. I mean, I didn’t 

believe her. Who believes in angels, right?” 

Grand was patiently waiting for this gregariousness to 

subside. 

“Hey, where did this guinea pig come from? It’s kind of 

cute. Come here, piggy.” Rusty was petting it. “Grand, did you 

bring it with you? Is it dead too? Hey, no fair! You never told 

me you had a pet! That’s being a bad friend. Why didn’t you tell 

me? I could’ve come over and bring carrots and we would’ve fed 

it and it would’ve—” 

“I didn’t’ bring it.” Said Grand. 

“Who did?” 

“Nobody.” 

“Then what’s it doing here?” 
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“I was going to ask you.” 

“Ask me what?” 

“What book this is.” 

“Book? What book? What are you talking about?” 

A bubbling roaring noise shushed them. 

“Who is that?” Rusty pointed, but before he could say 

anything else, Grand pulled him behind a tree.  

Out of one of the pools a couple kids burst up, a boy and a 

girl, then two men, one gaunt and mad-looking, another stout and 

rosy-cheeked, a tall angry woman with an iron rod in her hand, 

and a horse. The woman grew pale and appeared to be close to 

fainting, the horse walked off to another pool for a drink of 

water, and the girl and the boy were discussing something 

conspiratory, by the look of their faces. 

“Hey, I remember that part.” Said Rusty, grinning. “That is 

cool.” 

“What part?” 

“Wait, wait!” His eyes rounded. “We’re in a book!” 

“Finally.” Exhaled Grand. “You remember how you got here?” 

“Yes, we were by the duck pond, and Bells turned this 

corner, then we were at that frozen lake, and then in the 

desert, then I wanted to show you guys that I found the corner! 

Then—” 

“Can you be quieter? They’ll hear us.” 
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“—I got here. It’s so awesome. It’s Narnia, dude! Only I 

don’t remember what the book is called. The Magician Something? 

This is the Wood between places, that’s where they go for the 

first time, with those rings. Grandma read it to me so many 

times, I can remember it word for word.” 

“The Magician’s Nephew?” Asked Grand. 

“That’s the one!” 

Grand frowned. “Wait, you never read it yourself?” 

“Nope.” 

The girl and the boy were walking to the horse, the adults 

after them, and, to his surprise, Grand watched Rusty run out, 

waving his arms excitedly and shouting.  

“Hello! Hello! I’m Rusty! Dude, are you guys for real?” 

There was a stunned silence, as they measured him with a 

blank stare, and a moment later they sunk into the pool. When 

Rusty jumped in after them, he only wet his feet, standing like 

an idiot in the middle of a puddle and staring at Grand.  

Grand couldn’t help himself and burst out laughing.  

“What?” Rusty came back. “What are you laughing at?” 

Grand only wiped the tears off his face. 

“Wait a second. How did you find me? And where is Bells and 

Peacock? Why are you alone?” 
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“It’s a long story.” Grand sighed and scratched his head. 

“Basically, I think I figured out this thing, this thing that 

got us here.” 

“You did? No way!” Rusty opened his mouth, ready to hear 

the story. 

“It’s just...it’s mad at us for not reading it. The book. 

Or many books. So, you said you never read The Magician’s 

Nephew?” 

“Nope.” Rusty sniffled. “Grandma read it to me, she read me 

the whole series. She said when I grow up, I must read it, but I 

never did. I dunno why, I loved them.” 

“That’s it. And it got me in The Headless Horseman and I 

thought I would totally lose it there. I never read past the 

first page.” 

“The headless who?”  

“It doesn’t matter. Anyway. We got thrown into The Masque 

of The Read Death, I think that’s what it’s called, and—” 

“Hey, no fair! That sounds awesome! Why didn’t you look for 

me sooner? I want to go to red death.” 

“Then we went to Bluebeard—” 

“Is that the guy who kills his wives?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Cool!” 
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“There is nothing cool about it!” Said Grand, shuddering 

about the memory. 

“Well, it’s only a fairy tale, isn’t it? It’s not real?” 

“It was plenty real for us, you haven’t been there, you 

don’t know. Ever been locked up in a mortuary fridge?” 

“Oh, with the corpses? Real corpses?” Rusty’s eyes were 

shining. He lowered his voice. “Can I?” 

Grand waved at him, exasperated. “Anyway, we got separated. 

Bells and Peacock stayed in Bluebeard and I got into Headless 

Horseman.” 

“And then what?” 

“Then I told the book—I promised it that I would read it, 

when I get home, and I asked it to take me to you, if you 

promise to read whatever it was you didn’t finish reading, and 

then I got here.” 

“What book?” 

“The book we’re in.” 

“Awesome.” Said Rusty. “I will totally read Narnia books, 

all of them, I swear, I will! I thought I was dreaming, but I 

get it now. I would slide off the edge and wake up here again, 

but different things happened, it must have been dragging me 

from page to page? It was great! Then I’d fall asleep again, and 

wake up, and all these people would jump in and out of the 

pools. That witch alone, Jesus, she’s so mean! Digory and Polly 
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got her here by accident, but she just wouldn’t—” He talked so 

excitedly that he finally choked on his own saliva. 

Grand, contrary to Bells and Peacock, never interrupted 

Rusty, especially when he talked murders and crimes and corpses, 

but even he has lost his patience. 

“Listen, we need to find them.” 

“Yeah! Right! Let’s go!”  

They walked off to the edge of the wood and found the page 

corner. After some digging it revealed a number. 

“Forty-six.” 

“Where are we going?” Asked Rusty. 

“I don’t know. Dear book,” Grand looked up, “can you please 

bring us to Bells and Peacock so we can tell them to read books 

too? I mean, tell them why we’re here and everything?” Grand 

secretly hoped that it would drop into a story full of donuts. 

The only story that came to his mind was Hansel and Gretel, and 

he squirmed, not liking the idea of a cannibalistic witch. 

As if reading his thoughts, the corner opened lustily, and 

out wafted the smell of food, only it was strange, earthy and 

pungent and— 

“Man, look! That’s a huge mushroom!” Exclaimed Rusty. 

Because it was, indeed, a huge mushroom they landed on. 
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Chapter 8. The Giant Bird 

…the sky became as dark as if it had been covered with a thick 
cloud. I was much astonished at this sudden darkness, but much 
more when I found it was occasioned by a bird of a monstrous 
size, that came flying toward me.  

The Seven Voyages of Sindbad the Sailor 

The first thing Bells heard was the whistle of the wind. The 

second thing she heard was Peacock screaming behind her. And the 

third thing was two things at once: sharp screeching cries and 

rather pitiful and frightened trumpeting, as if a novice played 

a tuba and wasn’t doing a very good job at it. 

The noise was too much. “Can you shut up, please?” She 

yelled into the wind. 

Peacock shouted something back, but she couldn’t hear him. 

The view stole her breath and drove panic through her body. 

She was sitting astride a giant bird, her fingers clenched into 

fists full of feathers. Peacock’s arms hugged her so hard from 

behind, she thought he would break her ribs.  

“Peacock! You’re hurting me!” 

“Sorry!” The hold slackened a bit. 
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Bells took a deep breath. “What a sissy.” She didn’t really 

mean to say it, and she didn’t mean for it to sound mean, but 

saying it aloud gave her the courage to believe that she wasn’t, 

because if she was ever afraid for her life, this was it.   

They were flying high up in a cloudless sky that dipped 

into azure waters of an ocean, without a speck of land in sight. 

The trumpeting intensified, the bird cawed, and Bells said under 

her breath, “I know what it is. It’s an elephant. It’s that 

giant bird I saw that was carrying an elephant. I must have 

dropped on its back.” 

“What?” Shouted Peacock from behind. 

“Nothing!” Bells rolled her eyes. Explaining all of this 

over the rush of air didn’t seem possible. 

“What?” 

“Nothing!” 

“Ah!” He added something unintelligible that got lost in 

the howl. 

Bells’ mind was elsewhere. She thought of freefalling 

through the air and landing precisely on top of a moving target. 

It made her feel sick. Right after she fell off the edge in the 

Bluebeard’s garden, she closed her eyes and when she opened 

them, she was on top of a bird. “That’s strange, that I don’t 

remember. But what if missed it? What then?” She shuddered and 

gripped the feathers harder. 
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“What?” Came from behind. “Where are we?” 

“I can’t shout loud enough for you to hear!” 

“What?” 

Bells tipped her head back and bonked Peacock’s nose. 

“Ow! What was that for?” But he fell quiet after that and 

didn’t grip Bells as hard. She felt his breathing slow down and 

his beating heart stop jumping out of his chest. 

Bells peeked down. 

The ocean enjoyed itself. White foam rolled down huge 

waves.  

“An island!” She cried. 

“What?” 

A piece of rock, nothing more from this height, sat in the 

middle of endless water. It looked barren, desolate, with no 

visible human life, no trees or vegetation of any kind, but 

crawling with grey lumps of beasts and monstrous serpents, a 

bizarre assortment of animal life. They congregated in a craggy 

valley that ended into a mountain on top of which sat an 

enormous nest filled with broken eggshells and three chicks the 

size of little dragons. They croaked, their open beaks demanding 

food like the ducks did at the old duck pond. 

The bird swooped down in a circle and flapped its wings, 

hovering above the nest. It opened its claws and the elephant 

crashed down. The chicks didn’t ask themselves to dinner twice. 
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Within moments the poor thing was gone, ripped apart, and the 

hungry vultures demanded more. 

Only they weren’t vultures. In fact, they weren’t any type 

of bird Bells had ever seen. A memory was nagging at her mind. 

She tried to snatch as its tail and couldn’t quite comprehend 

what Peacock fervently whispered in her ear, apparently 

distressed at the sight of what they had just witnessed. 

Having fed her darlings, the bird finally alighted on the 

edge of the nest, folded its wings, and sat up.  

With a shriek Bells and Peacock slid off its back and 

tumbled onto a floor of crudely interwoven twigs covered with 

feathers, bones, and bird droppings. Three hungry monsters were 

picking away at the remains of the elephant. Bells crawled 

around them, to the shadowy spot on the other side of the nest. 

Peacock followed. 

The bird screeched and took off. The squall of air it 

produced was so powerful, Bells ponytail threatened to snap off. 

The enormous wingspan covered the sky like a dark cloud. 

“It’s a Roc.” Said Bells, numb from freight. 

“A what?” Peacock stared at her. 

“A Roc. It’s this giant bird from Sindbad Travel stories.” 

“Ah. Great. Does it eat people?” 

“Not in the book. At least I don’t remember reading about 

it. They eat elephants and rhinos and giant serpents.” 
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“Oh, giant serpents too? Awesome. So if these bird freaks 

won’t eat us, then the serpents will.” 

“I guess.” 

“You guess?” 

“Would you stop fretting? They haven’t eaten us yet, have 

they? They haven’t even noticed us. But if you keep squirming 

like a worm, I’ sure they will.” 

“You say, you read this book?” 

“Well, not all of it. I just sort of glanced through it at 

the library.” 

“What’s it called again?” 

“It’s one of the One Thousand and One Night’s stories, The 

Seven Voyages of Sindbad the Sailor. I remember the name because 

I remember of the number seven and the weird name.” 

They crawled away from the carnage and came to a crouching 

stop behind a picked off elephant skull that looked more like a 

skull of a cyclops, with one irregular hole in the middle—the 

hole for the trunk—that gaped at them with ominous darkness. 

Peacock grabbed Bells’ arm. 

She flashed him a deriding glare. “Don’t tell me you’re 

scared of it?” 

“I’m not.” Lied Peacock. “Honest.” 

Bells squinted. “Bullshit.” 
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“Listen, this is crazy, okay? I mean, it’s insane. We drop 

on some giant bird and now we’re who knows where, and any minute 

these creeps will peck us to death.” 

The chicks shifted as if they heard him. 

Peacock turned from pale to grey. His turquoise hair color 

didn’t help. It was a too bright of a thing in the bird’s nest, 

and all three chicks looked at it.  

One of them twitched its head and tipped it to the side, in 

that inquisitive avian question, as if asking, “Are you food? I 

wonder if you’re food. You’re small and bright. Are you a bug? 

Can I eat you?” It rose and took a step toward them. 

The children scooted to the wall, eyeing with horror the 

scaly legs the size of young tree trunks, the sharp claws, the 

powerful beaks, and the yellow unblinking eyes. Three pairs of 

them looked in their direction. Another chick rose, and the last 

one after it. 

“Don’t breathe and sit still.” Whispered Bells. 

“Why?” 

“I know bird behavior. They’re trying to decide if we’re 

edible.” 

“Oh, well, now I’m not breathing.” Said Peacock. 

“Yes, you are, I can hear you.” 



Anske / Corners / 101 

“Gee, Bells. What do you want me, to die or something? I 

can’t not breathe at all. What kinds of birds are these, anyway? 

Rock birds? I mean, they look perfectly alive to me.” 

“Not ‘rock’, you dolt, ‘Roc’. It’s a mythical bird.” 

“Is it?” Peacock raised a brow. “I thought perhaps it’s a 

mountain with wings, because it looks like one.” 

Bells pressed his lips. “Not right now, okay?” 

The first chick took another thunderous step and squeaked. 

Bells and Peacock covered their ears. 

“Gee, that’s loud!” Complained Peacock. 

“Seriously, Peacock. I understand that you’re freaking out. 

But can you please stop talking and sit still? You remind me of 

Rusty. I wonder where he is right now. I hope he is okay.” 

“Yes, I hope so too.” Said Peacock, suddenly somber.  

“We need to find him.” 

“Yes, but how? I mean, look at this. We’re in a nest on top 

of a mountain.” Peacock made the mistake of raising his arm and 

sweeping it around. The chick closest to them suddenly waddled 

up and pecked next to his foot, urging others to do the same 

with hungry cries. 

“Sit still.” Hissed Bells. 

“I am, I am.” Peacock could barely move his lips. 

The chicks ogled them for another minute, then lost 

interest because their mother has returned with another 
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protesting elephant in its talons and within seconds it was torn 

to pieces. 

“Poor elephant.” Whispered Bells. 

“Poor us.” Said Peacock. “Whatever this book is, it has no 

right to put us in mortal danger.” 

“Stop acting spoiled. If you think about it, it saved us 

from Bluebeard. What if he found us in the garden? Who knows 

what he’d do to us.” 

“Thanks for the image.” He threw dully. 

“You’re welcome.” Bells threw back. 

They sat gloomily, watching the chicks rip and devour 

chunks of meat, then settle their huge heads under their weak 

wings and snooze.  

“They’re asleep. Let’s look for a corner.” Said Bells. 

“Are you suggesting we try climbing down the mountain?” 

“You have a better idea?” 

“Well—” Began Peacock. 

“Do you propose we sit here and starve to death?” 

“No.” 

“Then let’s go look for a corner.” 

Without waiting for Peacock, Bells crept out from behind 

the skull, grasping twigs for support, and made her way around 

the sleeping chicks, peeking in gaps and shadows. She couldn’t 

quite make out the slope of the mountain. “Well, looks like 
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we’ll have to get out of the nest and find out the hard way.” 

She was just about to turn around and consult with Peacock, when 

her eyes fells on a cluster of something sparkling.  

“Look at this!” She cried, forgetting herself. 

“What is it?” Peacock was right behind her. 

“Diamonds.” Bells picked one up and twirled it in her 

fingers.  

“Real diamonds? Wow.” Peacock placed a couple on his palm 

and looked at them closer. “Holy cow. We can get rich, Bells. 

Let’s take a bunch.” 

“No, we’re not stealing anything.” 

“What are you, my boss?” 

“Stealing is despicable.” 

“It’s not stealing. How could we steal something from a 

story? Gee, Bells. We’re in a book. It’s not real.” 

“Then why do you want to steal them, if they’re not real?” 

Above them the sky rumbled. The whole mountain trembled as 

if in outrage. It didn’t wake the chicks, who appeared too 

quiet, but it left Peacock speechless for a moment. He glanced 

at Bells, she pointed up. 

“I think it’s not a good idea to insult the book.” 

“I think you’re right.”  
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They both whispered. “What are they doing here, anyway?” 

Said Peacock with a false joy in his voice, his eyes indicating 

that he is simply making conversation to distract the book. 

“Well, I don’t know how they get here,” said Bells a little 

louder than needed, “but in the story it says that the Roc nest 

is in the valley of diamonds. They just lie around for anyone to 

take.” 

“Seriously? That is insane.” 

“Don’t interrupt me.” Scoffed Bells. “Do you want to know 

or not?” 

“Sure.” 

They exchanged a nervous glance. All was still. 

“Okay.” She placed the diamond back into the pile. “There 

are giant serpents living in the valley. That’s why people are 

afraid to come here. Instead they drop pieces of meat for the 

diamonds to stick to, then wait for Roc birds to snatch them and 

feed them to their chicks. I suppose they either spit them out 

or—” 

“–poop.” Finished Peacock with a grin. 

“Did you really have to say that? Does it really matter?” 

Bells rolled her eyes. “Boys.” 

Peacock arched a brow. “What?” 

“Anyway.” Said Bells with emphasis. “Then people come to 

the nest and collect the diamonds.” 
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“You remember all that from just glancing at the book in 

the library?” 

“It had pictures.” Bells blushed. 

“Oh, so you didn’t really read it?” 

“I already said that I didn’t. And if you don’t mind, I 

would prefer it if you—” 

Disjointed shouts and metallic clanging broke her off. 

Someone was deliberately making a lot of noise. It startled the 

chicks awake. They stirred and screeched in panic.  

“They’re coming to collect the diamonds.” Bells leaped up. 

“We need to hide!” She stood up and froze, staring up. 

The sky roiled with a menacing light, forming swirling 

clouds. “What’s going on...” 

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t look good.” 

Within seconds it turned from cerulean blue to steely 

purple. The sun disappeared. The lighting flashed, then thunder 

roared across the valley, shaking the air. The children clasped 

hands. The Roc chicks woke and craned up their necks. All sounds 

hushed, as if before a storm, and then a most peculiar thing 

happened. 

The sky tore open.  

A black fissure ran through the clouds, then it began to 

open, wider and wider. 

“It’s a page. It’s ripping in two.” Whispered Bells. 
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“How do you know?” 

“It’s like in Bluebeard, only above instead of below. Like 

it’s in layers.” Bells looked at Peacock with shining eyes. 

“It’s another layer.” 

“A layer of what?” 

“It’s a book within a book!” 

“What?”  

Bells didn’t answer, because a gigantic arm reached through 

the gap in the sky and scooped them up. They rode into the sky, 

wind rushing in their ears, when the mother Roc returned from 

its hunt. Seeing her nest disturbed and perhaps thinking that it 

was attacked by a colossal serpent, it slammed into the arm with 

a screech.  

The arm jerked. The palm opened. Peacock dropped on Bells, 

and she instinctively grappled for something to hold on to, 

which happened to be Roc’s talons. The bird pecked at the arm 

all the way up. The arm flinched but held on to the children. In 

this strange formation they made it into the tear, and it sealed 

itself shut.  
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Chapter 9. The Smoking Caterpillar 

She stretched herself up on tiptoe, and peeped over the edge of 
the mushroom, and her eyes immediately met those of a large blue 
caterpillar, that was sitting on the top, with its arms folded, 
quietly smoking a long hookah...  

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

Peacock looked up. He sat in the palm of a very large girl, as 

tall as a tree. She lowered him to the ground, into the lush 

growth of burdock and mushrooms. Big mushrooms. The one next to 

Peacock stood at his height. The girl then plucked Bells from 

Roc’s talons, shooed the cawing bird away, and kneeled. Her huge 

eyes regarded them with curiosity. 

“My poor arm,” she said, “that dreadful bird has pecked at 

it and pecked at it and wouldn’t stop. Why, I’m sure by now it 

has flown off to The Book, to gossip all about me. It never had 

any friends, poor creature. Of course it wouldn’t. It doesn’t 

like elephants. Who could be friends with someone who doesn’t 

like elephants? It’s very lonely, I should think. Don’t you 

think it’s lonely?” 
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This was a bit too much for Peacock, or maybe the flight 

was, because he suddenly felt dizzy and slumped down on the 

ground. Bells helped him up. 

“Oh dear,” said the girl, “I hope I didn’t hurt you too 

much. Are you feeling all right?” 

“Alice?” Said Bells. 

“Why, yes, I am Alice. Or that was my name this morning. 

You see, I have changed so many times since then, that I do not 

know anymore. But you must be Bells and Peacock?” 

“Yes. How do you know?” 

“Your friends Grand and Rusty asked me to get you. I wonder 

where they are right now.” Alice turned her head. “You see, they 

have eaten from the same side of the mushroom and grew rather 

large and decided to take a little stroll. I should think they 

will be back very soon, so there is no reason for you to worry.” 

“Grand and Rusty are here?” Croaked Peacock. 

“Why, yes. They are very nice.” 

“Where did you say the Roc bird went?” Asked Bells. 

“To The Book, of course. Where else? It always gossips. 

Really, it has nothing else to do when it doesn’t hunt poor 

elephants.” 

There was a polite cough from above the mushroom, and Alice 

straightened to her full height. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I 

must be on my way. I have done things against the story flow. I 
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wonder if anyone has read this page while I was in the wrong 

place. I sure do hope nobody did. It would be queer to them to 

find me in the wrong place, and in the wrong size, too. I’ll be 

off then.” And off she went. 

Peacock stared at Bells. “Was that really Alice? Alice from 

Alice in Wonderland?” 

“Yes, I think it was. I’m positive. I think we’re in 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Grand and Rusty are here 

too. That’s great news, Peacock!” 

Peacock stood in a daze. “She was huge.” 

“Yes, you idiot. Don’t you remember? She ate from the side 

of the mushroom that makes you grow.” 

“I never read the book.” Admitted Peacock. 

“You’re a terrible person, you know that? You must read it. 

You absolutely must read it.” 

The polite cough repeated itself. 

Bells stared. “The caterpillar. With the hookah, just like 

in the book. I can’t believe it, Peacock.” 

On top of the mushroom sat a blue caterpillar. It puffed 

out rings of smoke, and gazed at them solemnly.  

The ground shook. Two gigantic boys were walking their way.  

“Bells! Peacock!” They shouted, reached for their pockets, 

took a bite of something, and rapidly shrunk back to their 

normal size. 
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“She did it! She did it! Thanks, Alice!” Shouted Rusty and 

scooped first Bells, then Peacock into a bone-crunching hug. 

“Are you guys okay? Where have you been? You have to tell me 

about all the books you got into! I’m dying to hear it!” 

“But how,” said Bells, as soon as she could fit in a word, 

“how did Alice know where to find us? And why did she do it?” 

“They all know.” Grand was grinning a wide smile, one Bells 

hasn’t seen on his face in a long time. “All the characters, 

from all the books.” 

“Seriously?” Said Peacock. “That is insane!” 

“Why?” Asked Bells. 

“Well, I have discovered something important.” Grand 

paused, to make sure he got their attention. Bells and Peacock 

studied him with intense interest, and Rusty waved his arm 

dismissively, rather proud of the fact that he knew it all 

already. “Grand told me everything! You just wait! Man, it’s 

crazy! Crazy cool, too! So this book, I mean, this thing, the 

thing that we got in, right? Through the corner? So that thing—” 

Grand touched Rusty’s shoulder. “Oh. Sorry, man. I’ll shut 

up.”  

Grand beamed. He was the center of attention now, a rare 

occurrence. “So, um, as I was saying...I forgot where I 

stopped.” 
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“You said you have discovered something important?” Urged 

him Bells. 

“Ah, yes. Well, the thing is, it just keeps going and 

going, if you don’t move anywhere.” 

“What is?” Asked Peacock, puzzled. 

“Okay, let me explain better.” Grand’s face flushed and 

beads of perspiration stood out on his nose. “This is how it 

works. There is only so much story written on one page and it 

keeps repeating itself. I have figured it out in The Headless 

Horseman. It’s this book I dropped into. I kept...” He was going 

to tell them that he lost consciousness several times and 

blushed so hard, his face turned beet-red. “...kept falling 

asleep, and then each time I’d wake up, the story would repeat 

itself, over and over, because it played out like a movie. 

Nothing else was happening except what was supposed to happen on 

that page.” 

Rusty had a hard time suppressing his excitement and jumped 

up. “Cool, right? Isn’t it cool?” 

Peacock frowned. “What do you mean?” 

Bells propped her hands on her hips, which was usually the 

sign of an oncoming lecture. “Don’t you get it, Peacock? You 

astound me sometimes. It’s simple.” 

“Guys, guys, please.” Grand put up both hands. “I missed 

you, you know, but I sure didn’t miss your fights.” 
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“Sorry.” Bells mumbled, but not before flashing a fiery 

look at Peacock. She was about to elbow him, when he added, 

“Sorry, Grand. We will try to stay quiet. I speak for myself 

here, because I can’t guarantee to you what Bells will do. She 

has a mind of her own.” He squinted at her, and it took all her 

willpower to suppress an urge to step on his foot. She 

straightened and stood tall, head high, ignoring him. 

“Okay,” continued Grand, “so when you’re done reading a 

page, you have to turn it.” He stopped, waiting for the effect 

his words would produce. 

Bells gaped, speechless. 

“And?” Peacock passed a hand through his hair. 

Grand spoke as if he didn’t notice the sarcasm, “and, if 

you stay on the page for a long time, I mean, if you stay put 

and don’t go anywhere, everything will repeat itself. Over and 

over, like in a movie.” 

“That is brilliant.” Whispered Bells. 

“Crazy, right?” Rusty patted Grand’s arm. “Nice work, man. 

I would’ve never thought of that. You’re so smart!” 

Grand sheepishly stared at his feet. “Not really. There is 

something else. The only thing I don’t understand is how it’s 

all structured. I wish we knew where each of us was, like Alice 

did. Like they all do, the other characters.” 

“Did she tell you that?” Asked Peacock. 
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“Yes.” 

“And how do we know we can trust her?” 

“I know how it’s structured.” Said Bells quietly. 

“You do?” The boys turned to her as one. 

“Yes. I’ve seen in in Bluebeard’s garden. When the ground 

parted, remember? There were layers of other pages underneath, 

tons of them. So I think there are layers of stories. Only I 

haven’t figured out why one book would be on one layer, and 

another on another. Why is it that Alice pulled us up and not 

down?” 

There was a polite cough, and the children fell silent. 

They forgot about the caterpillar who was observing them this 

whole time through ringlets of smoke. It took the hookah out of 

its mouth and said, “There are four of you.” 

“Four of who?” Said Bells without thinking. 

A sly smirk flashed across Peacock’s face. This was his 

chance to show off his smarts, his chance to shine. “No, there 

is one of each of us, but there are four of us together.” 

Bells frowned. Peacock winked at her. 

The caterpillar appeared confused. “What do you mean?” 

“I don’t mean, I say,” Peacock was clearly enjoying 

himself, “and I’m not mean, but what I do mean, I mean, I don’t 

mean anything, what I do say is there are four of us, but when 
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you say ‘you,’ you address all of us, but you can’t do that 

because each of us is one.” He finished with triumphant air. 

Grand looked at Rusty who shrugged his shoulders. They 

glanced at Bells. She shook her head. 

“The one is only you,” said the caterpillar to Peacock, 

“but you are not alone. There are four of you.”  

“There are four of us,” stressed Peacock, “but there is 

only one of me.” 

“I’m not talking about me,” replied the caterpillar, “I’m 

talking about you.” 

Now Peacock looked confused. 

“This is so cool!” Rusty clapped his hands. “Peacock, man. 

I don’t get half the stuff you’re saying. It’s like a riddle!” 

Peacock smiled. “It is.” 

“What’s this it you’re talking about?” Inquired the 

caterpillar. 

Peacock blankly stared at it. 

“So how does this work? Is there some gigantic book that 

has layers of pages and they all have corners? Or are there many 

books? Or something else?” Asked Bells the caterpillar. “Can you 

please tell us?” 

An awkward pause hung between them. 

Grand shifted from foot to foot. “I’m hungry.” 
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“Dude, can’t you wait?” Snapped Peacock. “You had your 

donuts at the pond, and we had nothing.” 

“I bet you’re hungry too.” Stated Grand defensively. 

“Me too! Me too!” Rusty jumped. 

“Shut up.” Peacock’s mood plummeted by the second. 

The caterpillar was apparently getting ready to answer 

Bells. The hookah was out of its mouth, and it leaned in and 

over the edge of the mushroom, but now it shrunk back, looking 

offended. “How rude!” It proclaimed, slid off the mushroom into 

the grass and crawled away. 

“You see what you did?” Hissed Bells at Peacock. 

“What? What did I say?” 

They glared at him. 

“Nothing. Only that because of your stupid remark we have 

lost a chance to find out from the caterpillar how we could get 

home.” Bells’ stomach rumbled, as if in agreement. 

Hungry and cranky, they fell silent. There was no denying 

it that if they didn’t eat something soon, they’d start biting 

each other head’s off. 

“We need to think about a way out.” Said Bells resolutely. 

“We have enough information, or, I should say, we have guessed 

enough that maybe we can guess some more.” 
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“My mom says,” started Grand timidly, and when no one 

interrupted him, continued, “that it’s no good thinking on an 

empty stomach.” 

“Well, if you’re so smart, why don’t you get somewhere 

where there is food?” Peacock stalked off and turned away, his 

arms crossed. 

“Why can’t we eat the mushroom?” Said Rusty, poking at the 

fleshy stem. “Looks edible to me! It will make you grow, too! 

It’s fun! And we got to see Alice!” 

Peacock looked like he was about to pick a fight with 

Rusty, and Bells rounded on them, sounding stern. “Stop it. 

Grand is right. We need to eat something.” 

“If only we could choose what book to go to...” Said Grand 

dreamily. The idea of a carnivorous witch in Hansel and Gretel 

didn’t scare him as much anymore. 

“Yes, that would be great. Rusty, what are you eating?” 

Rusty’s mouth was full. He was chewing something. He 

swallowed and said apologetically, “mushroom.” 

“You can’t eat that! It will make you grow or shrink!” 

“No, it won’t.” Rusty hiccupped. I take a piece from each 

side, and they cancel each other out.” 

“That’s clever.” Said Grand. “Maybe we should talk to this 

Book? I talked to it and it sent me to The Magician’s Nephew, 

the book where Rusty got.” 
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“You did?” Peacock’s eyes grew large, conflict forgotten. 

“What did it say?” 

“It didn’t say anything, but, wait, I forgot to tell you 

this important part. I started telling you about this in The Red 

Death, but then we got distracted. My idea is that we’re being 

sent into books that we haven’t read, or never finished reading, 

as punishment. It made me watch the headless horseman trot past 

me on his horse a hundred times, if not more. That was scary. 

His head is cut off and he is holding it in his hands, in his 

dead hands, and every time he walked past me, I thought he 

grinned a little.” 

There was an uncomfortable silence. 

“That is scary!” Exclaimed Rusty. 

Peacock raised a brow. “You never told us that.”  

“Well, I’m telling you now.” 

“That’s a great idea. It explains everything. It makes 

sense!” Bells spoke to no one in particular. Her mind was 

somewhere else. She twirled her ponytail, thinking hard. 

Peacock smirked. “That’s bad news, Grand. Because if that’s 

the case, we’ll never get out of here. There are millions of 

books out there we haven’t read, so you’re saying we’re doomed 

to be thrown from one to the other forever?” 

“No! No! That’s not what Grand is saying!” Rusty looked 

angry. 
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“Shut up.” 

“Make me!” 

They bristled at each other. There were tears in Rusty’s 

eyes. “Why do you always tell me to shut up? You think I am the 

only one who says stupid things? You say stupid things too! You 

just did! You did! You did!” He clenched his teeth. 

“No, I didn’t.” Peacock glared. Grand seized his arm and 

looked him in the eyes. “Don’t.” 

He twisted out. “Oh yeah? Why not? What do you care? You 

only care about stuffing your face!” 

“Peacock!” Bells cried. 

“What? What is it? Peacock this, Peacock that. I’m tired of 

this. I want to go home. I didn’t ask for this, did I? You 

dragged us here. None of us wanted it to happen.” 

Bells flushed. “Well, I didn’t want for it to happen 

either.” 

“I’m starving, okay? Hey, you, stupid book!” Peacock 

shouted at the sky. 

“Stop!” Bells shushed him. “Please. You’re right, it’s my 

fault, and I’m sorry. I think I know how to get us back.” 

Peacock stared at her. “Do you?” 

“Well, if Alice could do it, we can do it. Grand, Rusty, do 

you remember what side of the mushroom makes you grow?” 

“Yes.” Grand answered slowly. “Why?” 
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“We will need it.” 

“What for? What for?” Rusty had already broken off a few 

pieces and was handing them out. 

“Can you get the others ones too? The ones that make you 

shrink?”  

“Sure.” Rusty worked on the mushroom. 

“What’s the genius plan?” Blurted Peacock, a tinge of pink 

in his cheeks. He felt ashamed for his earlier outburst, wanted 

to fix it, and didn’t know how. 

“We’ll rip it,” said Bells and paused, lowering her voice 

to almost a whisper, “the page.” 

They studies her silently for a few seconds. 

Rusty was the first to get it. “That is genius!” 

“Bells, you, wow. Wow.” Grand shook his head and smiled and 

suddenly didn’t know what to do with his hands. 

But Peacock wasn’t persuaded. “Why would we rip it? To drop 

into another story where we can get killed?” 

“Not this,” Bells patiently tapped her foot on the ground, 

“this.” She motioned up. 

Peacock’s face cleared at the understanding. “Whoa, Bells. 

That’s awesome. Why didn’t I come up with this?” 

She shrugged. “Does it matter?” 

“Hey, I’m sorry...for...” He trailed off. 
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“It’s okay.” Grand patted him almost fatherly. “Aren’t you 

excited? I’m very excited. Let’s try it. What if it works? I 

hope it will work. My mom always says, hope is what keeps us 

going.” 

They all nodded in agreement, bit into the mushrooms, and 

felt their legs stretch and their torsos elongate and their 

heads hit the sky. Because it really was a piece of paper, a 

page, above them.  

“What do we do now?” Asked Grand. 

Bells frowned. “Look for a corner or rip it?”  

“Let’s rip it!” Rusty lifted his arms and pushed. The paper 

bulged. A faint tearing noise hissed across its surface. 

“Rusty, wait!” Bells had gone pale from freight. 

“It worked, it did! Did you hear it?”  

The book heard it. The book felt it. The book didn’t like 

it, not one bit. It quivered and tensed and in another moment 

the children felt the meadow slide from under their feet. It 

rose in a curl, dropping chunks of turf and shaking itself clean 

as it went, eased itself upright and sent them flying across a 

slew of fluttering rustling pages that hissed and fizzed and 

whispered, “Abandoned...we are abandoned...we are The Book of 

Abandoned Pages.”  
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Chapter 10. The Talking Onion 

What can you do: where there is onion, there are tears. 
Gianni Rodari, Tale of Cipollino 

After a few horrible minutes of a juddering page-turning rage, 

The Book dropped the children into the streets of a city filled 

with fruits and vegetables. They wore clothes like people, 

talked like people, bustled around like people, only they didn’t 

smell like people, they smelled like, well, like produce 

carefully arranged and sold at the market. 

“Gee, what is this place? This book has gone crazy.” 

Peacock towered over the nearest house, his head level with the 

roof. He covered his nose. He didn’t like strong smells, and 

this street definitely smelled very strong and not very 

pleasant. 

The crowd below him gasped. With shrieks, they scattered 

into doorways and alleys. Someone whistled, and from the far end 

of the lane a formation of yellow blobs marched at them like an 

army.  

“Is that a lemon?” Rusty’s mouth opened. 

“I know where we are.” Whispered Bells.  
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The boys didn’t hear her. They stared at the barrel-like 

creature with a citrusy whiff about it stepping up to them, it’s 

face stern. It was clad in a police uniform and brandished about 

a policeman’s baton. 

“What did you call me, you criminal?” He puffed out his 

chest, which bore a medal upon medal. “I’m Lemon General! State 

your names and your reasons for disturbing my town!” He appeared 

to have no fear of the size of the strange intruders. 

Bells opened her mouth to answer. 

A boy with a big bulbous head and green stalks in place of 

hair—an onion on legs—sprinted along the street. “Hey, Lemon 

General! Hey, you big buffoon! Over here!” And he took off into 

the narrow gap between two houses. 

“The onion!” Cried the lemons.  

“The onion smell will offend His Majesty!” 

“It’s Cipollino!” 

“Quick, after him!” 

“Thief! Thief!” Prince Lemon took out a whistle and blew 

into it. “Catch him! Get him to prison!” The army of lemons took 

off at a run, which looked quite amusing, if you can imagine 

lemons running full pelt.  

Rusty sniggered into his fist. “Look at them! Aren’t they 

funny? Oh, look, there is a pumpkin guy, too! And a tomato! And 

a pear! Hey!” Rusty squatted over a trembling pear-man with a 
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pear-violin in his hand. “You smell so good.” He inhaled. “Too 

bad I can’t eat you.” 

The pear-man fainted. 

“It’s making fun of us.” Bells voice cracked. “The Book. 

It’s mocking and punishing us. It knows we’re hungry. Did you 

hear what it said, before we got here?” 

The boys were too distracted to pay attention. The sweet 

fruity fragrance made their stomachs talk. 

“There are no donuts,” Grand observed, “but that’s okay. 

Fruit is good too. Only we can’t eat it, I mean, these are 

little fruit and vegetable people. They’re alive. This is 

awful.” He placed hands on his belly, to silence it. “We 

would’ve been better off not coming here at all. Now we will die 

from hunger while being tortured by all this delicious walking 

fruit. We will look at it with hungry eyes, we will salivate 

until there is no moisture left in our bodies, and we will turn 

into sad skeletons wrapped in papery skin and—” 

“Did you hear what I said?” Repeated Bells. 

“What is this place? Bells, do you know?” Rusty was peeking 

in between buildings, in which every window flopped shut by 

scared inhabitants, peas and pumpkins and radishes. 

“Will you listen to me?” Bells stomped. 

The boys startled. 



Anske / Corners / 124 

“This is an announcement for everybody. Number one, to 

answer your question, Rusty, we are in the Royal Cherry Kingdom. 

It’s populated with berries, fruits, and vegetables of all 

kinds. That was Lemon General talking to us, and that,” she 

pointed to a round red shape shaking fists at them, “is the tax 

collector Master Tomato. He is on his way to take Uncle’s 

Pumpkin’s house.” 

“Take the house?” Rusty gaped. “How can you take a house?”  

“I’m not done talking, Rusty, so I would appreciate it if 

you didn’t interrupt me.” She glared at him, hands on her hips, 

which was a formidable sight, taking into account her new height 

and furious brows.  

“Sorry, sorry.” 

“Anyway, as I was saying. This is Tale of Cipollino. My mom 

read it to me when I was little, and then I one evening I didn’t 

want to read it anymore—I can’t remember why—I think I was upset 

at Maria for something and was not in the mood. Maria liked to 

drool all over my books back then. She was a baby. This is how I 

know it’s because of me that we’re here, and another thing. Pay 

attention, please!” 

Rusty guiltily put down a very frightened looking peapod 

with a stack of papers under his arm. 

“Did any of you hear what the book said?” Asked Bells. 
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“It actually said something?” Peacock’s eyes went round. 

“Seriously?” 

“Yes, it did. I will relieve you of guessing.” She passed 

her eyes over the boys who were now completely absorbed in her 

words. “It said, it’s The Book of Abandoned Pages.” 

It took them a while to process this information. 

“The book of what?” 

“Really? That is cool! That is so cool!” 

“So, what you’re saying is—” Began Grand. 

“Yes. I think this is the book of all those pages that have 

been abandoned in the middle of reading, and it’s angry at us. 

It wants us to finish reading them, so it keeps throwing us to 

those books.” 

“Whoa.” Grand scratched his head. 

“That’s right! That’s right!” Rusty was excited. “That Wood 

between places in Narnia, that was the page I looked at because 

it had a picture, but I didn’t read the whole thing, only a few 

lines!” 

 They all shared stories—all except Peacock, who stood 

sullenly to the side. They told each other why they’ve never 

finished reading a certain book and what page they stopped on 

and why.  

Life around gradually them came to a halt. The streets 

emptied and the sky seemed to be quietly brooding. 
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“What about you, Peacock?” Asked Bells. 

“Thanks for remembering about my existence.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Do you care?” Peacock concentrated on fixing his hair. 

“Yes, I do. I wouldn’t be talking to you, if I didn’t. I’m 

your friend.” 

“Well, if you’re my friend, then let’s figure out how to 

get out of here and not share stupid stories.” 

Bells balked. “What’s gone over you? What exactly are you 

calling stupid? Are you referring to us talking about the books 

we read?” 

Peacock blushed a little. He didn’t want to come across as 

mean, but now there seemed to be no help for it. “They’re just 

weird. What was that frozen lake book?” 

“That was The Snow Queen by Hans Christian Andersen, and 

it’s not weird. It’s a beautiful fairy tale, and you should read 

it. You should read all Andersen’s tales, they’re—”  

“Kids stories.” Finished Peacock. 

“Excuse me? And we’re not kids? What’s wrong with kids 

stories? Don’t you start me on your comics. I bet it’s the only 

thing you read. I don’t remember seeing you read a proper book 

or talking about one.” Bells took a stance of a fighter. 

Rusty glanced at Grand, who shook his head.  

“What’s wrong with reading comics?” Spat Peacock. 
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“It’s not reading, that’s what, it’s looking at pictures.” 

“That is the dumbest thing I ever heard. Just because you 

don’t read comics, it doesn’t mean that they’re bad. They’re 

good. They’re awesome. They’re fun to read, not like that silly 

stuff about snow queens or whatever. That stuff is for little 

girls.” 

“Little girls, is it?” Bells moved so close to Peacock’s 

face, their noses almost touched. “Well, look at you, the 

bravest boy I ever saw. The boy who is so scared, he can’t even—

” 

“Bells, Peacock.” Grand stepped between them. “Please.” 

Rusty tapped on his shoulder. “Uh, guys?”  

The wind picked up. The sky rumbled. The corner of the city 

lifted itself and threw them up and over, into another abandoned 

story. 
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Chapter 11. The White Hippos 

Someone who eats pancakes and jam can't be so awfully dangerous. 
You can talk to him. 

Tove Jansson, Finn Family Moomintroll 

Bells sat up by a strange looking house that stood on a patch of 

grass. It was round and blue, with a red cone-roof and many 

windows. It looked toy-like and homey and inviting. A chimney 

pipe coughed up delicious fumes into the cloudless sky. Around 

the house in the garden full of blooming flowers strange white 

hippos played a game. They saddled small fluffy clouds and rode 

them up and over apple trees.   

The boys stirred behind her. 

“What are these things?” Asked Rusty. 

The white hippos presently have noticed the disturbance and 

gazed open-mouthed at gigantic children peering down at them. 

Bells was fascinated. “Moomins.” She whispered. “This is 

truly the best day of my life.” She had read all Moomin books 

except this one. She was suddenly possessed by a new idea. 

Instead of wondering about how they would ever get home, she was 

making a mental list of all the books she didn’t finish reading. 
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“I’ll visit all of them and then we’ll figure out how to 

get home,” she quietly told herself, “I’d like to see the look 

on Maria’s face when I tell her what I got to see.” She giggled 

at the thought. 

A feeble squeak came from one of the moomins. 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Said Bells. “Please, don’t be afraid. We 

don’t mean you any harm. We got here by accident, and I 

apologize for never finishing your story. I will do it, I 

promise. My name is Bells. Delighted to meet you, moomintrolls.” 

“Trolls?” Peacock lost a bit of color. 

“No, these are friendly trolls, Peacock.” 

“Is there such a thing as a friendly troll?” 

“Yes, there is.” 

The Moomins came out of their shock and fled to the house 

with frightened cries. 

“No, please, wait! Ugh, I scared them.” Bells hung her 

head. “Maybe if I can explain it to them better, they won’t be 

so afraid.” She crouched to the window and peeked inside. 

“Bells, listen. How can you be so calm when we’re in the 

middle of some crazy book that keeps throwing us anywhere it 

wants and...” Peacock breathed hard.  

She turned to look at him, a wide smile on her face. 

“They’re making pancakes. Moominmamma is making pancakes with 
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strawberry jam. Her pancakes are the best, really, it says so in 

the book.” 

“Forget it.” Peacock shook his head. 

“Why are you so unhappy?” Bells touched his arm. 

He flinched. “I’m fine.” 

“No, you’re not.” Said Grand. 

“Yeah, Peacock! What’s wrong?” Rusty sat close to him. 

Peacock scooted away from his friends. “Just leave me 

alone, okay?” 

“But what is it?” Bells wouldn’t quit. “I don’t recognize 

you. What is bothering you? You’re snappy and angry all the 

time.” 

“I’m not angry, okay?” He was near tears. 

“What is it then?”  

Peacock looked away, embarrassed, and said something under 

his breath.  

“What?” Bells put her ear to his mouth. 

“I’m scared.” He whispered, trembling. 

“Hey, I’m scared too.” She said soothingly. “I swear I am.”  

“Good for you.”  

“I’m scared too, if that makes you feel any better.” Grand 

looked at his hands as he spoke. “My mom always says—” 

“You guys don’t understand, okay? So quit it.” 
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“What is it that we don’t understand? We’d like to try, if 

you tell us.” 

By now the moomins came back out of the house and into the 

garden, and were peering up at the crouching boy with pity and 

sadness in their eyes. Even The Book of Abandoned Pages seemed 

to be holding its breath, listening closely. 

They all waited patiently until Peacock cracked. “It’s the 

book that I didn’t finish reading.” He said it so quietly, Bells 

barely heard him.  

“Which one?” 

Peacock took a deep breath. “I wasn’t supposed to read it. 

My dads told me not to touch it. They said it’d give me 

nightmares. So I snuck it out of their room, opened it at 

random, and read a few pages. Close to the end.” 

“What book is it?” Asked Bells again. 

The moomintrolls quietly crept closer. There was Moomin 

himself, his girlfriend Snork Maiden, Sniff and Snufkin, and 

behind them Moominpappa and Moominmamma. She was wiping her 

hands on an apron, her pancake cooking interrupted.  

“It’s about this planet...” Began Peacock. 

His friends were waiting for more. 

Meanwhile, Moominpappa looked about him, on alert. “Excuse 

me?” He called to the children. They didn’t hear him. 

“I need to warn you.” He said. 
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The ground trembled faintly. 

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to say the title of the 

book you haven’t finished reading,” said Moominpapa, taking the 

pipe out of his mouth. “Not here, anyway. If you would be so 

kind as to listen to my suggestion?” 

“I don’t think they can hear you, Moominpappa.” Said Moomin 

wisely. 

Snork Maiden nodded. 

Moominmamma sighed. They began their retreat to the house, 

glancing occasionally at the sky the way one does when expecting 

it to rain. 

“What’s it called?” Breathed Bells. 

Peacock looked her directly in the eyes and whispered, 

“Solaris.”  

All at once the air around them tingled with electricity. 

With an almost cackling rustle the corner of the page rolled up 

and they were flying through space and time and darkness.  
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Chapter 12. The Breathing Planet 

Successive bursts of static came through the headphones, against 
a background of deep, low-pitched murmuring, which seemed to me 
the very voice of the planet itself. 

Stanisław Lem, Solaris 

At first Peacock couldn’t understand where they were. Everything 

around them blended into an inky mist, with distant pink 

splashes of what could be sun flares or reflections on water. It 

appeared that The Book had deposited them on a small island. He 

touched the ground gingerly. His fingers came away smudged with 

grey silt-like slime. The shore was full of it, and the ocean 

licked it. It shot out long tongues that stretched into meaty 

tentacles, then retracted with a sickening swish. 

Thrill ran down Peacock’s spine. Now that he saw the 

planet, the idea of it being intelligent no longer scared him. 

He stood and stared around, mystified. “It’s just like I thought 

it is. The living planet Solaris.” 

Behind him Bells shrieked and scooted away from the 

waterline. Grand looked on with horror at one wave that dared to 

touch his sneaker, rolling yellow and grey foam at its very tip 

like a hideous nail of a finger. It quivered. It wanted to touch 
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him. Grand mumbled something incoherent, edging away. Only 

Rusty, nonplussed by this bubbling strangeness, crawled to the 

water and lifted a hand to dip. 

“Rusty, don’t!” Cried Bells. It was hard to breathe. She 

gulped for air, unable to satisfy her lungs. 

Rusty grinned. “Why not? Look at it! Look what it does! 

It’s cool! It’s like a pet, Bells. Watch!” 

Rusty hovered a finger close to the water, if you could 

call this viscous mass water. It passed a ripple directly under 

his finger, bulged, and reached up, like an animal that wants to 

be scratched behind its ears, with Rusty happily did. “Guys, 

guys! It likes me!” He stroked the gluey substance that now 

began crawling up his arm at an alarming rate. 

“Peacock, what is this place?” Bells took a step to Rusty, 

then thought the better of it and stopped, then changed her mind 

and took another. 

“Huh?” Peacock turned around, dazed. 

“Where are we?” 

“We’re on planet Solaris.” 

“What’s the ocean doing to Rusty?” 

Rusty still grinned, but there was a flash of terror in his 

eyes. The friendly liquid got hold of his entire arm and was 

tickling his neck. 
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Grand tried to talk, but no noise came out of his trembling 

mouth. He was pointing to Rusty. 

“Don’t just stand, do something!” Bells forced herself to 

take a step, then another, then, with a shriek of misery, she 

plunged her hand into the liquid and pulled. It stuck to her and 

stretched into a hanging garland of slime. “Grand! Peacock! Help 

me. It’s sticking to me. Ah, it’s cold!” 

The ocean heaved and crept closer. 

“Okay, ocean, okay. That’s enough playing,” Rusty was 

speaking to the shiny gob that crept to his mouth. “I think that 

will do, that’s a good ocean.” And then, in a panic, “You’re 

choking me! Get off me!” 

Grand lifted a leg and tumbled headlong to the ground. A 

tentacle circled his ankle like a snake. 

“Grand... Peacock... Someone...” The ocean enveloped Bells 

in a cocoon. Her face lost color. She fought for air, pushing 

against the stretching membrane with no result. More gooey stuff 

pooled at her feet. Solaris got hold of three of them and sidled 

to Peacock. 

He unfroze. “Please, let go of my friends.”  

The ocean regarded him with the moving wrinkles of its 

thoughts. 

“Please. I will read about you. I promise.” 

The ocean pulsed. 
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“You have my word.” He turned his head up to the inky dome 

above. “I know I was nasty to you. I’m sorry. Really, I am. I 

was scared. I will read Solaris, I will.” He gulped, waiting for 

some sort of response. It was bizarre to talk to a planet and to 

a book, two entities that were not supposed to have minds of 

their own. 

In a strange motion of upward water surge and downward 

mist, the ocean and The Book of Abandoned Pages seemed to be 

passing a word between each other. When that was done, the ocean 

retreated grudgingly. It hissed and bubbled and slurped, taking 

its time. After all, it was in no hurry. Inch by inch, it slid 

off the children. 

Grand gasped for air, Bells started crying, Rusty coughed, 

and scared Peacock frantically apologized to them.  

They stared at him, this wasn’t the Peacock they knew. 

But The Book wasn’t intent on giving them time to rest and 

feel better. It was angry. It raged and churned and thundered at 

Solaris. The ocean rose in a bulbous swell, and just as Grand 

solemnly observed, “Guys? It’s going to eat us. I’m sure of it. 

It will swallow us and we will dissolve in the brine of 

digestive planet juices and—”, the page corner curled up and 

sent them into fire, smoke, and gun shots. 
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Chapter 13. The Man On A Cannonball 

As fast as the bombs and cannon-balls came upon me, I caught 
them in my hands like so many pebbles, and throwing them against 
the fortress, demolished the strongest ramparts of the place.  

Rudolf Erich Raspe, The Surprising Adventures of Baron 
Munchausen 

The deafening racket of explosions assaulted Rusty’s ears. The 

smell of ash and gunpowder snuck up his nose, and the trembling 

earth under his feet made him think that maybe they were still 

on Solaris. He sneezed. It took a while for him to reorient his 

senses and to realize that they were most certainly on Earth and 

most likely in the middle of a battle.  

He cautiously poked his head up. “Whoa!” 

A garrison of horsemen in navy coats and beaver hats, 

sables aloft, hooting and shouting, galloped through bursts of 

orange fire and black smoke toward an army of swarthy men in 

kaftans. Some of them walked, others rode steeds, yet others 

were atop elephants, led by an important looking bearded man in 

a turban, seated on an elephant decked out in brocade with 

golden tassels. 
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“It’s Baron Munchausen! Right there!” Rusty was on his 

feet, shouting. “Get them, Baron! Get them!” 

“Get down, you idiot. You’ll get your head blown off.” 

Bells seized his arm and pulled. 

“But it’s Baron Munchausen!” 

“I don’t care who it is. Get down!”  

The air crackled and crashed and exploded. 

“We will die here. We will all die here.” Wailed Grand. 

Only Peacock was silent, his thoughts still on Solaris. 

Rusty, grinning like a lunatic, poked his finger to a tall 

figure among the navy coats. “There, see? That’s Baron 

Munchausen!” 

A man in a red topcoat and a black triangular hat, his face 

one big curly mustache, charged at the sultan, whacked him off 

the brocaded elephant, dismounted and rained lashes on the man 

left and right. 

“Are you saying we’re here because of you?” Bells, her face 

smeared with soot, rounded on Rusty. “What book is this?” 

“It’s The Surprising Adventures of Baron Munchausen! My 

grandma gave it to me. It has pictures! Watch! Watch what he’s 

going to do!” 

For a moment Rusty’s enthusiasm infected them and they 

turned to witness the Baron to catch cannon balls with his bare 

left hand and fling them back at the enemy’s fortress, 
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destroying its turrets, while with his right he continued to 

spar with the sultan who lost his sable and was firing at the 

Baron from a pistol. Baron dodged the shots, cast a swift blow 

at the sultan’s neck and neatly sliced off his head.  

Bells cried out. 

Rusty and Grand gaped. 

And Peacock screamed, “He cut his head off!” 

Frozen with shock, they watched how Baron Munchausen 

cleaned his sable, stashed it away, caught a cannon ball in mid-

flight, mounted it, and flew off.  

“What...” Peacock’s mouth opened. 

Rusty found his voice. “He rides cannon balls. He also 

pulled himself out of a bog by his own hair, and he shot a deer 

with cherry pits and then a cherry tree grew from the deer’s 

head the next morning, and...” Rusty gasped for air, his usual 

excitement dampened by the slumped headless body of the sultan, 

“...and he shot ducks in the air so when they fell they were 

already roasted, and he turned a wolf inside out...” He stopped. 

“Grand, are you okay?” 

“Poor ducks.” Grand, sweaty and trembling, shrugged, images 

of the Headless Horseman and its cut-off head flashing through 

his mind. “There is no food here,” he said, not knowing why. 
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Bells beckoned them to hide behind a broken carriage loaded 

with crates of ammunition and abandoned in the haste of the 

battle. They gathered around her, their faces pale and dirty. 

“This won’t do.” She said loudly, trying to overpower the 

racket. “We can’t just let this Book throw us anywhere it wants 

to. It can get us killed.” 

“But it’s not just anywhere, it’s Baron Munchausen.” 

Disappointment was written all over Rusty’s face. “He goes on so 

many adventures. He flies to the moon.” 

“Shut up,” said Peacock tiredly, without the usual scorn. 

“Why do you always shush me?” Rusty’s little face turned 

red. “I didn’t shush you on your stupid octopus planet, did I?” 

“Sorry, you’re right.”  

Rusty stared. This was the second time Peacock apologized 

to him in the course of an hour. 

“And it’s was not on octopus,” added Peacock, his tangled 

turquoise hair hanging over his face. He didn’t make an attempt 

to brush it off or untangle it. “It’s an ocean planet Solaris.” 

“Whatever.” Mumbled Rusty, embarrassed. 

“Boys.” Bells twisted her ponytail. “We need to find a way 

to persuade The Book to let us out of here. Are there many books 

you guys have started reading and abandoned?” 

“Why?” Said Grand. 
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“Well, I’m just trying to gauge how many times we will be 

thrown in and out of stories.” 

“I predict it will be a gazillion million times.” Said 

Grand sadly. “It will never let us out of here and we will never 

find anything to eat and if we won’t be blown to pieces by a 

cannon ball, we will starve to death, and our bleached bones 

will lay...” He caught himself and stopped. 

“Thank you.” Said Bells. “Before we get thrown somewhere 

else, I think we need to—” She shrieked and covered her head. 

A shell fell close and showered them with dirt. They 

cowered and waited. When nothing else blew up for a while, Rusty 

dared to look. Groups of soldiers still fought here and there, 

although it was clear that they were tired. The battle was 

coming to an end. 

Then, not far from where they were sitting, a patch of dirt 

lifted, and out came a freckled face of a girl with two carrot-

orange braids sticking out over her ears. 

“Psst!” She said and motioned. 

Rusty saw her. “Guys?” 

They turned to look. 

“Quick!” Urged them the girl. “Be quiet about it. Get in.” 

They crawled over. Under the earth the paper of the page 

was torn, and a tall ladder leaned to it, on which stood the 

girl in a patched dress and mismatched stockings. But the most 



Anske / Corners / 142 

peculiar thing about her was what sat on her shoulder. It was a 

small monkey in blue pants and yellow jacket. It was grinning. 

“I’m Pippi,” said the girl, “and this is Mister Nilsson. We 

came to rescue you.” 
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Chapter 14. The Strongest Girl 

She was so very strong that in the whole wide world there was 
not a police officer as strong as she. Why, she could lift a 
whole horse if she wanted to! 

Astrid Lindgren, Pippi Longstocking 

They stepped off the ladder into a sunny street lined with neat 

tidy houses. Pippi patted the horse that stood untethered, 

apparently waiting for them, then, to their surprise, lifted it 

and beckoned them to follow her into an overgrown garden and up 

the steps of a dilapidated porch of an even more dilapidated 

house. 

“Holy cow.” Said Peacock. “How is she doing it?” 

Bells smiled mischievously. “With female grace, you dolt.” 

“Right.” Peacock sounded a bit subdued. 

Meanwhile, Pippi put the horse on the porch, gave him a 

tureen of oats, and vanished in the house. As the children 

entered, she shook their hands, speaking brightly, “Hello, 

welcome to my house. Welcome to my house. Welcome.” Then, when 

they got in, she glanced up and down the street and closed the 

door. 

“Did you have breakfast?” 



Anske / Corners / 144 

“Food?” Croaked Grand. “You mean, you will feed us real 

food?” Tears prickled his eyes. 

“No! But we’d like some!” Piped Rusty excitedly. “As much 

as possible!” 

“Good. Come into the kitchen. We’ll make breakfast 

together. I’ll bake a million pancakes and we will eat them 

all.” 

“What book is this?” Asked Peacock quietly. 

“That’s Pippi Longstocking by Astrid Lindgren.” Whispered 

Bells. “And yes, I set it aside and forgot about it. I know, you 

don’t need to roll your eyes.” 

“I wasn’t, I swear.”  

They walked in after Pippi.  

She waited for them to sit at the rickety table and began 

matter-of-factly, “I don’t like what The Book is doing. None of 

us do.” 

“The Book of the Abandoned Pages?” Asked Bells 

breathlessly. 

“Exactly. Silly thing. It’s grown desperate lately, so we 

decided to help you out a bit. Well, some of us did.” She 

glanced at the window. Something dark flashed there and 

vanished. 

“None of you who?” Said Peacock. 
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“None of the characters. You are safe here for a while, and 

I will feed you so many pancakes, you won’t ever starve in your 

life.” She started rummaging about the cupboards, taking out 

eggs and flour and sugar. 

Bells exchanged a meaningful look with the boys. “How many 

of you are there?” 

“As many as there are books.” Said Pippi without turning. 

She tossed an open sack of flour on the counter, and it 

enveloped her in a cloud of chalk-white powder. “Found it!” She 

declared. “Now, where did I put sugar”” She flung open every 

door and dragged out every drawer. 

There was a knock on the window. A tentative one, and at 

the same time insistent.  

“Go away,” she straightened, “it’s not time yet.” 

The knock repeated. It wasn’t anyone standing by the pane, 

it was a long dark shape, like a snake, or a— 

“Tentacle.” Said Peacock and swallowed. 

It was, but a metallic one.  

“All right. I guess it is time. You have to go into The War 

of the World,” she told Peacock, “sorry. Here, eat this 

quickly.” Pippi handed quivering Peacock a piece of bread, and 

before he could say anything, and while Bells stood between 

them, alarmed, and asked, “why does he have to go there?”, the 
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front door opened, a long silver limb slithered into the 

kitchen, snatched Peacock, and was off. 

“Peacock!” Cried Bells. “Where did it take him?” 

“Oh, don’t worry. It will be all right.” Soothed her Pippi, 

expertly cracking eggs into a bowl and tossing shells on the 

floor, “he will be fine. We just have to fool The Book into 

thinking that everything is going according to the plan. It’s 

very unhappy that you took the Roc bird into Alice’s Adventures 

in Wonderland.” 

“What plan?” 

“I can’t tell you. It’s super secret. I’m already breaking 

the rules.” 

“We didn’t take it, the Roc bird.” Said Bells defensively. 

Pippi shrugged. “I don’t know, I didn’t see it, but Roc 

told The Book, and it’s mad now. The Roc chicks got out of the 

nest to look for food, because their mama is gone.”  

“Oh no!” Bells clasped her face. “It’s my fault. I remember 

I held on to its talons. And then it took off into Wonderland.”  

“The chicks will die now,” said Grand, his eyes greedily 

following Pippi’s motions. She was mixing the batter, sticking a 

finger in and licking it. 

“We need to go back and fix it.” Bells stood up so fast, 

the chair fell from under her. She put it back in place. “I’m 
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sorry, really sorry, but we have to go. Thank you very much for 

your hospitality, for breakfast, and for your company.” 

Rusty jumped up. “Yes, thanks! It was great! Everything was 

great!” 

Grand pulled himself up with great difficulty. The smell of 

food made him almost faint. 

“Sit down. You can’t go back.” Said Pippi mysteriously. 

“Why?” 

“The Book won’t let you. Besides, it’s not the same story 

anymore. You broke it.” 

They lowered themselves on the chairs, and Pippi, whistling 

a merry tune, upended the batter on the griddle. 
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Chapter 15. The Tripod Machines 

No one would have believed in the last years of the nineteenth 
century that this world was being watched keenly and closely by 
intelligences greater than man's and yet as mortal as his own... 

H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds 

Peacock’s heart thumped in his ears. The silvery tentacle 

uncoiled, deposited him by a brick wall of a house, and 

disappeared. It was night. White shafts of light pierced the 

darkness, illuminating streams of running people. Peacock took a 

breath, stuck his head out from the behind the corner and looked 

up. The breath froze in his throat and he whispered to himself, 

perhaps to believe that the things marching at him were true. 

“The Martians. It’s the Martians.” He blinked. “I’m in 

London and these are the Martians.” 

The lights converged on the fleeing crowd. Pinging noises 

overpowered the shouting and the screaming. It was the sound of 

the Martians firing at people. A long sting of gunshots answered 

them. A nearby tree burst into fire. Hot rays shot from above 

and charred everything they hit, leaving black skeletons. 

Peacock screamed. Coughing and shielding his eyes from the 
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brightness of the passing light, he pelted into the street, 

mixing with the throng of panicked people.  

All sense left him. He forgot he was in a book and ran for 

his life, glancing back occasionally to glimpse colossal three-

legged machines advancing across the ruined city, their heads 

gazing about like empty hoods, greenish fire flashing from them 

every few seconds. They were at least thirty stories high, these 

things, and they were alien.  

“Martians.” Panted Peacock. “Destroying the Earth, 

exterminating all life on it, and me with it!” 

He stumbled, sprawled, picked himself up and continued 

sprinting along the streets and alleys and narrow ways, until he 

found himself in a dead end. 

Peacock dropped behind a trash bin and suddenly cracked up. 

“Martians! I’ve seen the Martians! Real ones. Who’d believe 

that?” He lifted his hand, astounded to see that he still held 

on to the piece of bread Pippi gave him. He bit into it, and 

started chewing, thinking he was safe for a while. 

A long telescoping arm reached for him out of the darkness, 

coiled around and dragged him upward. 

Peacock didn’t understand what was happening until it was 

too late. One of the Martians has spotted him and was studying 

him with green shiny eyes. 
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Chapter 16. The Yellow Bear 

Wherever they go, and whatever happens to them on the way, in 
that enchanted place on the top of the forest, a little boy and 
his Bear will always be playing. 

A. A. Milne, The House at Pooh Corner 

The Book figured out that Pippi was hiding the children on her 

page. It shook the house, and Pippi just had enough time to 

usher them toward the corner and push them in, but not before 

they stuffed their faces with pancakes. They crashed through a 

thick canopy of a large tree and were dusting themselves off, 

when Rusty gave a cry of surprise. 

“Hey, little fellow. How did you get here?” 

“Who are you talking to?” Said Bells, alarmed. 

Pippi’s monkey sat on Rusty’s shoulder. It twisted his ear 

with great interest, making energetic monkey noises. 

“Mr. Nilsson! How did he get here?”  

“That’s what I said.” Rusty grinned. “Hey, Mr. Nilsson! Did 

you sneak in with us? Did you? Did you?” 

The monkey tickled his neck, then climbed on his head and 

started searching for something in his hair. 
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“Oh, this is bad.” Bells shook her head. “First the Roc 

bird, now Mr. Nilsson. We have to get him back to Pippi.” 

“Why? He looks like he’s having fun. Hey, that tickles. 

Stop!” Rusty cringed under the monkey’s fast fingers. 

“Because we’re breaking the stories! That’s what Pippi 

said. She said we have to find the Roc bird in Wonderland, catch 

it, and return it back to Sindbad’s Adventures.” 

Rusty didn’t hear her. He was showing Mr. Nilsson monkey 

faces to Mr. Nilsson’s immense enjoyment. 

“Rusty, listen to me. Rusty.” 

“I think we have a visitor.” Said Grand. 

“Hello.” 

In front of them stood a bear. It was small, dandelion 

yellow, and plushy, like a toy.  

“Hello.” The children greeted him, stealing a glance at 

each other, their troubles forgotten. They got to meet Winnie-

the-Pooh!  

“Do you have some honey?” Said Pooh. 

“Some honey?” Repeated Bells. 

“Yes, I was just walking and thinking, I’d like to eat some 

honey. It seemed like the perfect time. Then I saw you sitting 

here and I thought, maybe they have some honey. Do you?” 

“I’m afraid we don’t.” Said Bells, and added. “Pooh.” 
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“Oh.” Said Pooh sadly. “That’s too bad.” He turned to 

leave. 

“Wait! We have a monkey.” Rusty let Mr. Nilsson on the 

ground. 

“Oh!” Said Pooh. His yellow face turned ashen. He threw 

both paws to his nose, covering it, and mumbled, “I’ve never met 

a monkey before. Hello, monkey.” 

Mr. Nilsson chittered something in response. 

“What a funny fellow,” said Pooh, sounding worried, “Tigger 

would like him. What is your name, monkey?” 

“Don’t you guys know each other?” Asked Bells suspiciously. 

“I thought Pippi said—” 

Pooh pretended he didn’t hear her. “Can’t you talk?” 

“Pooh—” She tried again. 

He looked away. “Tigger! I was wondering where you were.” 

From behind a tree a stripy shape hopped up in a bouncy 

kind of way and said, “Hello, Pooh.” 

“Hello, Tigger.” 

“Hello.” Said Tigger to the children, but when his eyes 

fell on Mr. Nilsson, he bristled. “Why, what are you doing 

here?” 

“Excuse me, Pooh,” ventured Grand, “is there something 

you’re not telling us? Why do you keep—” 
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“Shh!” Said Pooh and leaned closer, to whisper. “We have to 

play our part.” He glanced up, then down at Mr. Nilsson. “You 

are being naughty again. You know we don’t like it when you do 

this.” He shook his head dejectedly. 

Mr. Nilsson bared his teeth and growled. 

From behind a tree stepped out a boy with a blond shock of 

hair over his inquisitive face. “Hello, new friends.” He said. 

“I’m Christopher Robin.” Then he saw Mr. Nilsson and grimaced, 

as if in pain. “Oh. What are we going to do, Pooh?”  

“What is there to do?” Pooh shrugged. “It’s about to 

start.” He sighed and took a step back. 

Without any warning Christopher Robin began changing. His 

fair skin turned brown and his hair darkened and grew long.  

“What’s happening?” whispered Bells. 

Grand licked his lips. “I think we broke the story.” 

“That’s crazy, man!” Rusty stared. “That’s just crazy!” 

Creaking and cracking, the trees around them grew taller 

and thicker. Moss sprouted on their trunks and hung down from 

the branches. The dry pleasant smell of the forest got so sweet 

and pungent that Bells covered her nose. 

Christopher Robin’s clothes, no longer fitting, fell off, 

leaving his bronze skin bare, save for a tattered cloth around 

his thighs. Winnie-the-Pooh transformed into a massive bear that 

immediately opened its muzzle to reveal two rows of sharp 



Anske / Corners / 154 

cutters. This could be taken for a friendly bear smile, only 

none of the children thought so and took a careful step back—a 

wise thing to do—because just then Tigger changed into, 

naturally, a tiger. It reared and roared, and the whole jungle 

shook. A few bright green leaves dropped on Bells’ head. 

“Whose book is it?” She croaked. “I mean, who of you never 

finished reading Winnie-the-Pooh?” 

“Me.” Admitted Rusty.  

“You never finished it?” 

“Sorry!” 

Bells slapped her forehead. Actually, “I can’t believe it.”  

Rusty minced his feet. “I will finish it, I promise. Do you 

know what it changed into, though? I mean, that thing,” he 

pointed to the smiling bear, “does not look like Winnie-the-

Pooh.” 

The bear smiled harder. “Please, don’t be afraid. I may 

look fierce, but I’m really very cuddly and cute.” 

“Cute?” Rusty gulped. 

“I think it turned into The Jungle Book. Am I right?” But 

the bear didn’t answer Bells. They were watching another 

transformation. 

In place of Mister Nilsson, right at their feet, sat a 

large ape with a mean look. He whooped, snatched the boy, and 

leapt with him onto a branch high up, where a pack of identical 
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apes were waiting for him, their tails swinging, their lips 

curled to reveal big teeth. 

“Mr. Nilsson!” Cried Rusty. “Where are you taking 

Christopher Robin?” 

“He is Mowgli now.” Explained Bells. “And according to the 

story he gets kidnapped by the apes and they take him to a 

monkey city.”  

“Monkey city?” 

“Yes, and Winnie-the-Pooh is Baloo now, and Tigger is Shere 

Khan. Am I right?” 

“Absolutely.” Said Baloo. “I’m very sorry, but I have to 

act mad now.” He roared.  

“And I have to fight him.” Said Shere Khan, and lashed out 

at the bear. They fell amidst blooming flowers and rolled 

through the bushes, growling and swiping and snapping their 

teeth. Perched on boughs overhead the monkeys shrieked and 

hopped, encouraging the fight. 

“Guys?” Said Rusty quietly.  

Down the tree by which they stood slithered a python, its 

green eyes unblinking, its forked tongue flicking in and out. 

“Don’t move.” Whispered Bells. 

They stared as it made as its way into the grass. 

“That was Kaa.”  

“Who is Kaa?” 
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“A python, obviously, if you haven’t noticed.”  

A loud jarring noise spread over the jungle, a rip and a 

rasping grind at the same time. Baloo and Shere Khan stopped 

fighting, their ears prickled. Something thundered through the 

woods, something very large, by the sound of it. The tree crowns 

parted, and out rode Peacock on top of one of the Martians. He 

was waving and shouting words that blurred in the noise. 

Bells unfroze. “Peacock?” 

The Martian, carefully extending its legs like some 

monstrous metallic insect, stopped right above them and lowered 

Peacock to the ground. 

“What is that?” Asked Bells, going pale. 

“It’s a Martian.” Cried Peacock, out of breath. “Where is 

Grand?” 

“Here.” Grand waved. 

“Rusty, you?” 

“I’m here! I’m here! Dude, can I touch it?” Rusty crept to 

one of the Martian’s legs, eager arm outstretched, eyes shining. 

“Peacock?” Bells put her hands on her hips. “Can I ask you 

a question? What do you intend to do with this Martian of yours? 

You need to get it back to where it belongs.” 

“No, no, you don’t understand. He’s going to help us.” 

“Help us? You know what happens when characters jump into a 

book they don’t belong to? They change it into another one. So, 
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Mr. Nilsson here—he’s a monkey from Pippi Longstocking—he snuck 

in with us into Winnie-the-Pooh, and look at it now,” she spread 

her arms, “it changed into The Jungle Book. So I have no idea 

what your dear Martian will do to it. Turn it into Mars? I’ve 

had enough of the planets just now, thank you.” She shuddered at 

the thought of Solaris.  

The tripod machine inclined its head, as if understood what 

Bells was talking about, and sent out a long metallic tentacle, 

probing the turf right by her foot.  

Bells jumped away. “What does it want?” 

Peacock sighed. “It’s going to help us hide, from, you 

know,” he pointed up, “in a place where we can rest and be safe 

for a while.”  

Bells narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “And why should we 

trust it?” 

“Is there food there?” Mumbled Grand. 

“You just had ten pancakes!” Said Bells fiercely. 

“I just had the biggest scare of my life.” Grand blushed. 

“I need a donut.” 

Meanwhile, Rusty excitedly stroked the Martian’s leg. The 

Martian made a low rumbling noise that sounded very much like 

purring. However, it snapped to attention at Bells’ stare—she 

had that effect on people, and, as it turned out, on machines 

too. It green eyes shone brighter, and it beckoned them up. 



Anske / Corners / 158 

“You better go now.” Said Baloo, eyeing the sky nervously. 

It got capped with dark ominous clouds and was swirling angrily. 

“Yes, I think that is a wise idea.” Echoed him Shere Khan.  

“Please?” Said Peacock innocently. 

“Come on, Bells, what choice do we have?” Grand walked up 

to the Martian. “Can you please take us somewhere where there 

are donuts? I’m suffering terribly without them, if you 

understand what I mean. Not that you would, obviously, I don’t 

know if they make donuts on Mars, but if you wanted to taste 

what life is like on planet Earth, I recommend you eat at least 

one donut before you die. A assume you die, like everyone else. 

Everyone dies, everything dies. If I remember correctly, and 

please tell me if I’m wrong, but in the book where you’re coming 

from you catch a cold and die from a cold, which is such a 

horrible way to go. I mean, a common cold, who would’ve thought. 

My mom says to always wash my hands before eating—” 

The hood on top of the tripod tilted. 

Grand sighed deeply. 

“Okay, fine.” Bells flipped back her ponytail. “No use 

sitting here, discussing common colds. Let’s go.” 

It was on time they did. Gritting wind threw the jungle 

into turmoil, growing stronger by the minute. Apparently, the 

Book was aware of some mischief happening right under its nose 

and was moving in to prevent it from happening.  
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The children climbed on top of the Martian and it tottered 

off to the edge of the page with little probing steps. It was 

looking for something, and when it found the right spot, a green 

laser light shot out of its hood and burned a straight line 

through the green canopy. By this time Bells was screaming her 

head off at the boys to hold on, and they were screaming the 

same. The wind blew so hard, it nearly threw them off.  

The Martian worked, nonplussed. It peeled charred edges of 

the page and split the layer underneath, and another one. It 

wasn’t until it cut several layers deep—none of the kids could 

see that far down—that it scooped them up and deposited them 

onto a page of a new book, into a dark room by a frosted window 

that overlooked a snowy street of an unfamiliar city. 
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Chapter 17. The Chicken People 

When they entered the big hall, the knights stood silently on 
guard. The little black hen flapped his wings and their armor 
shattered and they fell apart in a hundred pieces. 

Antony Pogorelsky, The Little Black Hen 

The wooden floor creaked under Bells’ feet. She drew the curtain 

aside and stared out at a horse carriage crossing a bridge 

dusted with snow and illuminated by lanterns. Her eyes grew 

accustomed to the dark. In the corner of the room a boy in a 

long nightgown got out of bed. At his feet a little black 

chicken clucked. Its eyes shone like two candles. It scurried 

off and the boy followed it.  

“Let’s go after them!” Whispered Rusty. 

“Shh! They’ll hear us.”  

They tiptoed out of the room after the boy and the chicken 

down the corridor, into a suit where two old ladies slept in two 

white beds. Next to them sat a parrot in a cage and a grey cat. 

They overheard the boy ask the cat for its paw. It hissed, and 

the parrot squawked, “Fool! Fool!” The boy and the chicken 

rushed through the rooms, down many flights of steps, into a 

large entrance hall.  
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“You woke them up, Alyosha!” Berated the chicken the boy.  

“I am sorry, Blackey, I will be more careful.” Alyosha 

answered. 

“It can talk?” Said Rusty. 

“Shhh.” Bells put a finger to her lips. “Obviously, it can. 

Be quiet or they’ll hear us.” 

“Cool!” Rusty couldn’t help himself. “What book is this?” 

“So the Martian told me a bit about it. Have any of you—” 

But Peacock broke off. 

Blackey stopped and peered back. 

The children pressed themselves to the wall.  

“Why are we following them like spies?” Whispered Grand. 

“Why not just come out and talk to them?”  

Bells felt her face grow hot. “I’m not sure, actually.” 

Alyosha and Blackey continued walking. 

“You were saying, Peacock?” 

“The book we’re in is called The Little Black Hen. It’s a 

fairy tale written by a Russian author, I forgot his name.” 

“A fairy tale?” Bells ogled him. “You asked him to send us 

into a fairy tale? I thought you didn’t like them.” 

“Well...” Peacock was flustered. “I thought a fairy tale 

would be safer than...um...comics.” 

“I can’t believe my ears.” Bells stole a glance at Grand, 

who shrugged.  
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“We’re in Russia?” Rusty’s eyes grew large. 

“Yes, eighteenth century Saint Petersburg.” Peacock was 

glad to get off the subject of fairy tales. 

“Whoa.” 

“Did he tell you what were supposed to do here, and how we 

can get out of here when we’re, you know, done hiding?” Asked 

Bells. 

Peacock started answering and got interrupted by Rusty. 

“Look!” 

They were standing at the end of the hall by shiny bronze 

doors lit with candle chandeliers. Two armed knights who were 

guarding it suddenly sprung off the walls and charged at 

Blackey. He grew big and flapped his wings and clacked and 

pecked at them until they fell apart. 

Alyosha threw up his hands, whimpered, and fainted. Blackey 

turned his head to the children and said, “You must go through 

these doors and wait for me there. Promise me you won’t go 

anywhere until I come back.” Then he picked up Alyosha and 

vanished. 

“Okay,” said Bells, “that clarifies things a whole lot.” 

She marched up to the doors and opened them. 

They stepped into a hall with a low ceiling. It would’ve 

looked quite magnificent, if not for its size. Everything here 

was miniature, made for people no higher than a couple feet. 
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Candles in golden candelabras threw a warm glow on the marble 

floor. Chairs draped in velvet lined the walls that were hung 

with tapestries. And at the far end, on a raised platform, stood 

a large chair. 

“Is this a throne?” Asked Rusty. 

Tired and irritated, Bells plopped to the floor and crossed 

her legs, sighing. “Whew. Finally it’s quiet. I hope nothing 

happens for a long time.” 

“This is cool, it’s like it’s a doll palace!” Rusty was 

running his hand over the rugs on the wall, trying to make out 

what it was they depicted.  

“There is not food here.” Said Grand, disappointed. 

“At least there are no small annoying girls in these books, 

wherever we end up. That alone makes me happy.” 

Grand frowned at Bells. “Why do you say that?” 

“Because Maria can get pretty annoying, and this is my 

deserved break from her and her constant nagging. ‘Belladonna, 

can you draw me a princess?’ ‘Oh, Belladonna, what do you think 

about this dress? How do I look?’ ‘Do you think mom will like 

it?’ She can’t ever shut up, only one thing on her mind.” 

“You’ve never talked about this before.” Observed Grand 

carefully. 
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“What’s there to talk about?” Bells looked like she was 

about to blow up. “Silly girl stuff, that’s all it is, and how 

to please mom. It makes me sick.” 

“What’s wrong with that? What’s so bad about wanting your 

mom to like you? I want my mom to like me, and I tell her that, 

and she tells me that she likes me just like I am, 

like...well...” Grand stole a glance at his stomach and fell 

silent.  

“This is strange, isn’t it?” Peacock lowered himself next 

to Bells. “Gee, I guess after everything that’s happened this 

morning, I feel like I’m in a story for the first time. It’s all 

so...small.” He studied the hall. “I wonder why the Martian put 

us here.” 

“What, he didn’t tell you?” Bells said crossly. “That’s 

just great. Why did we go here at all? Might as well have stayed 

in The Jungle Book to see what would happen to it.” 

“I thought you didn’t want it to happen. Didn’t you tell me 

to get the Martian back to where it belongs?” 

“I don’t know what I said, okay? I don’t remember.” Bells 

breathed hard, and her voice shook when we was talking. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong? We’re in the middle of some 

demented book that got us here for no reason and keeps throwing 

us in and out of stories without any logic that I can see, and 
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without any way of letting us figure out how to get back!” She 

yanked the ribbon off her ponytail with such force, a few hairs 

ripped loose. Taking no notice, Bells retied it, and, smoothing 

any stray strands, sat erect, looking into nowhere. 

“Bells?” Peacock leaned closer. 

She turned away. “Leave me alone.” 

“What is it, Bells?” Grand scooted closer. 

Bells threw him a bitter look, and he saw something flash 

in her eyes. There were tears that haven’t spilled yet. Her lips 

trembled and her nostrils flared. She held it back, whatever it 

was that wanted to come out. 

“Guys! Look at this!” Rusty found something by the throne 

and was waving to them excitedly. “Man, you wouldn’t believe it. 

The size of these shoes, they’re like tiny! And they have gems 

on them, real gems! Guys?” He saw their faces, saw Bells 

starting past him. “Is something the matter, Bells?” 

“Nothing.” She said, and gulped. 

The boys exchanged that look that implied the unspoken 

message that was probably something like, “Bells never cries, 

unless you count that time when she fell off the bike, but even 

then she didn’t make a sound. What do we do? She looks like she 

might bite our heads off if we dare to say anything or touch 

her.” 
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They sighed, and in that sigh one could read another 

message containing a single word with a magnitude of meanings, 

“Girls.” 

Rusty decided to dispel the tension his own way, “Hey, 

Bells? Did you see how it whacked the knights? That talking 

chicken? Bam! And they just went, poof! Just like that.” His 

words hung in the air and dissolved. 

Bells chin quivered and then one after another the tears 

spilled. Embarrassed, she covered her face. 

Rusty was dumbfounded. “What did I say?” 

“Shut up, you didn’t say anything wrong.” Peacock awkwardly 

patted her on the shoulder. “You okay?” 

Bells shook her head. 

The boys stared at each other, at a loss. 

“Bells?” Grand said quietly. “Anything we can do?” 

She shook her head harder, wanting to sink through the 

floor. No matter how hard she tried, the elusive moisture seeped 

out from under her fingers and dripped down her chin, so finally 

she had to take a hand away and wipe it. 

Grand spoke close to her ear, so that others couldn’t quite 

make out his words. “It’s not about your sister, is it?” 

“No.” Bells squeaked, horrified at the sound of her voice. 

“Is it,” Grand sighed deeply, for encouragement, “is it 

about your mom?” 
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Bells nodded miserably. 

“Is it because—” 

And the flood broke through. “She doesn’t want me to become 

a scientist, she thinks it’s not lady-like, she wants me to be 

an actress, she always tells me, ‘Why aren’t you like your 

sister?’ I hate her, I hate her!” She raised her tear-stained 

face to them, eyes rimmed with red. “You don’t know what it’s 

like, none of you have the slightest idea, so don’t you tell me 

that you get it!” 

Peacock spread his arms, staring at Rusty, whose eyes have 

grown large and round. “We’re not saying anything, Bells.” 

She gulped. “Well, if you’re not saying it, then you’re 

thinking it. I know you are. I can sense it!” She dropped her 

face into her hands and mumbled something else. 

“What’s that?” Grand leaned to her, his hand hovering next 

to her back, occasionally stroking it, then taking it away in 

fear, then stroking again. 

 “I don’t ever want to go back.” Bells whispered. 

Grand’s mouth fell open. “You don’t want to get home?” 

Bells looked up at him, crushed. “No.” A couple tears 

rolled down, she swiped at them. “I’d rather go from book to 

book than see my mom, especially today, after skipping school. I 

imagine Ms. Carbuncle already called her and told her 

that...that...that I’m a bad scientist.” A new wave of tears 
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spilled down her face. She gave up on hiding it and gave herself 

away to loud sobbing. 

The boys shifted uncomfortably. 

“At least nobody else calls you names,” said Grand. 

“Everyone calls me fat, every day. I still go to school, though. 

My mom says, education is everything. She says I need to be 

smarter than all of them, and not take it personally. She says 

people don’t really mean to hurt you when they call you names, 

she says they just tell you their own fears. Like, when someone 

calls me fat, it’s because they’re afraid to get fat.” 

“Your mom is great.” Said Rusty. “I wish I still had my 

mom.” 

Bells stopped crying. She caught her breath and looked up. 

They all looked at her, Grand, Peacock, and Rusty. 

Peacock cleared his throat nervously. “You know what? I’d 

rather stay here too.” 

Rusty gaped. “Seriously?”  

“Seriously. I don’t think my dads want me anymore, not 

after they got baby Mila.” 

“But I like my grandma!” Beamed Rusty, then quickly stopped 

smiling. “Man, I wish my parents were alive, though. I keep 

thinking about what they must’ve felt when...” He scratched his 

nose and then started picking it. “I like Baron Munchausen. He 

pulled himself out of the bog by his own hair, how cool is that? 
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I wish mom and dad could do it too, cause then they would’ve—

from the car, when it—through the roof, they would’ve...” He 

suddenly became very interested in the tapestry on the wall, 

fingering its tassels. 

Bells grew very still. “Say it again?” 

“What?” Rusty sniffled and wiped his nose. 

“Say it again, about Baron Munchausen?” 

“What about him?” 

“Why is it that you like reading about him?” 

“It’s all those adventures, only I never got past that 

battle story, I just thought about all the dead soldiers in the 

field, and—” 

“Wait.” Bells didn’t say this word, she breathed it, 

choking on an idea. She opened and closed her mouth like a fish. 

Something formed in her mind, something important, a connection, 

only she couldn’t quite grasp it, not yet.  

“Is that why we’re here?” She spoke so quietly, they could 

barely hear her, her eyes glazed and her thoughts far away. 

“What do you mean?” Peacock, now ashamed of admitting to 

his secret fear, was trying to act nonchalant again. “I don’t 

get it.” 

“Shh!” Rusty touched his lips. “Can’t you see she is 

thinking something important?” 

“Don’t shush me.” 
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“I will shush you if I want to!” He reddened. 

Bells pressed both hands over her ears and shut her eyes 

tight. The thought was eluding her. She was afraid that if she’d 

speak, she’d lose it completely. It was on the tip of her 

tongue, but it kept sliding out of reach. “The reason, the 

reason we’re here...” She said to herself, to keep it present. 

“The reason we got here, the reason we got here...” 

“See what you did?” Shrieked Rusty. 

“That’s not cool.” Grand shook his head. 

Peacock recoiled, his mouth twisted bitterly. He threw up 

his arms and slapped his knees. “Whoa, okay. What are you guys, 

ganging up on me or something?” 

“We’re not ganging up on you.” Said Grand. 

“Then what is the problem? It was Bells’ idea in the first 

place, wasn’t it? I mean, how we got here? She was the one who 

turned the first corner!” 

By now Bells gave on trying to concentrate. “Oh, I see how 

you are.” She narrowed her eyes. “Blame your friend for 

everything, why don’t you.” 

Peacock wanted to retort but found nothing to say. They 

were too tired to fight, and his anger evaporated as quickly as 

it came. “I didn’t mean it, sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” Said Bells. 
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They lapsed into an uneasy silence. There was not a sound 

in the hall, not a movement behind any of the doors or above 

them.  

Bells looked at Peacock, her eyebrows beetled in thought. 

“Did the Martian tell you what this book is about?” 

“What? Oh, this one? He said a little bit. He said it’s 

about this boy who gets sent to school, you know, like a 

boarding school type.” 

“But you didn’t read it, did you?” 

“No, I have never heard of it, until today.” 

“Did he say anything else?” 

“Not really.” 

“Do you know why this boy was sent to the boarding school? 

Why didn’t his parents want him to be close to them? A boarding 

school means, he didn’t get to see them, did he?” 

“Parents used to send children to boarding schools for 

better education.” Said Grand. “There weren’t many good schools 

back then.” 

“Maybe you needed to get into this particular story for 

some reason.” Said Bells, her eyes wandering again, her thoughts 

picking up the trace of what was interrupted. “Maybe we all had 

to come here.” 

“But what for?” 
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“What does this Book of Abandoned Pages want us to do, 

finish reading those books, right?” 

“Right!” Rusty nodded. “Bells, you’re so smart!” 

“What do you mean?” 

“It’s because we’re afraid of them, right? That what you’re 

saying?” 

Bells jumped up so fast, her head hit the ceiling and she 

cried out, holding it. “I know! Rusty, you’re awesome! This is 

it!” 

“What? What did I do?” 

“We want to escape into books rather than to deal with what 

we have to deal with, because it hurts.” 

The boys stared at her. 

Sure of herself, Bells continued, her voice rising, her 

excitement mounting. “When Ms. Carbuncle called me a ‘bad 

scientist’, I wanted to run away and hide, but not home, I 

wanted to go somewhere else. You know where?” 

They shook their heads like one. 

“Into a book.” Finished Bells triumphantly. “I like to hide 

in books when it hurts. I forget about everything, and then I 

feel good again.” She smiled. “So I wished to just fall into a 

book forever, in such a way that I’d never come out again. Then 

we got on the bikes, and I forgot about it. But it worked! It 
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worked! Wait a second...” She peered at Grand, which made him 

feel very uncomfortable.  

“That page where you had to watch the Headless Horseman 

walk by you again and again...” 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Grand mumbled, squeezing 

his head into his shoulders. If he could, he’d shrink into 

nothing. “It scared me so much, it made me—I didn’t fall asleep, 

like I told you. It made me faint.” 

“Hey, man, nothing wrong about fainting. I faint all the 

time!” Rusty grinned. 

“That’s why.” Breathed Bells. “That’s why you like reading 

all those horrible stories about dead people and body parts and 

blood and everything. I get it now.” 

Grand started answering. 

Peacock squirmed. “Can we not talk about this anymore? 

“Why?” 

“I don’t want to be reminded...” 

“See, we must talk about it!” Bells was feeling feverish. 

“That’s exactly why we’re here. We’re escaping.” 

“Escaping?” Peacock looked at her, puzzled.  

“Yes, escaping reality. Don’t you see?” 

They contemplated this in silence.  

Suddenly, Bells yawned. Then Grand yawned too, and Rusty 

and Peacock picked it next, rubbing their eyes.  
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“I can’t think anymore. I’m tired.” Said Grand.  

“I’m not!” Said Rusty and yawned again. “Okay, I am. But 

only a little!” 

“I’m tired a lot. And hungry too. There is no food here. I 

was hoping for some dinner.” 

“Hey, Bells?” Said Peacock. “Nice work. I think you’re 

right. I think that’s it.” 

Bells smiled. They yawned at the same time and giggled. “I 

supposed we can sleep here?” She eyed the hall.  

“Good idea.” Peacock plopped down on his back, arms crossed 

under his head. Rusty curled up by the throne, using one of the 

tapestries as a blanket. Grand slumped next to him. Bells 

snuggled up with her back to the wall, and one by one they fell 

asleep. 
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Chapter 18. The Goose Ride 

The boy had grown so giddy that it was a long while before he 
came to himself. The winds howled and beat against him, and the 
rustle of feathers and swaying of wings sounded like a whole 
storm. Thirteen geese flew around him, flapping their wings and 
honking. 

Selma Lagerlöf, The Wonderful Adventures of Nils 

Grand didn’t sleep well. He kept dozing off and snapping awake 

and finally sat up, watching his friends snoozing. Rusty snored 

with amazing regularity. Peacock lay still, an arm over his 

face. Bells’ eyelids twitched: she was watching a dream. Grand 

straightened his legs and Bells woke with a start. Her heart 

pounded. She gazed around, blinking, trying to remember what she 

was doing in a miniature royal hall instead of in her bunk bed.  

“Grand?” She said sleepily.  

“Can’t sleep.” He whispered. 

“Something the matter?”  

“It’s nothing.” 

“Something is. I can tell.” She rubbed her eyes, carefully 

stretching so as not to wake Peacock and Rusty.  

Grand considered lying. 

Bells saw struggle in his face. “What is it?” 
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He shrugged. 

“Hey,” she whispered, “thanks, by the way.” 

“For what?” 

“For...being a good friend.” 

“No problem. At least some use out of a fat kid.” 

“Don’t say that.” 

“Why? I am fat. Everybody thinks that.” 

Bells began to object. 

“Yes, you do. Don’t deny it. I was fat my whole life. My 

dad died from being fat and I will die from being fat and that 

will be the end of me, so I might as well get used to it.” He 

crossed his arms in defiance. 

“No, you won’t.” Said Bells sternly. 

Grand felt his face burn. He looked down at himself, at his 

rolls of girdle with the t-shirt stretched over them, at his 

plump fists and thick calves and big feet. “I hate my body.” He 

whispered. “I wish I could just stop it. But when I feel bad, I 

have to eat a donut, or something sweet, it’s the only thing 

that helps.” He looked up, and blurted. “Do you think I’m fat?” 

Bells sucked in air. She considered lying, avoiding the 

question, blaming it on donuts, then discarded it all in favor 

of being honest. “You are overweight.” She said quietly. “That 

doesn’t mean you’re fat fat, as in, you know, there are fatter 

people than you. It just means you have more weight on you than 
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a healthy eleven-year-old should have, according to some stupid 

standards devised by some stupid doctors. In my personal opinion 

you’re cuddly like a bear cub and I like it.” She suddenly 

hugged him, surprising herself. 

Grand’s already red face turned so hot, he thought it would 

melt off any second. “My mom says I’m fat.” He mumbled in her 

ear. “She says...if I won’t stop eating sweets, I’ll die like my 

dad.” 

“Bullshit.” Said Bells. “How can she know?” 

“But I am fat, aren’t I? See this?” He grasped a fold on 

his stomach and shook it with disgust. 

“So what? If you feel healthy, that’s all that matters. Who 

says you need to be thin? You look cute like that. I like your 

cheeks. They’re so round.” She smiled. 

“Are they?” Grand looked at Bells and noticed for the first 

time that her eyes were the color of thunderous sky right when 

it was about to erupt with rain. Which, essentially, what Bells 

was, a constant threat of eruption. 

Grand felt his cheeks. “Do you really think so?” 

“I really think so.” Bells nodded affirmatively. “I want to 

grab them and squeeze them, like Rusty’s grandma does.” 

“Okay.” Said Grand, encouraged. “You can, if you want to.” 

He closed his eyes and offered his face. 
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Bells didn’t expect this. After a moment’s hesitation, she 

quickly touched his checks and tore her hands away. His skin was 

smooth and smoldering like pancake griddle. 

At the same moment her back crawled. She whipped her head 

around. They were not alone anymore. 

In one of the golden doorways stood a little man about two 

feet high. He was dressed in black velvet with a large lace 

collar and a red feathered hat. He cleared his throat which 

sounded very much like a chicken clacking. 

“I think it’s Blackey.” Whispered Bells. 

Blackey walked up to them, took off his hat, and bowed. 

“Blackey, the King’s Ambassador, at your service.” 

Bells timidly stretched out her hand. “Belladonna Monterey, 

nice to meet you. Thank you for letting us stay in your king’s 

throne room.”  

Blackey took the very tip of her finger and lightly kissed 

it. “My pleasure.”  

“George Palmeater.” Said Grand.  

Blackey bowed to him. “I do hope that you are well rested, 

for as much as I regret this, I must send you on a journey right 

away. This book is no longer safe for you to stay in. Please 

wake up your friends.” 

“Not safe?” Bells stole a glance at Grand. “Why not?” 
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Rusty opened his eyes, saw Blackey and cried, “Peacock! 

Look who is here! Wake up! Wake up!” he startled all of them, 

including the ambassador who jumped from fright. “Who are you, 

little fellow?” 

“What? What happened?” Peacock rubbed his face. 

“It’s Blackey, the black chicken we saw yesterday,” said 

Bells, “he is the King’s ambassador, and you guys are scaring 

him.”  

Peacock shook his head, still trying to wake up. 

“Oh!” Rusty grinned. “You’re that talking chicken, are you? 

So you can be a little human too? Cool!” 

Blackey took a step back from his advancing face. 

“Sorry, man! I didn’t mean to scare you. You’re so small!” 

“Rusty.” Bells glared at him. “I apologize, dear Blackey, 

this is my friend Rusty, actually, Russell Jagoda. He is very 

excited to meet you, as you can see.” 

“Oh, right. I’m supposed to introduce myself. Russell 

Jagoda!” 

Peacock blinked. “Well, hello there. Peter Sutton.” 

Blackey bowed twice more. “I truly wish we could spend more 

time together to get to know each other. I would’ve loved it to 

show you our underground zoo—” 

“You have a zoo here?” Rusty’s eyes shone with delight. “I 

want to see, I want to see!” 
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“Another time, perhaps.” 

“What kinds of animals do you have there?” 

“Rusty.” Bells hissed. 

Rusty pretended he didn’t hear her, so she pinched him. 

“Ow, what was that for?” 

Blackey smiled. “It is perfectly all right. Please do not 

worry. I have a little bit of time to answer your friend’s 

questions. It’s not every day that we get visited by readers.” 

Rusty beamed. 

“We have rats, moles, and other rodents in our zoo. We go 

on rat hunts in the underground tunnels, they are lots of fun, 

if you ever care to come back and join us. We also have an 

English garden where every path is sprinkled with precious 

stones: diamonds, amethysts, emeralds, and rubies. I would love 

it if you came one day, to show it all to you.” 

“Of course I will! But how do I get here?” 

“All you have to do is read the book. Promise me you won’t 

forget its title, The Little Black Hen.” 

“I promise I won’t. I swear.” 

“Thank you. You give me hope. Perhaps with your help we 

will finally leave the Land of Forgotten Books. It’s terribly 

lonely here.” 

“The Land of Forgotten Books?” Said Peacock.  
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“Oh, yes, I keep forgetting that you do not know. The book 

you are in is buried under The Book of Abandoned Pages. There 

are many of us here.” 

“What happened?” Asked Bells. 

“We got forgotten.” 

“That is dreadful. I’m so sorry about that. Do you mind me 

asking why?”  

“Not at all. The Little Black Hen is a marvelous book that 

every child should read. But it is an old book, it was written 

almost two hundred years ago. Not many people remember about it, 

and it used to be read a lot, back in the time. We used to see 

readers every day and act out our story, but then one by one 

they started abandoning us, and every page they left unread 

would end up in The Book of Abandoned Pages.” 

“But your story is no longer there, are you?” Said Bells. 

They were all listening to him with bated breath. 

“I’m afraid not. After every single page from a book goes 

into The Book of Abandoned Pages—which means that nobody reads 

it anymore—it sinks down into the Land of Forgotten Books.” 

“Is that where we are right now?” Asked Grand. 

“I’m afraid so.” 

“The Martian.” Said Peacock. “Remember, he cut through 

layers and layers, to get us in?” 

“Right...” Echoed Bells, thinking. 
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“We do not have much time. We must hurry.” Said Blackey. 

“Wait, wait a minute.” Bells frowned. “You’re saying that 

if you will be read again, you return back to where?” 

“Back to the bookstores, to the libraries, to people’s 

homes.” 

“And if the opposite happens?” 

“I’m not sure I quite understand your question.” 

“What if nobody reads you for years and years, do you just 

stay here forever?” 

“No, we do not.” Blackey shook his head sadly. “We sink 

down lower, into the Mist of Memories.” 

“Mist of Memories? That sounds cool!” 

“I have a feeling it’s not cool at all.” Mused Peacock, 

trying to sound funny, only nobody laughed. 

“You are right, Peter. It is not very pleasant.” Blackey 

gave him a strange look that Bells didn’t like. 

“What is it?” She breathed. “What place are you talking 

about?” 

“It’s a sad and dismal place—it makes me shudder just to 

think about it—I will show you. It’s where we’re going. Follow 

me, please.” 

Blackey beckoned them into a tunnel. It was low and narrow, 

so that the children had to stoop if they didn’t want to scrape 
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the ceiling with their heads. They descended another couple 

flights of stairs and stopped by a trapdoor in the floor. 

“My friend Nils from another forgotten book will take over 

from here. You will have to ride on the geese. I suggest you 

hold on tight, or you will plummet to your death. Nobody comes 

back from the Mist of Memories.” 

“But why do we have to go anywhere at all?” Asked Bells. 

“Why can’t we stay here for a while? You never told us. And can 

I ask you about this Book of Abandoned Pages? What does it want 

with us? Why did it get us here?” 

“It wants you to read its every page, of course. It wants 

to bring its books back to life. I should say, that’s what it 

used to do, before it’s gone mad.” 

“Mad?” 

“Oh yes, it’s mad indeed.” 

The children exchanged a frightened glance. 

“When did that happen?” 

“Oh, I don’t know, not too long ago. It’s gotten very upset 

with this one boy. He didn’t just abandon a book, he flung it 

into the bushes. If that alone wasn’t enough, he found it, 

picked it up, and stomped on it, and ground it into dirt. And 

then,” Blackey paused dramatically, “he ripped out every page 

and burned it.” 

Bells gasped. “Burned it? He burned it?” 
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“I’m afraid so.” 

“Who was it, Blackey?” 

They were waiting for him to answer, but Blackey said 

nothing. He only looked at Peacock with sad big eyes. 

Peacock got very quiet. He didn’t even breathe, staring at 

the ambassador, and then at his friends who turned their heads 

to him by one by one. 

“Was that you?” Asked Bells quietly. 

Peacock shrunk into the wall. “Me what? What are you 

talking about?” 

“Did you burn a book?” 

Peacock opened and closed his mouth without a sound. 

“Did you?” Bells insisted. 

They all waited for him to say something. He’s gone very 

pale, and suddenly shrieked, “I didn’t mean to, okay? It scared 

me! It...I thought...I thought they talked to me, they...I 

thought they’d get out and...” 

“What book was it?” 

“Dracula!” 

“Is that about a vampire guy?” Asked Rusty. 

Bells silenced him with a murderous glare. “I thought you 

only read comics?” 

“It is a comic.” 
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“No matter into how many books the original story has been 

adapted, when abandoned, they all suffer together.” Said 

Blackey. 

“But why did you have to burn it?” 

Peacock has gone from very pale to deep red. “I thought I 

heard them whispering to me.” 

“Who?” 

“Dracula’s Brides...” 

“Please, be easy on your friend. Every one of you has 

abandoned a book. Not because it wasn’t very interesting, but 

because you got lazy, or distracted and forgot about it, or got 

tired of reading. Am I right?” 

The children grew quiet. 

“If that is indeed what Dracula’s Brides did, I understand 

why. Sometimes we can get carried away, especially when we 

haven’t had a chance to act for a long time. This is what must 

have happened. But none of this matters now. We want to help 

you, all of us, and maybe you can help us in return.” 

“Of course, Blackey,” offered Grand, “just tell us what to 

do.” 

“The Book of Abandoned Pages has grown so large, it’s 

hurting. Its covers can’t hold so many pages anymore, and now 

it’s mad on top of it. Promise me you will finish reading the 
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books you set aside. It will make it thinner, and, hopefully, it 

will abandon its plan.” 

“What plan?” Said Bells. 

“To punish anyone who doesn’t finish reading a book. It 

doesn’t understand that it’s not helping us. Punishing doesn’t 

work. We want you to enjoy our stories. Because if you don’t 

enjoy them, why read them? I suppose not many children enjoy The 

Little Black Hen anymore, and we are doomed to disappear.” 

Blackey took out a lacy handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes. 

“I’m sorry, Blackey.” 

“Sorry.” Grand patted the ambassador lightly on the 

shoulder, which looked like tapping a finger, really. 

“Sorry, man! I promise I will read more!” 

“Me too.” Picked up Peacock. “I’m sorry I burned the book. 

It’s was a stupid thing to do, I never thought—” 

“Stop apologizing, I’m not mad at you. I’m happy. You 

promised me to read our story. I will always love you for this. 

But now we really need to do.” 

“Where are we going?” Asked Bells. 

“To Dracula.”  

Peacock shook like a leaf. “Why? Do we have to?” 

“I’m afraid so. He is very upset with you.” Blackey pulled 

at the ring in the trapdoor and instead of it opening, the 

entire page corner peeled off the floor, and underneath it the 
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children saw grey drifting mist. There was no ground. They were 

above an abyss that was filled with— 

“Nothing.” Whispered Bells. “It’s that same nothing.” 

They watched with horror ghosts of shapes drift by, people, 

animals, entire cities and even planets. They were bumping into 

each other aimlessly. There was no end to them. 

“Whoa.” Rusty was the only one who dared to peek over the 

edge. “What is this place?” 

“This is the Mist of Memories.” Said Blackey. “When a book 

spends an eternity in the land of Forgotten Books, when every 

copy of it is lost, it dissolves into mist. It stays like this 

while there is someone who still remembers the story. And when 

that person dies, the book disappears forever.” 

They heard honking and flapping of wings. 

“I know what it is!” Shouted Rusty. “It’s a goose!” 

A pack of geese appeared from the mist, a little boy in a 

red hat riding one of them.  

“Guys! Guys! Listen. They’re talking!” 

“What book are they from?” Whispered Peacock. 

“The Wonderful Adventures of Nils by Selma Lagerlöf.” As 

Blackey said it, the tunnel where they stood shook, as if 

something mad was raging above.  

“We can’t wait any longer,” he said. “Hurry!” 
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“But what will it do to us?” Exclaimed Bells. “How will it 

punish us?” 

“It will put you into the most boring story it can find, so 

you won’t ever be able to come back and know what it’s like to 

be a book that nobody reads.” Said Blackey, his beady black eyes 

suddenly cold. 

Bells felt a shiver of horror steal down her back. 

“You got what you deserved!” Hooted the geese, “You got 

what you deserved! Get on! Get on!” They were flapping their 

wings by the edge of the page. 

“Get on!” Shouted the little boy. 

“I give them to you, dear Nils.” Blackey waved with his red 

hat and was off. 

Bells’ heart beat hard. The birds bobbed up and down, and 

she saw no way of being able to get on one except jumping, and 

that meant she could miss and drop to her death, like she 

already almost did once, when she somehow got on the back of the 

Roc bird. Only Roc was gigantic, and these geese were their 

normal size. 

“Wait! Blackey? How do we ride them?” She cried. “They’re 

too small, we’ll fall off them!”  

But Blackey was gone. 

“I know!” Rusty pulled out the piece of mushroom from his 

pocket. 
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“Rusty, you’re a genius.” Gushed Bells. 

They all took a bite and seconds began shrinking down, to 

the size of Nils, the boy in the white goose. On his urging, 

frightened out of their wits, they jumped onto the geese one by 

one, and, clutching their necks, flew off. 
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Chapter 19. The Stone Castle 

Suddenly, I became conscious of the fact that the driver was in 
the act of pulling up the horses in the courtyard of a vast 
ruined castle, from whose tall black windows came no ray of 
light, and whose broken battlements showed a jagged line against 
the moonlit sky. 

Bram Stocker, Dracula 

They flew for a very long time. The wind beat at them, the geese 

flapped their wings with effort. Below and around them the fog 

of stories floated by, with an occasional arm or face swimming 

into focus. Dim voices murmured unintelligible strings of words 

that sounded like pleas for help. The air smelled stale as if it 

hasn’t been aired out for centuries, with a distinct tang of 

earth. Not the warm soil for planting flowers, but the cold dirt 

where corpses are buried to rot. 

Half-conscious from fear, Grand stared down into the mist. 

“I don’t like this. This is worse then The Headless Horseman, 

worse than the mortuary freezer. It’s giving me the creeps. We 

will fall and break our necks and die, and nobody will ever find 

our bodies.” 

“This is cool.” Croaked Rusty. He was exhausted and 

couldn’t shout his joy, but he was having the time of his life, 
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stretching out his hand and brushing the tops of heads, animal 

or human, he couldn’t tell, but the heads broke into hazy grins 

and winked at him or else, attempted to hug him in flight. 

 “Stop it, Rusty.” Bells’ skin crawled. She was cold and 

sore. “You don’t know what these things are.” But her words were 

lost in the swish of the wind. “I know what this is. I think. I 

think this is Castle Dracula...” 

“It is! It is! I, Akka, know! Prepare for landing!” The old 

goose upfront, her feet callused and knotted, her scarred wings 

strong and muscular, honked at her flock who were shouting 

protests and suggesting to simply drop their load on the ground. 

Peacock gulped. His hands were clenched so tight and for so 

long, that he didn’t feel them, nor his face or his legs. The 

goose beneath him honked a signal, and they careened over, 

circling the stone court in front of an ancient castle. A pack 

of wolves howled in the distance. Some of the geese responded 

with panicked cries, and it took Akka to shout insults at them, 

to calm them down and make them alight on the broken cobbles of 

the pavement.   

The children slid off the birds, stretching their legs and 

looking up at the formidable wall poked with barred narrow 

windows. The moon shone with silver brilliance that didn’t feel 

welcome. 
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“We’re here.” Said Nils, the boy in the red cap. “We’ve 

done Blackey’s bidding. We’ll be off now.”  

“Thank you.” Said Bells with a side glance at Peacock who 

didn’t look more than a sheet of paper that was about to 

collapse. He didn’t even quiver anymore, resigned to his fate 

and wanting it to be over with quickly. 

“Peacock, you okay?” Asked Grand. 

Peacock turned his head to look at him. His eyes were 

glazed, his lips moved in an attempt to say something, but no 

sound came forth. He swayed, and Grand caught him. “Hey, it’s 

okay. I’m scared too. I guess you can apologize to Count Dracula 

for burning his book and we can be on our way.” 

Peacock blinked.  

They stood facing the massive door, their faces pale. Only 

Rusty appeared cheerful, his cheeks bright pink from cold. “We 

get to see a vampire, a real vampire? Man, that is sick! I mean, 

how sick is that! I mean, cool!” He hopped from foot to foot. 

“Morten, are you ready?” Nils clambered on top of his white 

goose. Bells caught him by the sleeve. “Wait, can you please 

tell us what we’re supposed to do here?” 

“Grow bigger, for one.” Said Nils with a smirk. “I wish I 

could do that. But I have to find the elf who made me small 

first.” That he mumbled to himself so Bells didn’t hear him. 

“Oh, right. Rusty?” 
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“Here!” Rusty gave out the last of the mushroom.  

They had to pry Peacock’s mouth open and close his jaw over 

the piece of mushroom, which he didn’t chew but simply swallowed 

in another one of those horrified gulps. His limbs stretched, 

his spine creaked, and in a moment he stood at his normal 

height, towering over the birds and the little boy. 

They all di. 

“We’ll be off, then!” Called Nils. “Enjoy your stay!” 

Bells waved back to him. “We will certainly try.” 

“We’ll enjoy it! I know I will! Don’t worry! Have a safe 

flight!” Rusty jumped up and down, from delight and suspense. He 

simply couldn’t stand still. 

“Okay then.” Bells sighed and made herself walk up to the 

door. “In we go.” She lifted the heavy knocker and thumped it 

hard a couple times. The dull echo died, but no footsteps were 

heard, no voice. 

“Peacock. Peacock?” 

There wasn’t must strength left in Peacock’s body. He 

couldn’t move. His teeth chattered like crazy and he was about 

to lose it. Bells had to pull him up to make him walk. They 

flanked him on all sides, waiting. 

After a few minutes Bells knocked again. 

The door swung open with a creak, but when they peered into 

the darkness, nobody was there. 
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“Should we go in?” Asked Bells, looking back over her 

shoulder. 

“Sure!” Rusty stepped in first, and they followed him, 

Peacock pulled by both arms, stumbling and swaying. 

“Do have to go in?” He croaked. “How about some book where 

nothing much happens? No dead bodies, no monsters, where it’s 

quiet and warm.” He sneezed. 

“You didn’t have to burn that book, you know.” Said Bells 

crossly. 

“You didn’t have to turn that corner.” Said Peacock 

quietly. 

“I thought you were almost fainting from freight!” 

“I am, but it doesn’t mean I’ll miss on a good fight with 

you, does it?” 

Bells smiled, despite herself. “Does this mean you’re 

feeling better?” 

“Yes, boss.” Peacock stretched his lips into a smile. 

“Boss?” 

There were hard footsteps heard in the corridor ahead, and 

Peacock’s knees buckled. 

“Come on, Peacock. You can do it. Grand, help me.”  

Together they lifted him, and propping him up on both 

sides, walked on, through dimly lit passageways with numerous 
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doors on either side and heavy portraits on the walls and musty 

stale smell of something long dead and disintegrating. 

“I wonder how old this is.” Whispered Bells. The atmosphere 

didn’t invite loud talking. 

“Hundreds and hundreds of years.” Answered Rusty.  

“Too bad vampires don’t eat human food.” Added Grand. 

Peacock was feverish. His eyes shone and his face burned. 

He weakly sauntered on, trying not to show it. 

They came upon a circular flight of stairs that led them to 

another hall on the next floor. It abruptly ended in two ornate 

doors that opened into a lavishly decorated dining room with 

heavy draperies over the windows and squat oak chairs and a huge 

table in the middle set with dinner.  

“Food.” Said Grand and, forgetting why they were here, was 

the first to amble in and plop down on the chair. He began 

filling his plate with cold roast chicken and bread and cheese, 

grabbing at everything he could reach and stuff it in his mouth. 

“Bells!” He mumbled something else, chewing at the same time, so 

it sounded like, “Umph humph ommm.” 

“Snacks!” Rusty was beside himself, seizing hold of the 

plate and loading it up, his eyes scattered over the table to 

see he could grab. 

Peacock felt close to throwing up. He leaned in the doorway 

and wheezed.  
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“Come on, let’s sit you down.” Bells tried her hardest to 

ignore the roiling of her stomach, but as soon as Peacock was 

safely deposited into a wide comfortable chair, she gave in and 

followed Grand’s and Rusty’s example, biting food as she reached 

for it. 

“I didn’t realize I was so hungry.” She said. 

“Me neither.” Spurted Rusty, his mouth full of bread. “Come 

on, Peacock, eat! You need to eat!” 

Peacock weakly shook his head, green in the face. “I can’t. 

I wish I could, but I just...” He sagged. 

For the next several minutes sounds of chewing and gulping 

and swallowing filled the room. Hands reached for food. Forks 

scraped on plates. It was not until everything that’s been on 

table was gone and Grand belched and Rusty belched and they had 

a belching contest that Bells felt her face grow warm, her 

stomach get happy, and her thoughts sluggish. She didn’t want to 

do anything anymore, no more jumping in and out of books. She 

realized she badly wanted to get home, to her mother with her 

ridiculous cucumber masks, her father with smell of smoke and 

machine oil. She even missed Maria, as annoying as she was. 

Peacock looked slightly better. He was slowly chewing on a 

piece of cheese, sniffing it occasionally. 

“Do you miss home?” Said Bells. 

“Yeah.” He sneezed. “I do.” 
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“Me too.” 

“Let’s just find a way to get out of here.” He said 

tiredly. 

“But don’t you have to apologize to Count Dracula first?” 

“I don’t know where he is. Maybe he’s not coming.” 

Rusty was chasing Grand around the table. Grand tripped. 

Rusty fell on him and pounded on his stomach, laughing his head 

off. 

“I’m surprised he hasn’t shown up yet.” Said Bells. “Guys! 

Stop it.”  

Grand pulled himself off the floor, groaning but happy 

looking. Rusty’s smile fell as soon as he met Bells’ eyes. 

“Boys.” She shook her head. 

Peacock slowly pulled himself up, plodded to the window, 

and drew back the curtain. “Holy...how did we get this high?” 

They pressed their noses to the glass.  

The view was magnificent, breathtaking, and scary. They 

were miles away from the ground. Black carpet of treetops, 

glittering in the moonlight, stretched all the way to the 

horizon. Silver ribbons of rivers cut through the ravine beyond 

which lay mountains that touched the sky where a million stars 

looked on this splendor in silence. 

A sudden chill spread over the room. The children froze, 

sensing the oncoming presence of something otherworldly, 
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something evil, something dead. A pack of wolves howled behind 

the glass, and the next moment they heard heavy footsteps. 

Measured, unhurried, and strong. 

A tall man appeared in the doorway. He was dressed in 

black, impeccably and with a style of someone very wealthy. His 

face had no color, no wrinkles, yet he looked strangely old. His 

eyes were bits of ice glinting red one moment, another growing 

dull like empty holes.  

He smiled, revealing shiny white teeth. “Welcome, my 

friends.” His voice was smooth and low, almost charming, if not 

for courteous indifference. “Welcome to my castle. You came here 

freely, you shall remain my guests for as long as you like. I 

take it you enjoyed your dinner?” 

His words put them at ease, but as soon as he stopped 

talking, Bells felt her stomach fill with dread. “Count 

Dracula?” She heard herself ask. 

“Yes, I am Dracula. And you lovely miss would be?” 

“Belladonna Monterey. It’s very nice to meet you.” Bells 

heard herself say, although she wasn’t sure how her tongue 

moved. She didn’t feel it. 

“Is it?” His lips stretched into a semblance of smile. 

“Well, I am delighted you think so.”  

Peacock crawled under the table, trembling and holding on 

to the thick legs of the chair. 
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“There is no need to be afraid.” Said Dracula. “Peter 

Sutton, is it?” 

“Yes.” Whispered Peacock. 

Beyond the window the howling of the wolves erupted again. 

It soared on the wind and died. Dracula smiled wider. “Ah, the 

music of the night.” He shifted his gaze to the kids. “You must 

be tired from your journey. You must want to take a rest. Let me 

show you to your rooms.” 

A suspicion grew in Bells mind. “Thank you for your offer, 

Count Dracula, but we don’t really need to rest, we’re okay. 

We’d rather leave.” She looked at Peacock who, quivering like a 

leaf, stared up from under the table with eyes as large as 

saucers. His chin shook and in another moment, with agility that 

his friends were not used to seeing from him, he snatched two 

knifes from the table, crossed them and thrust his arms at 

Dracula. “Leave us alone! I’m sorry I burned your book, okay? 

Ask your Brides why. They were whispering, I swear they did, 

they said they would kiss me and feast on my blood. I heard 

them! It was real! There, I apologized, now can we go?” 

The Count merely raised a brow. 

Peacock began to sweat. “I swear I didn’t do it on purpose! 

I won’t do it again, I won’t ever burn another book, you have my 

word!” He was sobbing now. “Please!”  
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“Put that down, my young friend.” Said Count Dracula. 

“You’re tiring yourself out. I do not intend to do you any harm. 

You are my guests. You have entered of your own free will. You 

may stay here for as long as you like.” And he smiled another 

menacing smile that meant the exact opposite. 

Peacock dropped the knives and bolted for the door in a mad 

attempt to escape. Dracula caught him, lifted him, as if he were 

a toy, and put him on his feet. “I insist you stay.” He said. 

His eyes riveted on Bells, sizing her up. 

Bells held his gaze, shivering violently. “Please excuse 

our friend, Count Dracula, he didn’t mean what he did. He was 

scared. The story scared him. What does he have to do, for you 

to forgive him?” 

“Do you wish to outwit me, young girl? That is admirable, 

to say the least. I would be more than happy to take on the 

challenge.” Dracula’s eyes glinted. “But first, let me show you 

to your rooms. Come.” 

His words were like a command.  

The children obeyed without question. 

Dracula didn’t let go of Peacock, and now he seized Bells 

by the wrist. His fingers were so cold, her skin burned and she 

thought his grip would break her bones. He led them down the 

stone steps into frigid air of the floor below and here, in an 

identical corridor, he flung open the doors into a guest room. 
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“Is Belladonna your friend?” He asked Peacock. 

“Ye-e-es.” Peacock shrunk under his stare. 

“And you would do anything to save your friend’s life, 

would you?” 

“Yes.” Peacock shrunk even more. 

“The price for your crime,” announced Dracula, “is your 

friend’s life.” 

Bells uttered a mortified gasp. The boys stared at her and 

at the Count, unable to move. 

“However, I grew rather bored in the years when my story 

wasn’t read. I think it’s only fair to exchange a favor for a 

favor. If you amuse me, if you figure out a way to save your 

friend,” he nodded at Bells, “before midnight of the next day, I 

will let her go. If not, well, she will stay with me forever.” 

He breathed the last word with such coldness, the air around him 

frosted into tiny flakes of snow. 

He ushered the boys inside. They watched the door swing 

shut, heard the slam of a heavy bolt slide into place, and then 

all was silent. 

They were trapped. 

“He took Bells with him!” Said Rusty, shaking the handle of 

the door that wouldn’t move. “Thanks to you, moron.”  

Peacock spread his arms. “I’m sorry, okay? I already said 

I’m sorry, didn’t I? Do you want me to say it again?” 
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“What’s the use of that? Your sorry is not going to bring 

Bells back, is it?” Rusty was red in the face, his little fists 

curled. “What a stupid thing to do, to burn a book. Stupid and 

awful. And you laughed at me for reading fairy tales. Look at 

you, sissy,” it gave Rusty immense pleasure to use one of Bells’ 

favorite words, “scared of a vampire book.” 

Peacock hung his head. Words deserted him. His usual biting 

response didn’t want to form in his mind.  

“We’re doomed.” Said Grand dejectedly. “What are we going 

to do now? He will bite Bells in the neck and suck out all her 

blood and then infect her with his vampire blood, and tomorrow 

if we figure out how to save her, by the time we get to her, she 

will turn into a vampire, and bite all of us, and we will turn 

into vampires too, and we will stay here and sleep in the 

coffins during the day and at night we will hunt—” Grand felt 

Rusty hand on his shoulder and stopped. “Sorry.” 

“No, it’s cool. I like your stories, just not now, okay?” 

“What do you say we do?” 

“I know what.” Rusty looked Peacock in the face. “This is 

your fault. It’s because of you that we’re here. So you go ahead 

and figure out how to fix it.” 

“Don’t be mad at him, Rusty.” Said Grand. “This won’t help 

any of us.” 
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“So he can be mad at me and call me dumb, and I can’t? Why 

not? He did it, he needs to solve it!” 

Peacock took a step back. “How will I do that?” 

“I don’t know! Figure it out! What are you, dumb?” 

The word struck Peacock like a slap. He cringed. He 

couldn’t come up with a solution or a retort. It enraged him, 

but he had no strength to fight, all of it drained by Dracula’s 

presence. 

“We could bring some kind of a monster from another book 

and have them destroy Dracula?” Said Grand. “They look like they 

want to help us, I mean, the characters from all these books.” 

“And how will we find our way back? No, forget it!” Rusty 

pressed his lips tight, thinking. 

“I know, I know!” he suddenly jumped. “We can kill him, 

right? We totally can! We just need to drive a stake through his 

heart! Easy!” 

“Or shoot him with a silver bullet.” Finished Grand. “The 

only problem is, we are locked up here, and I don’t see any 

stakes or guns with silver bullets. Even if they were here, how 

would we get out?” 

“Yeah, that’s right. I didn’t think about that.” Rusty 

rubbed his nose. 

“We need to find a corner.” Said Peacock quietly. 

The boys looked at him. 
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“What for?” Asked Rusty. 

“It will lead us to some other book.” 

“And leave Bells behind? What a great friend you are!” 

“Only for a little bit. We can ask for help.” 

“And what if they won’t? What if they won’t help us, what 

then?”  

“The only person who could help would be someone large and 

strong,” said Grand, “or someone who knows how to kill 

vampires.” 

“Yeah, only there is no knowing what book we will land in, 

right?”  

“But we’re not in The Book of Abandoned Pages anymore, if I 

understand how this works. We’re in the Mist of Memories, or 

maybe we’re in the Land of Forgotten Books. So maybe it will 

work differently this time?” 

None of them could come up with an answer to this, and they 

grew glum and dejected. 

“I know exactly what we need.” Said Peacock slowly. 

The boys looked at him mistrustfully. 

“If we’re not in The Book of Abandoned Pages anymore, where 

this Dracula book is, if we turn a corner, it won’t get us into 

another story, it will get us into the same story, only earlier. 

We need to go a page before this one, to stop Dracula before he 

gets to luring us into his castle.” 
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Grand’s mouth opened wide. 

“Genius.” Whispered Rusty. 

Peacock’s ears turned pink. “No, I’m not. And sorry for 

being mad earlier. I was dumb, like you said, Rusty.” 

“Hey, man, it’s okay!” He flipped him both thumbs up. “But 

how to we find a corner here?” 

“Window?” Suggested Peacock. “If we can’t get out through 

the door, maybe we can climb down along the wall?” 

“Easy for you to say.” Grand looked at the window with 

horror. 

“Wait!” Rusty’s face lit up. “We don’t need to climb down 

the window at all! All we need to do is sit and wait!” 

“Wait for what?” 

“Don’t you remember? Grand, you said it yourself. The story 

repeats itself. If you wait on the same page, it starts all over 

again, right? So if we sit and wait, at some point this door 

will be unlocked, right? I didn’t see Dracula unlock it when he 

got us here. It was open!” 

“Holy cow, Rusty.” Peacock was breathless. “Only we can’t 

sit here for too long, he said by midnight the next day.” 

“Let’s try it?” 

They crouched by the door, pressing their ears to it, 

listening for steps. Sure enough, after a few minutes of this, 

dull thuds were heard, only those weren’t steps, those were 
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doors opening and closing of their own accord, reverting to the 

place they were in at the beginning of the page. The heavy bolt 

creaked, Peacock pulled, and the door opened. 

The boys cautiously exited and ran full pelt to the end of 

the corridor, down the steps, and out the front doors to the 

cobble stone court and then along the road that led to the 

castle.  

“Which way?” Asked Rusty. 

“To the right! There, see?” Peacock pointed. 

They instinctively ran toward hazy light that shone over 

the hill, and, sure enough, there was nothing beyond it. They 

ground to an abrupt stop. 

“It’s the corner!” Proclaimed Rusty. “Is this the right 

one?”  

“If the entrance to the castle is like the bottom of the 

page, and we ran to the right, then yes, it must be the corner 

that would lead us to the previous page.” 

“I think so.” Wheezed Grand, catching his breath after the 

run. 

“Okay then. Let’s hope this works.” With a glance back at 

the castle, Peacock pulled on it. The corner curled, and they 

were falling through a whirlwind of sand that hovered over an 

empty sun-bleached road. 
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Chapter 20. The Pompous Knight 

Look there, Sancho Panza, my friend, and see those thirty or so 
wild giants, with whom I intend to do battle and kill each and 
all of them, so with their stolen booty we can begin to enrich 
ourselves. 

Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote 

The boys sat on hard rocky ground, blinking at the light. 

Painfully bright turquoise sky arched overhead. Not a cloud in 

it, not a bird, only gusts of hot dry wind. Meager patches of 

brown grass ran up the hillock beyond which, on a wind-swept 

plateau, stood about thirty windmills, whitewashed towers topped 

with conical roofs. Their blades rotated lazily to the tune of 

the breeze, creaking and swishing, as if they were talking to 

each other. 

“Where are we?” Said Peacock. His fingers tingled 

pleasantly. The warmth felt good after the freezing night in 

Castle Dracula, but the dread of failure filled his stomach with 

ice. 

“I dunno.” Rusty was peering with curiosity at the 

windmills. “What are those?” 
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“Those are windmills.” Answered Grand, already sweating 

from the heat. 

“Windmills? I didn’t know anyone still used them! They are 

for making bread, right?” 

“In a way,” agreed Grand, “they are for milling things. You 

know, grinding stuff into powder.” 

“How do you know this?” 

“I read about them in a book, I read about...” He fell 

silent. His mouth fell open. “Wait a second...I read about them 

in Don Quixote, this is...” He looked at Rusty and Peacock for 

confirmation, both of whom stared back at him, puzzled. “This is 

Don Quixote. It must be. It looks just like in the pictures.” 

“Don Quixote?” Repeated Peacock. “We’re in Don Quixote?” 

“I think so. We’re in Spain, in La Mancha. In,” he held his 

head for a moment, “in seventeen century or something like 

that.” His face suddenly looked thinner, hollow. “This is the 

worst thing that could’ve happened. Oh man. This is awful.” 

“Why?” Said Rusty nervously. 

“Can you cut the suspense already?” Peacock fiddled with 

his hair, guilty that his idea didn’t work and not ready to 

admit it yet. “What is this book about?” 

“I always wanted to see this.” Said Grand, mesmerized. 

“It’s one of my favorite books. It’s about this Spanish knight 

who goes on all kinds of crazy adventures to revive chivalry, 
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you know, to be a hero in women’s eyes, to win their hearts. 

It’s so romantic and noble. He loved this lady Dulcinea and 

wanted to win her heart. He thought she was the most beautiful 

woman in the whole world and he’d do anything for her, even 

fight evil giants.” Grand sighed. 

“He’s do anything for her?” Asked Peacock. 

“Anything. She was the love of his life.” Grand’s eyes were 

far away and dreamy. 

“Kind of like Baron Munchausen?” Piped in Rusty. 

“Kind of...” 

“Cool!” Rusty caught himself. “I mean, not cool. Not cool 

at all! It’s not where we wanted to end up!” He jumped up. “We 

need to get back, to get Bells away from that bloodless creep 

whatever his name was!” 

“We won’t find our way back,” Grand said sadly, “we don’t 

even know how we ended up here. Bad things will happen. Don 

Quixote will find us and skewer us on his spear and boast about 

killing three boys who were really demonic dwarfs that stood in 

his way, because he likes to come up with stuff like that. It 

will all end badly, I just know it.” He held his face, his eyes 

full of despair, his mind whirring with terrible scenarios, one 

worse than another. 

“Why would he think we’re dwarfs?” 

Grand shrugged. “He just thinks stuff like that.” 
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“But how...” started Peacock. “How did we end up here? We 

should’ve landed in Dracula’s book, on the previous page. 

Why...I don’t understand.” He scrambled to standing, looking 

around for any explanation to his question. There was none. No 

people, no animals, no sign of life at all. The windmills 

creaked contentedly, staring the boys down with their black 

narrow windows. 

“Guys! Look!” Rusty pointed at two dots on the road. 

“Is that...him?” Asked Peacock. 

“I think. Yes, I think that’s Don Quixote himself.” Stated 

Grand, beaming. 

“Who is that other guy? See? And what is that he’s riding 

on, a donkey?” Rusty sniggered. 

Grand puffed out his cheeks. “Listen, Rusty, you’re my 

friend, okay? I like you very much. But sometimes your 

immaturity gets on my nerves. No offense, please. There is 

nothing funny here. This is not just some guy on a donkey, it’s 

Sancho Panza, Don Quixote’s squire.” 

“Well, I didn’t know that, did I?” 

“You shouldn’t laugh at what you don’t know or don’t 

understand, that’s what my mom always says.” 

“So what! He looks funny!” 
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Grand felt deeply offended. He imagined himself as Sancho 

many times, finding odd similarities both in his character and 

his sizeable girdle. “You look funny too, you know?” He blurted. 

Rusty missed the pun. “I know! I know! But look, man, he’s 

riding a donkey!” There was no help for it, his anxiety burst 

out as laughter. 

“Hey Grand. What was that you said about him skewering us 

on his spear?” Peacock licked his lips. “Shouldn’t we scat 

before he sees us?” 

“Let’s go look for a way back!” 

“I think it’s too late,” said Grand. “Not that there are 

any good hiding places anyway, except maybe the windmills.” 

The dots grew amidst the cloud of dust and gradually 

morphed into riders. The one on the left, a tall and lanky 

knight in dented armor, a white mustache and beard covering most 

of his face, shouted impatiently and shook his spear. 

“Behold the giants, Sancho! They have a thousand arms, each 

at least a mile long! It will be a great battle!” 

“What giants, sire?” Asked Sancho dumbly, peering at the 

windmills. His plump jolly face puckered in concentration. He 

patted his donkey and scratched the bald spot on his head. 

“Those aren’t giants, sire, those are—” 
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“I will battle them this minute, Sancho! Prepare my steed!” 

Don Quixote dismounted, hefted his spear and marched ahead until 

he glimpsed three puzzled boys staring at him. 

“Ah! There you are!” He flung the spear at them 

absentmindedly, and the boys flinched. 

“I am the renowned knight Don Quixote of La Mancha. Who are 

you? Answer!” He stomped, rousing a cloud of dust. 

Rusty coughed, covering his eyes. 

Grand opened his mouth in awe. He looked at the knight, 

then at his squire, then at the knight again, pinching himself. 

“I’m in Don Quixote, I’m in Don Quixote.” Don Quixote was one of 

his favorite characters. There he stood in front of him, and 

Grand couldn’t say a word. 

“Might as well try,” said Peacock to himself, expertly 

cleared his throat, and offered a deep bow. “Oh, esteemed knight 

Don Quixote! I have heard so much about you, you are very well 

known for your famous deeds of chivalry and courage!”  

Grand stared at Peacock. “What are you...” 

Peacock winked.  

“Oh, well known, am I?” Don Quixote smiled under his 

mustache and straightened his chest. 

“Yes, you are.” 

“You say, you’ve heard of my deeds, have you?” 
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“Oh yes, beloved knight.” Peacock bowed even lower. “I have 

heard of your adventures. Allow me to venture to tell you 

something of which your excellency might not be aware, yet I 

have a deep belief you might rejoice at once and rush to her aid 

immediately, as she is in grave danger at the moment.” 

“She?” Don Quixote frowned. “Who is this ‘she’ you’re 

talking about, stranger? Tell me your name, before I stab you in 

your ignorant chest and pin you to the ground!” 

Peacock winced. “No, no, please don’t stab me or pin me. 

That sounds painful. My name is Peter Sutton.” 

“Hmmm.” Grumbled Don Quixote. “You’re not who I’m looking 

for. And there are only three of you.” He looked them over. 

“Well then, get out of my way.” 

Peacock cowered. 

“Um, Don Quixote?” Grand reached for the knight’s arm. “Can 

you tell us who it is you’re looking for?” 

“Why, four pour souls that need my help.” Said Don Quixote, 

his hand over his eyes. He cast a wide look all around and 

grunted. “Sancho! Do you see them?” 

“See who, sire?” 

“Did you say, four?” Peacock recovered somewhat, but still 

eyed Don Quixote’s spear with apprehension. “Four children, 

maybe?” 
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“But of course! I’m looking for four poor lost children. 

Did you happen to see them? If you did, answer me at once!” He 

swung the spear so close, Peacock had to duck. “This is an 

urgent matter! I must avenge them!” 

Peacock suddenly grinned. “Four, you said? Is one of them a 

girl?” 

“A girl? What nonsense you’re talking about! How dare you! 

She is the chosen maid of the noble princess, the heiress to the 

throne of the cannibal king herself!” 

“Cannibal what?” 

“Don’t you know? Pippilotta! Now that’s a royal name worthy 

of courageous deeds.” 

“You mean, Pippi?” Rusty raised his brow. “Pippi 

Longstocking?”  

“That’s the one!” 

“It’s us!” Cried Rusty. “It’s us you’re looking for!” 

“I do not see how this can be true! There are only three of 

you! Where is the maid? Do not dare to deceive me!” Don Quixote 

aimed his spear at Rusty. 

“We were four,” Rusty didn’t dare take his eyes off the 

sharp tip not too far from his nose, “but then Dracula took 

Bells away from us—” 

“Bells? That’s the one! That’s the one I’m looking for! 

Why, that silly scoundrel Dracula is at it again!” Don Quixote 
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whacked the blunt end of the spear on the ground. “I’ll show 

him. I’ll show him how to...what did you say your name was, 

stranger?” 

“Mine?” Rusty blinked, relieved that the spear wasn’t aimed 

at him any longer. “Russell Jagoda.” 

“That’s not it!” Cried Don Quixote. “Not it at all!” 

“Rusty? Is who you’re looking for named Rusty?” Said Grand 

timidly. 

“Oh, yes, stranger, that is his name, like the rust from 

the blood on the sword, and the other one is Grand, like the 

grand duke!” 

“That would be me.” Grand’s whole face split into a grin. 

“I’m Grand. Do you really think I look like a grand duke?” 

“And the last one is by the name of en exotic bird whose 

feathers dazzle the eyes of whose who behold it with a feast of 

colors, azure, and lavender, and rose.” Don Quixote waved his 

free arm, his eyes closed at the recollection of the marvelous 

creature. 

“Peacock?” Said Peacock. 

“Is that you?” 

“Yes.” Peacock smoothed his hair. “I was just thinking 

about coloring my hair purple next week, actually, now that you 

mention it.” 
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“Oh! Oh, my!” Don Quixote was so distressed, he couldn’t 

say another word. Sancho, who wordlessly witnessed the entire 

spectacle, scurried up to him and took the spear out of his 

hand. 

“I do humbly apologize.” Said Don Quixote. “Your garb, 

humph, is rather strange. And I was looking for four children, 

not three. What happened to the maid by the glorious name of 

Bells, like the bells ringing out the most beautiful sermon?” 

“Dracula got her!” Rusty was agitated. “We need to get back 

into his book and free her before midnight the next day, or he 

will turn her into a vampire!” 

“Same old tricks.” Don Quixote curled his mustache. “We 

shall avenge her. Sancho? My sword.” 

Sancho handed it to him, and Don Quixote carelessly waved 

it about.  

“Sire, sire...careful, please.” 

“Prepare my steed, Sancho! We are going to help these poor 

children! We were on the right path, after all!” 

“Did Pippi send you here?” Asked Peacock. 

“Indeed!” 

“But why? How does she know?” 

“Oh, they had a quarrel with Nils. The usual. He thinks you 

deserve to be eaten by wolves for what you did.” 
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Peacock paled. “He said that? That little boy in the red 

hat?” 

“He is a spiteful boy, him and Kay both. But Little Prince 

and Alice and Pippi and I, we think it’s too cruel.” 

“But how did you know we’d be here?” 

“Why did you think you are here?” 

“We thought we’d drop into the previous page of the Dracula 

book...” Peacock didn’t know what else to say. What exactly did 

he think? He couldn’t remember, it was all decided and done in a 

rush. 

“That was good thinking, esteemed Peacock. That is what 

would’ve happened, if I didn’t sail up in time right under 

Dracula’s book with my own. We can float freely, yes, like in 

the sea,” he answered Peacock’s unspoken question, “this is the 

Sea of Timeless Books, after all.” 

“The Sea of Books?” Asked Rusty. “That is awesome!” 

“It floats over the Mist of Memories.” 

The boys listened to him, fascinated. 

“Sire? Sire?” Sancho tapped on Don Quixote’s shoulder. 

“What do you annoy me for?” 

“We really must be going, sire.” 

“That’s right! What are you waiting for?” The knight 

towered over his quire. 

“For you, sire.” Mumbled Sancho. 
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“Then wait no longer!” Don Quixote thrust his sword in the 

air. “We must save Bells!” He mounted the steed and charged with 

a cry, “Follow me!” 

The boys ran after him, puzzled. 

Don Quixote rode up to the nearest windmill, got off the 

horse, grabbed on to the end of the slowly revolving blade when 

it was near the ground and with a cry of glee rode it all the 

way up, reached into the sky and sliced it open. Cold air and 

darkness rushed down. “After me!” He cried and clambered up and 

out of sight. 

“We’re coming! We’re coming!” Rusty seized the trestle. One 

by one they rode up, Grand and Sancho the last ones, both 

huffing and puffing and help each other out.  
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Chapter 21. The Poor Student 

I may be permitted, kind reader, to doubt whether you have ever 
been enclosed in a glass bottle, unless some vivid dream has 
teased you with such magical mishaps. 

E.T.A. Hoffman, The Golden Pot 

Don Quixote climbed out on the stone pavement in front of Castle 

Dracula. After him Peacock, Rusty, Grand, and Sancho emerged one 

by one. It was midnight. Chilly wind cut through their clothes, 

whispering something. Wolves howled hungrily not too far away. 

And from one of the castle windows, so high up, it almost 

touched the starry sky, a figure in black with a flapping cape 

behind it was crawling down the wall. It stopped, grew wings and 

took off to the moon as a giant bat. 

Rusty’s mouth opened. “Is that...Dracula?” 

“Holy cow.” Peacock swallowed hard, willing himself to keep 

standing straight and not run for the shadows to hide. 

“I think he’s going on a hunt.” Said Grand with his usual 

gloom. “I think what he does is, he hunts innocent people all 

night long. He catches them unaware, drinks their blood, and 

returns in the morning to sleep in his casket in the dungeon, in 

the dark and the mold and the death around him.” 
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“We get your point,” said Peacock weakly. “I hope he didn’t 

feed on Bells yet. Don Quixote, you’re coming?” 

“Sire?” Sancho scurried to his master. 

The knight pushed him away and did something bizarre. He 

took off his helmet, bent his head, and fell to one knee, 

stretching out his arms to three figures that appeared out of 

thin air. 

“Oh, beautiful maidens! How fair is your skin! How precious 

are your faces! Your lips are so red, they put sunset to shame! 

Oh, let me behold you with my tired eyes, let me feast on your 

beauty. I am your humble servant, the revered knight Don Quixote 

of La Mancha.” 

Sancho slumped, his eyes full of admiration. 

Peacock felt his legs give out. “Oh no...” 

The three misty figures that appeared out of thin air 

quickly solidified into women dressed as brides, their skin 

translucent, almost bluish, their lips bright red, their eyes 

shining with hunger. Moonlight gave their features a sharp 

sinister look, and there was no shadow on the ground where they 

stood. 

“Are these the ones who whispered to you from the book?” 

Asked Rusty. “Are they the ones?” 

Peacock heard himself answer in a voice that he didn’t 

recognize, “yes...they are...the Brides of Dracula.” 
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“Whoa. For real? They’re so beautiful.”  

Grand added helpfully, “from what I’ve read, this beauty is 

deceiving. They are like regular vampires, only worse, because 

they feed on children and infants.” 

“Hey, I’m not a baby anymore!” Exclaimed Rusty happily, but 

in the next moment his exuberance vanished. He fell under the 

Brides’ spell like the rest of them. 

“You can take that one.” Pointed one of them at Grand. “He 

is young and juicy.” 

“I shall.” Said her sister. “Come.” She beckoned to Grand, 

licking her lips. He obediently waddled up, dazed. 

“And I’ll get this little one, he seems to be full of life. 

Come here.” She said to Rusty, and he took a step after a step, 

grinning in a way a delirious lunatic does. 

Peacock wanted to scream, but his lips wouldn’t move. His 

voice deserted him. The third sister stared at him with her cold 

eyes and he wanted nothing more but to come closer. 

“You’re back,” she murmured. “I knew you would come to our 

bidding. You poor boy. Did you think that burning our book would 

erase our story?” She gave a burst of a hideous screeching 

laughter. “You were wrong. We live in too many minds. We will be 

remembered for a very long time.” 

“This is what will happen to you. Watch.” She strolled up 

to Don Quixote, his grey hair standing up like tufts of cotton. 
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His face servile, he offered his neck, and she fell on him, 

gurgling in the ecstasy of feeding. 

Sancho watched this, paralyzed. 

“Peacock!” Bells’ voice screamed from above. “Grand! Rusty! 

Look at me!” 

They raised their heads, hardly remembering her. 

Bells hung out from the third story window. “Get out of 

here, you idiots!” She shouted, waving arms.  

Peacock blinked. “Bells?” 

“Sssss!” Hissed the sisters. “Don’t listen to her. Come to 

us. Come. We shall kiss you and you will forget your worries.” 

“Shut up, stupid vampire brides! Guys, listen to me!” 

They were trying. Even Sancho looked up and was scratching 

the bald spot on his head, as if woken from a dream. “Where is 

my donkey?”  

“Do I always have to figure out everything for everyone?” 

Bells’ furious glare had a sobering effect on them even from 

this distance. “Where did you go? Who is this?” 

“Don Quixote.” Said Peacock automatically. 

“Whose brilliant idea was it?” 

“Mine.” 

“You idiot!” She shouted as loud as she could. “They will 

kill him! They will—get away from him!” She reached behind her 

and flung something out the window. 
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It was a candle candelabra. It hit one of the sisters 

square in the face. She yelped and jumped away from Grand, her 

cutters bared in a snarl. 

“Huh?” Grand woke as if from a slumber.  

The vampire lunged at him. With a roar of unimaginable 

strength, Peacock threw himself in her path. His eyes were 

blazing with something terrible, and she drew back. 

“Don’t touch my friend!” He shook so hard, his last word 

came out through a choke. “Don’t you dare touching him!” 

“You’re right. You promise to taste better.” She sniffed 

and fell on Peacock, her sweet cloying breath muddling his mind. 

“Peacock, no!” Screamed Bells. “Guys, help him!” 

It was Don Quixote who answered her call.  

“Oh, I was mistaken! Oh, Dracula, you old crook! You fooled 

me!” He threw off the sister who fed on him, picked up his spear 

and in one powerful move struck the vampires off Peacock and 

Rusty so that they landed by the stone fence that surrounded the 

castle. Faithful Sancho came to the knight’s aid, egging them to 

the wall, a silver cross in his outstretched hand. They writhed 

and snarled and screamed obscenities, no longer charming maidens 

in beautiful bridal dresses, but revolting undead creatures with 

lust for human blood. 

Then something unexpected happened. 

Don Quixote began changing. 
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“Grand.” Said Peacock. 

“He got bitten by a vampire bride.” Said Grand quietly. “I 

think he is turning into a vampire.” 

But he wasn’t. He was turning into a young man, his 

mustache and beard giving way to smoothly shaved skin, his armor 

to a tattered velvet suit. The vampire sisters acquired a sickly 

shade of green, their bodies elongated, their heads narrowed. 

With a whoosh their beautiful dresses collapsed and out crawled 

three brilliant emerald snakes. 

“You thought you could beat me, old friend.” Came a voice 

from above. “You were wrong, Don Quixote. Nobody can beat Count 

Dracula.” A huge black bat flapped its wings, swooping down on 

them, alighted on the castle’s steps, and morphed into a slimy 

shape with four legs, its black skin splotched with orange. The 

thing lashed a forked tongue at them, flared with blue fire, and 

pelted into shadows. 

“A salamander.” Whispered Rusty. “That was a giant 

salamander! Did you see it? It had fire around it, blue fire!” 

“That was Dracula, only he changed.” Stated Grand. “The 

whole book changed into a different one, like Winnie-the-Pooh. 

Look.”  

Instead of a cold night it was a warm evening, and instead 

of the castle court they stood on a quiet city street gilded 

with sinking sunrays. In front of them sprouted an elder-tree, 
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and by its base sat a young man, formerly Don Quixote, now a 

college student. Three snakes slithered around his shoulders, 

periscoping their tiny heads, singing in his ears. 

“Anselmus. Look in our eyes, Anselmus.”  

He obeyed, staring at them with longing and misery. “Oh, 

how beautiful you are. Oh, I beg you, sing me more with those 

sweet voices.” 

“Where are we?” Asked Peacock. “Do any of you know? And 

where is Bells?” 

The snakes raced up the tree trunk, into its braches. 

Anselmus cried out in anguish, wringing his hands. “Oh, glorious 

shine! Oh, pretty glitter! Talk to me again! I will die, if you 

won’t. Oh, I will die!” 

A small crowd started forming around them: peasants and 

merchants and bakers. One of them, a stout middle-aged woman 

with a no-nonsense attitude, stepped forward with a bucket of 

water and to shouts of agreement dumped it on Anselmus. 

Startled, he jumped up and ran off along the street. 

“You want this too?” She asked the boys. 

“It’s Sancho.” Said Grand. “Sancho?” 

The woman resembled the squire to the dot, she could easily 

pass for his sister. “What did you call me?” She raised the 

bucket threateningly. 

The boys took off. 
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“Where are we running?” Gasped Rusty. 

“I don’t know. Away from that crazy lady with a bucket and 

looking for Bells?” Panted Peacock. 

“We’ll never find her here.” Wheezed Grand. “This is a 

different book now. She must have turned into something else. 

Maybe she is now an old ugly witch. We will never recognize her. 

She must have grown a long nose with ten warts on it and—” 

“Will you stop, please?” Said Peacock. 

“Okay, okay, sorry. But I can’t run this fast, can you guys 

slow down?” 

They stopped in the shade of a large elm, grasping their 

knees and breathing hard, bent over. 

From above, through the rustle of the leaves, a melody 

knitted itself into a tune that caught their attention. They 

looked up as one, to see the same green snakes slither down to 

them, singing in crystal voices. 

“Come after us.” They sang. “We will show you the way.” 

“The way where?” Asked Peacock suspiciously. 

“To your lost friend.” 

“You know where she is?” 

“We do, we do.” 

“Why should we trust you?” Added Grand. 

“Do you have a choice not to?” They slid one over the 

other, blinking their shiny eyes, flicking out their tongues. 
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“Well,” said Grand looking at Peacock, “I suppose we don’t 

have any other choice. Why do you want to help us?” He said to 

the snakes. “You were vampire Brides just now, and you wanted to 

drink our blood, so me and my friends are wondering if we can 

trust you or not.” 

“Do you want to find your friend?” 

“Do you?” 

“Do you?” 

Their voices mixed into a melody. 

“Come on, guys, let’s go!” Rusty hopped from foot to foot. 

“Why would they lie to us? I bet they want to find that 

salamander, you know, that thing Count Dracula turned into? So 

we can whack him on the head and make him tell us where Bells 

is, right? He can’t bite us anymore, right?” 

The snakes waited.  

“Okay, show us.” Said Peacock. 

The boys trotted after the snakes to the end of the alley 

where they came up to a neat little house with an ornate porch 

and a calling cord hanging by the door. 

Rusty bravely reached for it. The cord coiled and snapped 

at him. It became a serpent, and the knocker on the door blinked 

at them with a face of an ugly old woman. “Into the crystal you 

will all go! Into the crystal!” She screeched. 

Rusty jerked his hand back with a cry. 
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The door opened and there stood an old studious man. His 

face was attentive and intelligent, like that of a college 

professor. 

“Can I help you?” He asked. 

“Give us back our friend, you nasty vampire!” Shouted 

Rusty, before either Grand or Peacock could stop him. 

“Pardon me?” The man squinted. “Would you like to come in 

and explain?” He gestured them into the hall. 

“You nasty thing!” 

“Rusty, what are you doing?” Peacock tried to pull him 

back, but Rusty thrashed out of his hold. 

“It’s Dracula! Can’t you see?” Rusty pushed the professor 

aside so that he collapsed on the porch and rushed in, Peacock 

and Grand on his heels. 

“Rusty! Rusty, wait!” 

“Bells is here somewhere! This is Castle Dracula, only it’s 

a new house of that salamander guy!” 

“How do you know?” 

“He had a picture of that salamander on his coat!” 

“You’re amazing, Rusty.” Huffed Grand. “I didn’t even 

notice.” 

Rusty grinned. “Thanks! Let’s go find Bells!” 

They raced through the entry hall and into what looked like 

a greenhouse, a long room where every surface sprouted and 
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undulated and wobbled with grotesque colorful plants. Even the 

ceiling was green, overgrown with some vine. The air hung with 

an overwhelmingly pungent odor. Exotic birds flitted from palm 

to palm, chattering at the boys. 

“Run, run!” 

“You don’t want to be late!” 

“She’ll get in the crystal, she will!” 

The room didn’t seem to end. It kept stretching and 

zigzagging into narrow pathways. At every turn some strange 

plant blocked their way, or some curious bird attempted to peck 

at their heads, squawking. They crashed through a tangle of 

lilies and behind them found Bells. 

She was snugly fit inside a glass bottle. 

“Finally.” She said through the glass. “I thought you’d 

never show up.” 

“You’re alive!” Rusty was the first to unfreeze. 

“Why are you in a glass bottle?” Asked Peacock.  

“The Archivarius put me here.” 

“Who?” 

“He used to be Count Dracula, but after one of the Brides 

bit Don Quixote, he turned into the Archivarius from The Golden 

Pot, it’s this book by E.T.A. Hoffman, he was a German horror 

writer.” 
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“Lovely.” Gulped Peacock, coming up to the bottle and 

taking it. “But how are we going to get you out of here? He 

didn’t turn you into a mini vampire, did he?” 

“Does it look like it? I can bite you, if you want.” 

Faint commotion could be heard back in the thicket of the 

plants, and a moment later a giant salamander engulfed in blue 

and green flames charged at them with a terrible cry. 

The bottle slipped out of Peacock’s fingers and broke. 

Bells brushed off the pieces of glass, promptly returning 

to her normal size. 

The salamander scorched the path at their feet with fire.  

The kids screamed and bolted through the greenhouse without 

a sense of direction, bumping into palms, overturning pots of 

flowers, and dodging birds, until they found themselves in the 

dead end. The salamander was crashing through the last row of 

potted flowers between them. 

“What do we do now?” Cried Peacock. 

“I don’t know! Get fried alive?” Offered Bells.  

“Guys! Guys! Look!” Rusty was pointing at the ceiling lined 

with moving tentacles of some carnivorous plant. It peeled off. 

“It’s lifting.” Grand peered into the haze. 

“It’s a corner!” 

The salamander towered over them, flames licking its 

quivering sides. The ceiling of the greenhouse ripped off 
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completely, and a gust of wind knocked the salamander off its 

legs, extinguishing its fire at the same time. The only problem 

was, it knocked down the children also. 

A tall thin lady in a hat adorned with daisies sailed in on 

the wind, dropped open a large bag on the floor and commanded, 

“In.” 

Impatient, she pulled them up to their feet and shoved them 

inside, and, surprisingly, they all fit, sticking their heads 

out of the bag, watching the salamander snap at the lady. 

“You,” she thrust a stern finger at him, “stay where you 

are.” She clambered up and out of the hole, opened up an 

umbrella and vanished into the rush of air, picked up by the 

wind and swirled like a leaf. 
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Chapter 22. The Flying Umbrella 

The wind, with a wild cry, slipped under the umbrella, pressing 
it upwards as though trying to force it out of Mary Poppins’s 
hands. But she held on tightly, and that, apparently, was what 
the wind wanted... 

P.L. Travers, Mary Poppins 

Peacock was holding on to the edge of the bag. He peered down 

and saw a foggy city spread out below, its winding busy roads, 

its carpets of red tile roofs and ribbons of smoke. They were 

slowly descending. It sprinkled. He shook the moisture out of 

his hair, looked around, and saw astounded faces of his friends. 

They were staring up, at the stern face of a woman with very 

sharp little blue eyes. She held an umbrella over her head in 

such a way as if it was perfectly normal to travel over towns 

carried by the wind.  

“It’s Mary Poppins.” Peacock smiled despite himself. 

“This is so cool!” Rusty gazed down. “This is like flying 

in a hot air balloon, only better!” 

Grand studied the umbrella above with suspicion. “I hope we 

won’t drop and crash and die.” 
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Mary Poppins smirked. One couldn’t tell if she approved or 

disapproved of their comments. She didn’t say a word and they 

flew on, all the way to the Cherry-Tree Lane. 

“Where is she taking us?” Whispered Bells. 

Peacock raised a brow. “Like you don’t know? Come on. 

You’ve read this book, haven’t you?” 

“I think,” started Grand timidly, “I think I’m more 

interested in finding out why she is taking us anywhere at all.” 

“You’ll find out soon enough,” said Mary Poppins, looked 

them over, made a scoffing noise and tilted sharply. The wind 

threw them right in front of a small house at the end of the 

Lane. Mary Poppins dropped the bag and waved the children to 

climb out. 

“You have done a lot of mischief,” she informed them. 

“We did? Awesome!” 

“Rusty.” Hissed Bells. 

“What?” But he fell quiet. 

Mary Poppins merely waited for them to look at her, so she 

could continue. “In light of this we, the characters of the 

books, intend to hold a council with you.”  

The children stole an uneasy glance at each other. 

“What kind of council, if you don’t mind me asking?” Said 

Bells. 
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“You,” Mary Poppins pointed a finger at Peacock, “are 

responsible for starting it all. And you,” she shifted to Bells, 

“have made it happen. You two,” she looked at Grand and Rusty, 

“helped them. And now I have some very unhappy characters on my 

hands.” She folded her umbrella, glaring at them. “That, in 

addition of taking care of four very naughty children.”  

She stepped closer and proceeded scolding them for their 

mishaps, recounting everything from how they disturbed the peace 

of the Snow Queen and frightened Kay, derailed the little prince 

from what he was supposed to do, namely, find a pilot lost in 

the desert and not four silly children. On and on she went, 

describing every detail, the disturbed pools in the green 

forest, the red death and his complaints about spoiling his 

performance that required an ominous presence, which they 

spoiled. She talked about the bluebeard whose heart was acting 

up after their visit, the caterpillar saying they were rude. She 

even mentioned that Grand upset the headless horseman greatly by 

standing in his way every time he had to cross the page, to the 

point where he started getting very afraid of Grand and nearly 

lost his head. Literally, he almost let it roll out of his 

hands. 

“The headless horseman was afraid of me?” Grand couldn’t 

believe his ears.  

“Quite.” Said Mary Poppins sternly. 
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Rusty sniggered, but under her stare he pretended it was 

nothing more than an accidental cough. 

“I’m not mentioning here poor Baron Munchausen who flew 

into a tree, distracted by your antics and cries, and poor 

moomins whose breakfast got cold. And you, young man.” She 

propped her hands on hips, towering over Peacock. “What have you 

done to Solaris? It has been telling me it’s not as slimy after 

your visit, it feels rather chapped and stiff.” 

“I didn’t do anything.” Protested Peacock. 

“I petted it!” Exclaimed Rusty. 

“We will talk about this more.” Decided Mary Poppins. “The 

only person who is happy is Pippi, the Martians, and Roc 

chicks.” She pursed her lips. “Everyone else is rather you 

leave.” 

“We’d like to leave!” Said Bells. “But we don’t know how. 

Do you know? Just tell us, and we’ll go.” 

“One more lie from this direction, and I will take you to 

the darkest deepest dungeon of the most forgotten horrible 

book.” Said Mary Poppins. 

“I’m not lying.” Said Bells and blushed. 

“I know you don’t want to get back. None of you. That’s why 

you’re here. You want to hide in books forever. Am I right?” 

The children fell silent. 
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“I knew it. Well, you get what you ask for. We will decide 

at the council what to do with you. You have gotten too deep 

into the world of stories, you have found out too many of our 

secrets. We’re not sure if it would be safe to just have you 

go.” 

“What secrets?” 

“Secrets about how books really work.” 

“How do they work?” 

“That would be me telling you another secret, wouldn’t it?” 

Bells stared. The wind rustled and whined through the naked 

tree branches, and she could see a couple faces peering down 

from the second floor window. 

“Now, I won’t let you tarnish any more books.” Mary Poppins 

straightened. She glanced at the door. Any moment Mr. Banks 

would get out to go to work and both him and Mrs. Banks would 

see her standing there talking to four disobedient children. 

That was not something Mary Poppins wanted them to see, 

especially not on her first workday, as she intended to accept 

her position. 

“I will have to gather everyone, and just so you won’t 

disturb any more characters, kindly go here and sleep until 

you’re summoned. I don’t want you to cause more havoc.” 

“But Mary Poppins—” 
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Mary Poppins measured Bells with such disdain that Bells 

didn’t dare to contradict, neither did any of the boys. 

“Follow me.” She led them behind the house, held up a slice 

of the turf neatly cut in the shape of a corner, and said, 

“Now.” 

The most curious thing happened. The entire backyard was 

rising, clumps of raining from it in great heaps, and from 

underneath they could hear the rumble of a machine. They didn’t 

need to see to know what is was, and Peacock knew it better than 

any of them.  

“The Martian.” He said. 

“The Martian, yes!” Repeated Rusty. “Come on, Grand. 

Remember him? He’s okay. He’s our friend!” 

Grand trembled, watching the green glow of laser beams that 

searched around, spotted them, and stopped. Out emerged the head 

of a gigantic tripod. It saw Peacock, carefully telescoped out 

one of its legs, scooped up the children and deposited them into 

lush summer filled with the smells and sounds of busy village 

life. 
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Chapter 23. The Round Homes 

There is nothing like looking, if you want to find something. 
You certainly usually find something, if you look, but it is not 
always quite the something you were after. 

J.R.R. Tolkien, The Hobbit 

The children stood at the foot of a grassy hillock spotted with 

round green doors. Apparently they led inside comfortable homes, 

because the top of the hillock held quite a number of smoking 

chimneys. It was sunny. It was warm. It was a perfect summer 

morning—as perfect as any summer morning can be—a bit late for 

breakfast, a bit early for lunch. Far off on the winding path 

between the knolls a stout figure with a sack on its back 

hurried off and over the crest of the hill and out of sight. 

Bells stared with her mouth open. “Was that...Bilbo?” 

“It was! It was!” Rusty had a hard time containing his 

excitement. “We’re in The Hobbit! I so wanted to see how they 

live! I can’t believe it! Let’s go look!” He hopped along the 

path and up to the nearest door. 

“Rusty, wait!” Bells rushed after him. 

“It’s a hobbit hole, Bells! Look!” He could hardly stand 

still, dancing on the spot. 
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Grand lumbered after them, but there was something joyful 

in his gait. “I am fully prepared to be quartered or beheaded or 

stabbed,” he told himself, “or even get fried alive by the 

Martians or the flaming salamander. They can do anything they 

want, for the chance to see a hobbit hole.” He reached and 

touched the glossy painted surface of the door, his face 

reddened. “It’s real. It’s real!” 

“I can’t believe we’re here.” Said Peacock, passing both 

hands through his hair. “I mean, holy cow! A hobbit hole? A real 

hobbit hole? This is just perfect.” 

They stood in front of Bilbo’s home, gaping around at the 

most peculiar village one has ever seen. There wasn’t a straight 

line present. All of it circled and wove in and out and around 

and undulated and curved. 

Content mechanical grumble made Peacock look up. “Is this 

where the council will be held?” 

The Martian nodded. 

“Are we supposed to go in?” Asked Bells. But she couldn’t 

wait for the Martian to confirm what she had guessed already. 

Unable to hold back her curiosity anymore, she grasped the brass 

knob, pulled, and, to her amazement, the door opened. It wasn’t 

locked. It didn’t creak either, it smoothly came to a stop, its 

hinges well taken care of. 
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Shaking from apprehension and delight, peering around as if 

expecting someone to jump out and snub them, the children 

stepped in and took one long collective breath. 

It was as they expected.  

A lovely home where a hobbit lived, with lots and lots of 

pegs for clothes and hats, chairs and benches along the walls, 

and neat round doors that led, they knew, to all kinds of rooms, 

of which they were mostly interested in two. A kitchen and a 

pantry. 

“So, do you think we’re alone here? I mean, Bilbo has just 

gone off on his adventure with the dwarves?” Asked Grand Bells 

nervously, his stomach betraying him with loud gurgling. 

“Yes, I think so. I think he knew we were going to have the 

council here, or maybe Mary Poppins told him. In any case, I 

think we landed on the page where he takes off.” 

“Oh, that’s too bad.” Sniffled Grand. 

“Why?” 

“Well, that means that his pantry was raided clean by the 

dwarves the night before.” 

“Come on, Grand,” said Peacock, “it’s a hobbit we’re 

talking about. Every self-respecting hobbit always has an extra 

pantry room somewhere. You know, a secret stash of food?” 

“You really think so?” Grand’s hopes were on the rise. 

“I really do.” 
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“Hey, I wanted to thank you for, you know...” Grand 

shuffled his feet. “For saving me from that vampire.” 

“Oh, that?” Peacock waved it off like it wasn’t a big deal. 

“No worries, any time.” 

“Guys! Guys! I found it!” Rusty was waving them into a side 

door. 

“What is it?” Said Bells. 

“Food!” 

Grand was the first who ventured in after Rusty. With a cry 

of triumph he called to Bells and Peacock. They entered a dark 

room with no windows but stashed with rounds of cheese and hocks 

of ham and bread. They didn’t need to ask themselves twice, nor 

did they talk. They fell on it and stopped only when they 

couldn’t fit anymore in their stomachs. 

Rusty belched loudly. Grand joined him. And even Peacock, 

who at Castle Dracula considered it a primitive game, uttered a 

belch so loud, they all cracked up, including Bells. They were 

sitting on the floor, feeling good and safe and fuzzy, having 

completely forgotten the reason why they were here in the first 

place. 

After a bit of this lazy lounging they crawled out of the 

room and poked their heads into other doors looking for a place 

where they should crash for a nap. 

Someone rapped on the door.  
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Bells’ stomach lurched. She grabbed Peacock’s hand. “Did 

you hear that?” 

“Hear what?” 

“I heard it! I heard it! It must be the characters!” 

Rusty’s eyes were about to pop out of his sockets. “The 

council!” 

“Oh, right. I have completely forgotten.” Bells held her 

face. “How could I forget?” 

“We should all prepare for death.” Said Grand in a sad low 

voice. “I am sure that will be the price for our crimes. I 

suppose we could ask them to make it quick and less painful. At 

least we ate a good lunch, so there is that. I’d rather die on a 

full stomach than—” He didn’t get a chance to finish. 

The door burst open and there stood Pippi Longstocking, her 

carrot-colored braids sticking out like twigs, her freckled face 

contorted like she was about to lambast them.  

“There they are!” She looked behind her. “Come in.” 

In stomped a whole party of characters. There were Kai, the 

little prince, Cipollino, and Alyosha. The Red Death and 

Bluebeard carefully stepped over the threshold, helping in a 

very scared Headless Horseman—without the horse—because he 

couldn’t quite see where he stepped, his head held firmly 

between his hands. After him came the Snow Queen, Bluebeard’s 

dead wives in their flowing nightgowns, the lemon police, the 



Anske / Corners / 243 

entire family of moomintrolls, Nils with his goose Marten, 

Blackey, Baron Munchausen, and last of all Mary Poppins. She 

counted the heads, called out names and, satisfied, firmly 

closed the door behind her. 

“We will meet in the largest guest room!” She shouted over 

the hullabaloo of voices, attempting to bring some order to the 

shifting writhing mass of people and animals taking off their 

coats, greeting each other, snarling and spreading wings and 

overall trying to make themselves comfortable in this rather 

narrow hallway, making their way to the guest room and piling up 

behind a large dinner table.  

When everyone got seated, the boys stared at Bells. They 

were afraid and they saw it in each other’s eyes.  

“Quiet, please!” Boomed Mary Poppins’s voice. 

The characters hushed, although the headless horseman kept 

trying to find a comfortable position and falling off the chair, 

unable to speak his desires nor look where it was he was sitting 

down. A large yellow eye covered one window, and next to it 

another appeared, bright green and shining like a fluorescent 

bulb. Those belonged to the Roc chick and the Martian. And a 

strange substance seeped into the room through the ceiling, 

pooling on the floor in large slimy puddles. 

Bells reached for Peacock’s hand, “is that...” 

“...yes, it’s Solaris.” He gulped. 
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“I should say.” Mary Poppins sniffed. “Took you quite a 

while to settle down. Shall we begin?” 

There were multiple cries of approval. 

“Very well. Pippi.” Mary Poppins peered at her. 

“This is a very curious house.” Pippi was telling 

Moominmamma, who nodded politely. “I like mine better. You can’t 

bring a horse here, and there is no porch. What house doesn’t 

have a porch?” 

“I agree, it is rather curious.” Said Moominmamma and fell 

silent under Mary’s stare. 

She didn’t say another word, but kept passing her eyes over 

the entire assembly, waiting for order. An awkward silence 

filled the room, broken by Morten’s hooting and horse neighing 

outside.  

“Good.” Said Mary Poppins. “Who would like to speak first?” 

“Me!” Pippi jumped on the table and walked up to Rusty. 

“You have to help me get Mr. Nilsson back. I miss him. And I 

know he misses me. I didn’t ask you to take him, you did it on 

your own!” She stomped. 

Rusty flinched. “I didn’t take him, I swear. Seriously. He 

must’ve jumped in or something.” 

“Mr. Nilsson would’ve never done that. I know Mr. Nilsson. 

And he must be very unhappy now. I heard he has turned into a 

mean ape and stole Christopher Robin who is now Mowgli.” 
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“Listen, I swear I didn’t—” 

A giant beak knocked on the window. It flung open. 

“So, like, we miss our mom, you know?” Said a perfectly 

teenage voice, only it was one of the Roc chicks talking. It 

took the beak out of the window and looked in with a large 

yellow eye that fastened on Bells. 

She turned red. “I didn’t want to, it’s...I don’t know how 

it happened. I think your mom, I mean, the Roc bird, I think she 

thought that it was a serpent, Alice’s arm, and it attacked it 

and, well, I grabbed onto it...” 

Another chick pushed the first one out of the way. “Hey, uh 

Bells, is that your name? Anyway. We totally like it that you 

took her away. Seriously. No kidding.”  

The third chick squeezed between the first two. “Like, 

okay. Here is what I have to say. Mom is cool, for real. She 

feeds us, she cares for us. But she kind of gets annoying 

sometimes. Like, she says the same things, over and over again. 

‘Don’t fall out of the nest!’ and ‘It’s too early for you to 

learn to fly!’ and all that over-protective stuff. I mean, 

seriously, like, I’m totally ready to fly.” 

The first chick pushed this one aside. “Yeah, me too. I 

almost did the other day, but she told me I’d break my neck. 

It’s cool that you took her away. No hard feelings. We got a 
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break from this whole ‘don’t do this, don’t do that’ routine. 

But now we want her back. And we’re hungry too.” 

“Yeah, we’re hungry.” 

“Our story got out of whack now, so it’s like, cool that 

she’s not scolding us anymore or anything, but, man, we gotta 

eat something, right?” 

“And we really can’t fly yet.” 

“So we need her back, okay?” 

Bells blushed harder and mumbled, “I’m sorry. I’ll try to 

find her.”  

The Martian gently shoved the chicks aside and proceeded to 

make strange metallic noises that somehow formed words. 

“I have something to say too, if you don’t mind, Mary 

Poppins.” 

“Not at all.” Was her laconic answer. 

“Okay then. Here is the thing. It’s bloody hard to keep 

shooting all those poor people every day, over and over again.” 

The Martian sighed. “We don’t necessarily want to, but what can 

you do? It’s our job. Mister Wells wrote us this way. In his 

book we have to blast half a London. Every time we’re done, we 

feel very bad about it. Then you come in and make a mess.” The 

green eye peered at Peacock. 

Peacock felt very uncomfortable. “But I didn’t do it. Pippi 

said I had to go, because The Book—” 
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“Shhhh!!!” All characters said at once, their faces turned 

up, their bodies tense. There was a low rumble heard above, as 

if a thunderstorm began brewing somewhere high in the 

atmosphere, and then it was quiet. 

“Do not call it, it’s very angry.” Said Mary Poppins. “It 

wants to see you punished for abandoning so many pages of so 

many books. But we think it’s being quite unreasonable. I would 

go so far as to say, it’s grown quite mad in the last couple of 

weeks. So we decided to make it look like you’re being properly 

punished, only you have made things more difficult.” 

“How?” Asked Bells. “How did we make it difficult?” 

“You took characters with you into books where they don’t 

belong. It changed them. Now you need to bring them back, before 

it’s too late.” She stared at the Martian. “And somebody has to 

go back to his book and stop tagging along.” 

“What did I do?” Said the Martian. 

“You know what. Have you looked into The War of the Worlds 

lately?” 

“Um. No. Why?” 

“Do you know what it has turned into?” 

“It changed?” 

“What did you think?” Mary Poppins glared at him. 

“I didn’t think anything.” 
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“Quite right you didn’t. Why don’t you go see.” She was 

speaking to everyone now. “Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland are 

now Ruslan and Ludmila, and your mom,” she peered at the Roc 

chicks huddling outside the window, “has changed into a lovely 

black dragon.” 

Bells shrunk under her gaze. 

“A dragon?” Rusty grinned. “That’s cool!” 

Mary Poppins pinned him with her eyes. “Because of you 

Winnie-the-Pooh is The Jungle Book, and you, my dears,”–Grand 

blushed at her words—“have made it so that Dracula is The Golden 

Pot at the moment.” 

“What did we do?” Asked Peacock. 

“You coaxed him into Dracula.” 

“No, we didn’t! He was looking for us already, on his own, 

it was Pippi who—” 

Pippi’s eyes widened. She pressed a finger to her lips and 

shook her head so vigorously, her carrot braids smacked 

Moominmamma’s head. 

“Do not interrupt me.” Said Mary Poppins. “You’re both 

responsible.” 

Peacock and Grand looked at each other, puzzled and scared.    

“But what about my book?” Whined the Martian. It made a 

noise that could only be described as sniffling. 

Mary Poppins regarded him sternly. 
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“So all you want us to do,” said Grand slowly, “is get 

those characters back to where they belong?” 

“That’s exactly it.” Mary Poppins nodded. 

“Do we have to get Don Quixote and Sancho back into—” 

“Yes.” 

“But what about The Book of Abandoned Pages?” Asked Bells. 

“And all those other layers we’ve seen, the Land of Forgotten 

Books and the Mist of Memories and—” She threw a hand over her 

mouth, a little too late. 

The hobbit hole shook. Pots and pans fell off the shelves 

with a clatter, and a few clay mugs broke with a resounding 

crash. Then, as suddenly as it happened, it stopped. 

“I’m sorry,” whispered Bells, mortified. “I’m so sorry, I 

forgot.” 

Mary Poppins said nothing. She looked at her, as if waiting 

for something. All characters did. No trace of friendliness in 

their faces. 

“Okay, okay, I get this.” Said Peacock. “Mary Poppins, what 

you’re saying is, all you guys do is sit on the pages of your 

books, you know, the ones written about you, and you do what the 

author told you to do?” 

“Not all the time.” Confessed Pippi. “Sometimes I wink when 

the reader is not looking. It’s fun. I’m very good sneaking in 

winks. Haven’t been caught once.” She sounded very proud of 
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herself. “The problem is, though, now that Mr. Nilsson is gone, 

the readers get confused. The story is lopsided without him.” 

“The windmills are very upset, by the way.” Boomed 

Bluebeard in a rather agitated way. “I went to visit them. They 

have to rotate their blades for nothing. There is nobody to 

battle with them. They told me they feel very stupid standing 

like that, acting for the reader. They’re having a hard time 

staying white, because they want to turn red from shame. A 

couple more days, and Don Quixote book will turn into something 

else without its main character.” He stroked his blue beard. 

“So that’s why Count Dracula got me.” Said Bells, regarding 

her friends. “He was bored.” 

“He said as much,” added Grand, “he wanted us to entertain 

him. I suppose he got tired playing out the same story over and 

over again.” 

“So if we bring a character into another book, it changes 

it into something else, and the book that has lost a character 

changes into something else too?” Asked Peacock. 

“Precisely.” Said Mary Poppins. 

“And if we fix it, will you let us go?” Said Bells. 

“Maybe.” 

“Maybe?” Cried the children as one. 

“Like I said, you have seen too much.” 

“What’s wrong with that?” Said Bells. 
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“I’m afraid you have no other choice.” Said Blackey 

suddenly. He was so small and sat so quietly, nobody paid him 

any attention. “If you won’t repair the damage you have done, 

you will have to replace all those whom you have taken away. 

Someone has to do their jobs.” 

“Replace?” Bells stared. “What do you mean?” 

“You will turn into the Roc bird yourself,” said Blackey 

calmly, “and your friends George and Peacock would have to 

become Don Quixote and Sancho. Russell, I am very sorry to say, 

but you will have to take Mr. Nilsson’s place.” 

“No. I want my Mr. Nilsson back!” Cried Pippi. 

“And unless you,” Blackey continued, “return them back, you 

will remain here forever.” 

“Oh.” They children collectively took in air. 

“Please, don’t take me wrong. I am rather grateful to all 

of you for this mini-vacation. I don’t get to get out of my book 

too often, but I want to get home, to my King. I’m only helping 

out my friends here.” Blackey waved at the assembly.  

“We’ll do it.” Said Bells, eyeing the boys. “Where do we 

start? Does it matter what book we fix first? And how much time 

do we have?” 

Something heavy thumped on top of the hill, and dirt rained 

down on their heads. The sky twirled and flashed yellow. In 

another second thunder crashed nearby, and a squall of rain 
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drenched the Roc chicks and the Martian outside. Moist wind 

whistled through the trees. 

“Not much time at all.” Said Mary Poppins, looking at the 

window with worry. 

“We don’t really know.” Said the little prince. “This has 

never happened before. No reader has ever taken anything out of 

a book. They have fallen in—” 

“They did?” Said Rusty. 

“Yes,” nodded the prince, “it happens all the time. I come 

across readers lost in the desert often enough, and I have to 

help them get from page to page sometimes. They get stuck on one 

or the other because they like it so much, and keep rereading 

it. One girl reread the page about me and the fox a dozen times. 

But sometimes they run though pages so fast, that I can hardly 

keep up, but they always leave me. Most of the time at the end 

of the book.” 

“Sometimes they abandon us in the middle, though. Bloody 

disrespectful.” Sniffed the Martian, shaking off the rain. “I’m 

always tempted to shoot them with a laser. Well, just a bit, 

rally. Nothing major.” He added, looking at startled faces. 

“But where do we begin?” Said Bells. The idea of turning 

into a Roc and tending to its chicks like their mother as her 

daily job didn’t appeal to her, as much as she loved birds. 



Anske / Corners / 253 

“If Alice was here,” said Moomintroll timidly, “she 

would’ve said ‘You begin at the beginning,’” he sighed. 

“What is she now?” Asked Bells. 

“She’s not Alice anymore. She is Ludmila.” Said Mary 

Poppins. “In Ruslan and Ludmila by the Russian author Alexander 

Pushkin. I suggest you start there and catch the dragon first.” 

“Okay. So we just...catch the dragon and bring it back to 

Sindbad’s Travels. Sounds easy. Piece of cake, actually.” Bells 

made her most innocent face at Mary Poppins. 

“A dragon?” Peacock sucked in air. “What kind of a dragon?” 

“The large kind.” Explained Mary Poppins patiently. “Now, 

we must return to our books, before it gets worse.” She eyed the 

storm that in the meantime grew quite fierce. Lightning struck a 

nearby tree. Thunder rolled through the sky, and in a flash it 

folded down, as if The Book of Abandoned Pages has found them at 

last and was closing. 

The lights went out. The sun disappeared. The ceiling 

crumbled under the strain of pressure, about to collapse. The 

walls groaned and cracked, and, losing all composure, the 

characters screamed and jumped to their feet and rushed out of 

the room in a blubbering shoveling mass. 

“Mary Poppins, wait!” Called Bells. 

“How do we get there?” Peacock’s request hung in the sound 

of panic. “Mary Poppins! Someone!” 
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Grand broke into a frightened mumble. “This is it, we will 

die. We will die. That crazy book will flatten us and we will 

squish into a mush of bones and meat and—”  

“Guys, over there!” Rusty wedged to the window and climbed 

out. Encouraged, they followed him.  

The hills were sprinkled with running figures. The dome of 

the sky flattened into page of a book that descended upon them 

with an unmistakable intent to crush everything into nothing. 

The only character who didn’t run was the Martian. He stood 

amidst the confusion, holding the closing page with the top of 

his head. He waved to them to come closer, then, propping the 

page with one tentacle leg, he tilted up his head and cut 

through the paper with laser, blackening it until it split open. 

The Book of the Abandoned Pages issued a terrible ripping 

noise and snapped in two, burying them under its weight. 
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Chapter 24. The Black Dragon 

The calm of day is broken—through the window sailing, a dragon 
comes; it clangs its scaly, well furbished armor, folds its 
wings, coils swiftly into shiny rings... 

Alexander Pushkin, Ruslan and Ludmila 

Paper dust mixed with crushed stone powdered the children’s 

heads. Peacock grasped the edge of a marble slab and pulled 

himself up and over it, helping Bells to do the same. The 

Martian heaved Rusty and Grand through the gap, but when they 

peeked down to thank him, all they saw was a mess of torn wet 

pages blown over the hills by an angry wind. They stared at it 

for a while, then at each other, then cautiously looked around.  

“Where are we again?” Whispered Peacock. 

“Ruslan and Ludmila.” Said Bells. 

The Martian got them into what looked like a king’s 

bedroom. Or maybe it wasn’t a king’s bedroom at all, because 

whatever sat on the bed in the profusion of silk sheets and 

pillows and blankets was a bent shriveled body of a very small 

old man. 

“Is that a dwarf?” Asked Peacock. 

“Shhh!” Bells regarded him with scorn. “He’ll hear us.” 
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They huddled in the corner of the room, behind a decorative 

folding screen. 

The dwarf—if it was, indeed, a dwarf—was busy reclining, 

letting three lackeys brush his enormous beard that cascaded 

over his knees and pooled in ringlets on top of the rich 

ornamented carpet. The way he talked to them, the way he wiggled 

and sighed in apparent pleasure reminded Bells of another book, 

the one this was supposed to be, if not for the Roc bird. 

“It’s the caterpillar.” She whispered. “See how he sits? He 

looks exactly like it. Only he’s not a caterpillar anymore. He’s 

some kind of a king. What do you guys think?” 

“I think you’re right.” Grand’s eyes rounded at something 

he saw over his friends’ heads. “And I think that this is the 

Roc bird we are looking for.” 

The casing of a large gilded-frame window across the bed 

flung open, and in flew a scaly black dragon, its breath so hot, 

it seared the drapes. It alighted by the bed, scaring off the 

lackeys, and crawled up to the man’s feet, its claw scraping the 

floor, its long tail swishing from side to side.  

The dwarf’s wily face stretched into a shrewd toothless 

grin. 

The dragon hit its head on the floor. Its skin fell off in 

an instant and its place slouched on old crone, withered and 

ancient and ugly. 
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“It is me, Nahina.” She spoke, tapping out a rhythm with 

her cane. “Oh powerful sorcerer Chernomor, do you recognize me?” 

“I do, divine Nahina. What brings you here?” 

“I came to warn you. We are in danger, you and I. Fear not, 

Chernomor, we shall avenge our slighted honor.” She clambered up 

to him, tapping her cane, and whispered hastily in his ear. 

Chernomor listened, nodding.  

“A sorcerer!” Whispered Bells. “That makes sense. He does 

look like one, old and nasty. I bet he is doing dark magic. I 

wonder what they’re planning, most likely something bad.” 

“Does it matter?” Said Peacock. “Let’s snatch her and get 

out of here.” 

“Out of here where?” Bells rounded on him, forgetting they 

were supposed to be quiet. “Where do you propose we go? Do you 

have any idea how to get to Sindbad’s Travels from here?” 

“We’ll figure it out somehow.” 

“Oh yeah? And in the meantime that witch will blast us and 

turn us all into who knows what!” 

“Stop, please.” Grand put both his hands on their 

shoulders. 

“But Grand, did you hear what he said? He talks like it’s 

so easy to snatch her. Like all we have to do is just walk up to 

her, grab her by the arm—if she doesn’t decide to turn into a 

dragon all of a sudden, because then we would be grabbing its 
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tail, and, if she wanted to, she could kill us with a single 

whack—but that’s not the point I’m trying to make. Even if we do 

manage to catch her, where do we find a corner to lift that will 

lead us to The Seven Voyages of Sindbad? Doesn’t all of this 

sound a bit impossible?” 

“Well, if we won’t do it,” Grand offered with his usual 

glum, “we will stay here forever. That’s what Mary Poppins said. 

I will turn into a madman thinking that windmills are giants I 

have to fight, you will be the Roc bird, Rusty will be a monkey, 

and Peacock an alien machine.” 

“Hey, that would be cool!” Rusty beamed. “I’d like to be a 

monkey for a while.” 

“For a while.” Peacock smirked. “You won’t be a monkey for 

a while, Rusty, you’ll be a monkey forever.” 

“Forever.” Echoed Bells. It began to sink in her mind. “But 

does she really mean this? Can she do this? Who is she to tell 

us we’ll stay here? What if she is lying?” 

“And what if she isn’t?” Said Peacock. “What then? Do you 

want to wait and find out?” He shuddered, imagining himself as 

the mad knight Don Quixote. 

Bells sighed. “Well, if I could pick who I wanted to be, 

maybe I would’ve wanted to stay here. Not as a bird, but maybe 

as Alice or Pippi.” 

“Are you out of your mind?” 
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“Maybe I am, so what? What’s it to you?” 

“What’s it to me? I want to go home.” 

“No, you don’t.” 

“How would you know?” 

“Because you told me. ‘My dads don’t want me anymore, they 

don’t notice me, I’m invisible. I want to disappear.’ Well, here 

is your chance. We can disappear here. We can stay here 

forever.” 

Peacock’s face reddened. “It’s not just about you, Bells.” 

“I’m not saying it’s about me. Did I say that?” She glared 

at him, then at Grand. “What did I say wrong? Why are making 

this face at me?” 

“You didn’t say anything wrong. You just—we get it, Bells. 

You don’t have to hide it. You don’t want to go back to your mom 

and your dad and your sister. We understand.” 

“We do, Bells.” Added Rusty. 

“No, you don’t! You don’t know what it’s like!” She 

flushed, her lips trembling. She wanted to say something else, 

but the words died in her throat. 

“Death to him!” Cried Nahina suddenly. “Death! Death!”  

Her quivering voice rose and boomed, hissing and spitting 

fire. She changed back into the dragon. The floor shook under 

her weight. Her tail crashed into the bed, her wings opened, and 

she perched on the windowsill, ready to take off.  
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“Now we missed what they were talking about.” Hissed Bells. 

“And that is, obviously, entirely our fault.” Said Peacock. 

“Girls.” Offered Rusty. 

“It’s leaving.” Grand brought them back to attention. “So 

much for catching the dragon.” 

Nahina roared and sped up into the sky, flapping her 

gigantic wings and coughing up flames. 

“What do we do now?” Said Peacock, dismayed. 

“Follow her!” Rusty’s eyes shone with excitement. “Let’s 

follow her!”  

“How do you propose we do that?” 

“Hop after her from page to page!” 

“That is brilliant, Rusty.” Said Bells. “You’re a genius!” 

“Really?” Rusty grinned, standing a little straighter. “I 

guess I am.” 

“Wait.” Grand kneaded his pudgy hands. “But how do we know 

we won’t drop into some other book?” 

“It will lead us to the right corner, right?” Rusty 

stuttered from excitement. “It has to do its job! So it’s 

supposed to go the next page of the book. Come on!” 

“It’s too fast for us.” Grand said. “It’s probably already 

there. We’ll never make it.” 

“We won’t if you keep standing like a statue!”  
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“Who is there?” Called Chernomor, sliding off the bed and 

putting on his slippers. The lackeys, frightened out of their 

wits by the dragon and now by his anger, bowed and backed off, 

glancing to see where their master was pointing. 

“Hurry up and look! Do you have to be so slow?” He gathered 

his enormous beard, shuffling to them. 

“Come on, guys!” Rusty beckoned. 

“Hold on, hold on.” Peacock stopped them. “Just hold 

on...we can catch up to it, easy.” 

His friends stared. 

“We’ll just wait here until the page is over, I mean, the 

story on the page is over, and it will repeat itself, as many 

times as we want.” 

“No way, Peacock. Man, you’re so smart!” Rusty patted him 

on the shoulder. Peacock winced and made himself smile. 

Grand slapped his forehead. “I forgot. The Headless 

Horseman.” 

“Unless this Chernomor guy gets us first.” Whispered Bells. 

But Chernomor stopped right by the screen and in another 

moment, as if no time has passed at all, he was back in his bed, 

sitting up and yawning, evidently waking up, calling to his 

servants, who tiptoed in with his slippers on a silk pillow and 

combs and an embroidered robe. 
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They watched him order the servants around, recline back, 

and let them brush his beard. It didn’t take long for Nahina to 

show up, again, burst through the window, again, and wallow up 

to his bed. 

“Wait, why are we sitting here?” Whispered Bells. “Let’s go 

outside now and wait for her on the street, so we can catch up 

to her faster.” 

“We should’ve thought of it before,” said Grand sadly, “you 

guys can run fast and I can’t.” 

“It’s okay, Grand,” soothed him Rusty, “we’ll just hide 

there and wait for the dragon. Right, Bells?” 

“Right. Let’s go.” 

They peeked out from behind the screen, and when the dragon 

bashed her head on the floor, joined the scattering shrieking 

lackeys and sprinted down a wide grand staircase.  

Once outside, they looked up, shielding their eyes from the 

sun.  

“There she is!” Said Rusty.  

The black dragon perched high up on the sill of the bedroom 

window. It bellowed, unfolded its wings, and took off. The 

children sprinted after it, but no matter how fast they ran, 

they couldn’t catch up. The dragon grew smaller and smaller, 

shrunk to a black dot and disappeared completely. 

“Great.” Bells stomped her foot. 
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“Come on, Bells! The corner is in that direction, it can’t 

be far off! Let’s keep going!” Rusty ran ahead of them full 

pelt. Bells sighed and sprinted after him, Peacock next to her, 

Grand behind them.  

“Wait!” He huffed. “I can’t run this fast. Wait, please.” 

They looked back and stopped. Around them a lush garden 

spread its paths and alleyways in a maze of green that abruptly 

ended into nothing. 

“I found it! I found it!” Rusty was beyond himself, hopping 

up and down. 

They reached the spot where he stood and gaped into the 

swirling foggy nothing spreading beyond the corner. Nobody said 

anything for a while, and when Bells was about to speak, they 

heard the roar of fire and the rush of flapping wings above 

their heads. It was Nahina. She swooped down in circles, and 

before any of them could do much more than to stare at her scaly 

belly, the corner of the page curled up and threw them together 

with the dragon into a palace room. 

They had enough time to pull themselves up and see a young 

maiden twirl in front of a mirror, the sorcerer’s hat in her 

hands. She put it on her head, twisted it, and disappeared from 

sight. 

“Alice?” Asked Bells. “Was that Alice? Wait, she’s Ludmila 

now?” 
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But then the floor tilted, the next page corner rose up, 

and together with Nahina they fell into a chilly evening in the 

middle of a charred field. Crows cried overhead, circling a 

large mound of dirt.  

“What is that?” Said Rusty. 

“I think it’s a battlefield.” Said Grand. 

“No, that?” 

Bells squinted. The earth under her feet was littered with 

bleached human bones and skulls, stripped bare by the animals, 

greenish from the moss that has started growing on them. Bells 

gagged and covered her mouth. “What kind of a horror story is 

this?” 

“A giant head, look!”  

But before they could do it, the ground shifted under their 

feet, and they were diving headlong onto the next page, where an 

armored knight on a white steed was talking to the giant head. 

It sneezed at him and threw him off balance. Above this 

spectacle Nahina passed rather in a hurry, flipping through 

pages so fast, after a dozen of them none of the children 

registered where they landed anymore. At one point they dropped 

on top of a mountain and saw the sorcerer Chernomor flying 

through the sky, the knight below him holding fast onto his 

beard and brandishing his sword.  

“When will this stop?” Shouted Peacock over the wind. 
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“When Nahina finds the next page she’s supposed to appear 

on!” Guessed Bells. 

“Well, she better hurry!” 

They lost track of pages and couldn’t believe their luck 

when for a whole minute nothing happened. 

Bells sat up, dizzy. They were sprawled by a dirt road. 

Across it a warrior tended to his horse. And Nahina, in her old 

crone shape, was scurrying up to him. 

“I think this is it.” Whispered Bells. 

“Crap. She’s changing again.” Said Rusty. 

The warrior jumped on his horse. Nahina shrunk into a black 

cat and tore along the road, the warrior after it. 

“Hey, that’s easy!” Rusty walked out into the road. “All we 

have to do is catch a cat!” 

“Yeah, right.” Peacock was dusting himself off. “Ever tried 

catching one?” 

For the next several times the scene played itself out, 

they have tried to seize the poor cat, but it kept dashing 

through their hands. One time Grand succeeded in pinning it 

down. The cat hissed, scratched his face, and he had to let it 

go, narrowly escaping the pounding horse that was about to stomp 

him to death. At last, tired, they simply ran screaming at the 

witch before she changed into a cat, grabbed her robes, and 

while she covered them with a volley of curses, held on to her 
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for dear life. She eventually shrunk into a cat and the children 

uttered a cry of triumph. 

The road split open, naturally, and, naturally, Mary 

Poppins strode out, a folded umbrella tucked under her arm. 

“Good job.” She said. 

“I will complain about this,” hissed the cat, “I—” 

“I’m sure you will.” Said Mary Poppins.  

“I feel rather distressed now.” Sniffed the warrior. 

“Nobody warned me about this. I don’t know how I will be able to 

ride my steed. I have all these heroic deed to do, and I’m very 

upset.” 

Mary Poppins merely gave him the look. “Pippi!” 

Pippi climbed out, a long ladder in her hands. She held it 

up and propped it up against the page corner in the sky. It 

peeled open and revealed a giant beak, then a pair of yellow 

eyes, and then the head of a Roc chick. 

“Hey, mom.” It said. 

The cat meowed begrudgingly. 

Another chick pushed the first one out of the way. “That 

was, like, fast!” It said. 

“I told you they’d do it.” Said the voice of the third one. 

Bells was too stunned to speak. She held the cat in a firm 

grip. Pippi urged them to climb up the ladder, and as soon as 

they emerged in the enormous Roc nest, the cat squirmed out of 
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Bells’ hands and she watched it grow and grow and spread its 

monstrous wings and screech at its chicks, “did you get out of 

the nest again, you scoundrels? I told you it’s too early for 

you to fly, I told you!” 

“Come on, mom.” 

“We didn’t really mean to, honest.” 

The rest Bells didn’t get to hear.  

Mary Poppins ordered the children into her bag, picked it 

up, opened her umbrella, and, whisked up by the wind, sailed 

off, over the snowy peaks of the mountains and into the noises 

and the humid air and the writhing breathing greenery of a 

jungle. 
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Chapter 25. The Monkey City 

A great roofless palace crowned the hill, and the marble of the 
courtyards and the fountains was split and stained with red and 
green, and the very cobblestones in the courtyard where the 
king's elephants used to live had been thrust up and apart by 
grasses and young trees. 

Rudyard Kipling, The Jungle Book 

“Off you go,” said Mary Poppins, tossing the children out of her 

bag in the middle of a squawking dripping forest. It seethed 

with life. Insects buzzed. Birds shrieked. Everything moved and 

made annoyingly loud noises. There were no visible paths leading 

anywhere. Twigs and branches hung low and snagged at their hair. 

Flowers emitted a nauseating odor. The ground was covered with 

soft moss that squelched when stepped on, an ankle-deep sludge 

that was obviously hungry for someone to trap inside it. 

“Where is Mary Poppins?” Said Bells, wiping sweat off her 

face. It was so hot and humid, she got instantly drenched.  

“She left us, of course.” Observed Peacock. He slapped his 

cheek and pulled off a squished mosquito by its wing. “Not that 

she’d help, you know. Bossy like you.” 

“Shut up.” 

“Make me.” 
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“Not again.” Grand took their arms in his hands. “I’m 

getting tired of your constant bickering, okay? My mom says, 

there is no worse friend who’s afraid to tell you the truth. So 

I’m telling you the truth. Stop it. It’s enough.” He dabbed his 

face with a sleeve. “You’re not helping. We’re supposed to find 

Mr. Nilsson here, if I got this right. We’re in The Jungle Book, 

but if you keep fighting, it will only slow us down.” 

“Do we know when we’re supposed to get this done?” Asked 

Rusty, trying to sound cheerful. 

“Oh no.” Said Bells, looking at him with terrified eyes. 

“What?”  

“Oh my God. Holy...” Peacock stared now too. 

“What? What is it?” Rusty started shaking, unnerved by his 

friends’ stares. 

“Hey, Rusty?” Said Grand gently. “Just...stay calm, okay? 

Stay calm. Breathe.” 

“Why? What’s happening? What’s the matter?” Rusty screamed 

the last few words. “What do you see?” He touched his face, the 

spot where Bells and the boys gaped at, and froze. “What is 

happening...” 

“I think,” Grand gulped, afraid to say what they all saw, 

“I think you’re turning into a monkey.” 

“No.” Rusty fingered his cheeks and forehead that sprouted 

soft brown fur. “Ah!” he shrieked and flung both hands on his 
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back. “Ah!” His feet slurping in and out of moss, he proceeded 

to dance around himself, screaming, until Grand grabbed him and 

held him by the shoulders. 

“We can fix this.” 

“Yes, Rusty, we can. Come on.” Said Bells, unable to take 

her eyes away from his back. There, in the space between the t-

shirt and the pants, a monkey’s tail hung in a silky curly loop. 

It was brand new and soft and kept growing by the second. 

“Whoa.” Peacock pointed at Grand, who, astounded, witnessed 

his fat belly melt into nothing and migrate to Peacock, that is, 

Peacock slouched and plumped out like an inflating balloon, and 

Grand shot upward and aged, his hair turning grey and his face 

folding in wrinkles. 

“What is this...” Peacock breathed hard, gawking down at 

himself. 

“You’re...” Bells was as afraid to say it, yet it was 

obvious. “You’re turning into Sancho!” 

“But I thought I was going to be Don Quixote!”  

“It sucks being fat, doesn’t it?” Said Grand with a bitter 

smile, in the back corner of his mind maliciously happy that he 

got to turn into Don Quixote and not Peacock. 

“Sucks? It’s awful!” Peacock touched himself. “I can’t 

believe this is happening. This is not real, it’s not! Pinch me, 

I’m dreaming! I want to wake up, I want out of here, out of 
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here!” And he took off, stumbling through the thicket of hanging 

lianas and other meaty plants. 

“Peacock, wait!” Bells dashed after him. 

Rusty gasped, threw a terrified look at Grand and bolted, 

his spindly monkey legs making it easy for him to navigate the 

thick tangled underbrush. Grand was not too far behind, his lean 

muscular body delighting him at every step. He enjoyed it so 

much, he ran a little bit too far, past the spot where Peacock 

bent over, wheezing, his stout aging body giving him a hard time 

for this careless sprint. 

“I don’t want this.” He was almost crying. “Why is this 

happening? I want myself back. I don’t want to be an old fat 

man.” 

“You’re not that old, you know.” Said Grand. “Sancho is 

actually younger than Don Quixote, according to the book.” 

“Why did you get to change into him, and not me?” 

“I dunno.” Grand shrugged. 

“Why aren’t you changing?” Threw Peacock at Bells. 

“Um...I guess because I have delivered the Roc bird back 

already?” 

“Then let’s get Mr. Nilsson back to Pippi!” Cried Rusty. By 

now he resembled a boy covered in fur, or a monkey being dressed 

as a boy. Either way, he didn’t know if he liked the change or 
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not. He kept stealing glances at the tail, touching it with a 

mortified expression on his face. 

“How will we find him here?” Moaned Peacock, eyeing the 

whispering watching forest around them. 

“Step by step by step.” Said Bells, pulling out one foot 

and taking a careful step with another into the squelching mud. 

“I could carry you.” Offered Grand gallantly. He was a head 

higher than any of them now and was eager to show off his 

newfound strength and sense of knightly chivalry. 

“Oh, Grand, you’re so sweet.” Bells blushed. “It’s okay, I 

think I can manage on my own.” 

“Just trying to help.” Grumbled Grand. He had to suppress 

the urge to attack the nearest tress thinking it was a giant. 

The thought unsettled him. 

“Hey, guys?” Said Rusty from above. “I can climb trees like 

a monkey!” He swung on a liana, holding on to it with his bare 

feet, his sneakers gone, a wide grin on his monkey face. 

“Rusty, be careful! You’ll fall like that!” 

“Nope, don’t worry, Bells. This is fun!” 

“You don’t want to stay a monkey forever, do you?” She 

asked him. 

“No, but this so cool!” 

Bells slapped her forehead. “You don’t change, Rusty, 

monkey or not.” 
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Rusty didn’t hear her, he was scaling up the trunk and 

swung back down from a branch, an exhilarated expression 

lighting his furry face. 

“I don’t have a good feeling about this.” Bells frowned. 

“Get down, please.” 

“Why?” 

“What if something happened to you?” 

“What could happen to me?” Hooted Rusty.  

The jungle grew strangely still. 

Peacock stopped moaning and looked up. Grand twisted his 

head around, his skin crawling. 

“I don’t know.” Said Bells slowly. “You always manage to 

get into trouble, and this jungle is full of surprises. You 

never know when—” 

“Ahhh!” Shrieked Rusty. 

Dozens of arms reached out of the canopy, snatched him, 

and, hooting and ululating, a band of wild langurs crashed 

through the branches and boughs, leaping from tree to tree. 

Their fur flashed between the leaves and was gone. 

“Rusty!” Cried Bells. 

“They took him!” Peacock gasped. 

A new voice startled them.  

“Oh no! I’m late again. I can never remember when it’s the 

right time to show up.” 
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Beside them emerged an almost naked boy, save for a cloth 

around his thighs, his skin bronze, his hair black. 

“Mowgli?” Asked Bells. 

“Yes, I’m Mowgli, temporarily, because I’m really 

Christopher Robin.” 

“Oh, Christopher Robin, we’re so sorry!” 

“Well, it’s okay. I find it very interesting to be another 

character for a while, only it’s difficult to be the perfect 

Mowgli without much practice. I end up coming to pages too early 

or too late. Baloo and Bagheera should’ve come with me, but they 

got tired of me missing the timing and said they’re on vacation 

until I figure it out.” 

Bells shook her head. 

“Gee, guys. Come on. We’ll lose him.” Said Peacock. 

“You look familiar.” Said Mowgli. “Who are you?” 

“We are Grand and Peacock, but we have changed into Don 

Quixote and Sancho for bringing them into another book where 

they don’t belong. And because Rusty brought Mr. Nilsson from 

Pippi Longstocking here, your book has changed too.” 

“I have noticed.” Mowgli hung his head. 

“I’m sorry, we will fix this, I promise.” Said Bells. 

“Thank you,” said Mowgli, “I miss Winnie-the-Pooh very 

much.” 

“Can you maybe tell us where we can find Mr. Nilsson?” 
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“You need to go the Monkey City.” 

“Monkey City?”  

“It’s that way.” Mowgli waved vaguely in the direction the 

apes took off. “See that trail? I wish I could go with you and 

show you, but I need to perform for the readers and stay here.” 

“No problem, we understand.” Said Grand. “We’ll be off 

then.” 

“We will fix the Winnie-the-Pooh book, we promise!” Said 

Bells, and they plunged into the overgrown tangled passage that 

was barely visible through the blanket of plants.  

It took them hours of treading through the sea of trees 

that shifted and rippled around like emerald water, with 

splashes of color suddenly erupting when they startled a flock 

of fantastical birds. They squawked, irritated, rousing more 

calls from deep within the jungle. 

“How much longer?” Said Peacock, stooping and dragging his 

feet with the last of his strength. 

“None of us know, so stop your whining.” Snapped Bells, 

tired and itching from mosquito bites. 

“How do you do this?” Appealed Peacock to Grand. 

“Sucks, doesn’t it?” Grand purposefully made his voice 

sound sad, because he didn’t feel sad at all. Old though Don 

Quixote’s body was, he still enjoyed the sprightly spring in his 

step, the ease of movement, and the long tall legs that he used 
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for wide steady strides like a professional jungle explorer. 

“I’ll never eat another donut,” he mumbled to himself. “I 

promise. If we get out of here alive, I’ll never ever again in 

my life touch another donut.” He thought a little bit about it. 

“Well, maybe one for my birthday, but that’s it. No more donuts 

for me.” 

“What did you say?” Asked Bells. 

“Nothing.” Grand smiled. “Nothing important.” 

They trudged through and suddenly came out of the woods. In 

front of them lay ruins of an ancient Indian city. It teemed 

with monkeys. They saw the children and hooted, baring their 

teeth. 

“Is this it?” Panted Peacock, red in his face, his breath 

ragged. Unable to stand, he sunk into grass. 

“Monkey City.” Said Bells absentmindedly. 

“No way we can find Mr. Nilsson here, or Rusty.” Said Grand 

with his usual gloom. “Look how many there are.” 

A crumbling stonewall hemmed a plaza overgrown with 

creepers, and beyond it spread what looked like remains of a 

magnificent palace. Few columns that didn’t collapse stood out 

like forlorn fingers with no roof to support. The plates of the 

floor were cracked, torn apart by grass and tree roots. They 

could see a maze of roofless abandoned homes with empty window 

holes stretching into the shimmering haze of the sun. 
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“I think the proper name for this place is Cold Lairs.” 

Said Bells. 

“How do you know absolutely everything?” Said Peacock. 

Bells didn’t pay attention to his sarcasm, too awed to 

engage in the battle of wits. “A king used to live here, and on 

this plaza he kept his elephants.” 

“And then the Roc bird came and snatched them away.” 

“I’m sorry you’re upset.” Bells glared at Peacock in that 

bossy way. “However, you can tuck your irritation in your 

pocket, because it won’t help us find Rusty or Mr. Nilsson.” 

The langurs crept closer, shouting strings of noises that 

were actual words. “We are strong and clever and smart!” Their 

dark leathery faces held curiosity, mischief, and threat. If 

they decided that the children were their enemies, they could 

overpower them in no time. 

“It’s their song.” Explained Bells. “And they should’ve 

caught Mowgli, not Rusty, I remember it now. We simply happened 

to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 

“Seems like it’s been happening an awful lot to us since 

this whole book-hopping craziness started.” Peacock’s voice 

acquired a nasty undertone. 

“I thought by turning into Sancho you’d get some of his 

sweet demeanor.” Snapped Bells. 

“Nope, only fat so far.” 
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“My fists are much stronger now, you know?” Warned them 

Grand.  

They fell silent.  

The monkeys gathered around in an impenetrable wall. 

“I think they intend to fight us.” Said Grand. “I know I’m 

much stronger and almost a knight, but I think the odds are, in 

about a few minutes we will be dead.” 

“You’re very encouraging, you know that?” Said Bells. “I 

couldn’t have picked out better companions, I must tell you. 

Very optimistic, cheerful, and full of tact.” 

“Fine. What do you suggest we do?” Said Peacock. 

“Talk to them.” 

“Talk to them? You’re a big believer in diplomacy, aren’t 

you?” He forced a laugh. 

“And you’re not?” Bells looked scary. 

“They’re only doing what they were written to do,” reasoned 

Grand. “I wonder what they were in Winnie-the-Pooh.” He stood a 

bit taller. “Hello, monkey people. How are you?” 

“We are clever and free and great!” They screeched and 

ambled closer still, fifty monkeys deep.  

“It’s no use,” Peacock shook his head. “Let’s just call 

him. Rusty!” He put his stubby hands around his mouth. “Rusty, 

where are you?” 
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“Here!” Came a feeble cry from the broken dome. “I’m here, 

guys! I’m okay! I’m having fun! I’d get out but the monkeys 

won’t let me!” Rusty’s head bobbed to the surface and two apes 

sitting on the roof smacked him on the head and pushed him back 

down. 

“Hey!” Shouted Peacock. “Don’t hit my friend.” 

“Rusty, hang on! We’re coming.” Grand bravely strode into 

the midst of the animals.  

They didn’t waste any time. Scores of them clung to his 

legs like to poles and Grand had to swipe them off. They 

shrieked at his blows and swarmed him. One of them bit him, 

another hopped over to Bells and grabbed her by the hair. 

“You stupid things!” Peacock cowered, holding hands over 

his face. “Get off me!” 

“Leave me alone!” Bells punched an ape in the face so it 

let go of her hair. “Mr. Nilsson, where are you?” 

Grand fought his way to the dome and was in the process of 

pulling out Rusty. They both looked at each other, then at the 

crowd of enraged langurs in front of them. 

“Shoo! Go away! Leave my friends alone!” Grand brandished 

his fists around, clearing the way back to Bells and Peacock. 

“Rusty!” Bells hugged her friend. Rusty blushed underneath 

his fur and mumbled something incoherent. “Oh, I was so worried 

about you! So worried!” Bells couldn’t see how he rolled his 
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eyes at Grand behind her back. “Where is Mr. Nilsson, do you 

have any idea?” 

“They wouldn’t tell me.” 

“Mr. Nilsson?” Called Bells. “Mr. Nilsson! We came to bring 

you back to Pippi Longstocking!” 

No answer, only stares. 

“Mr. Nilsson!” 

Peacock, defeated by his own arrogance and the burden of an 

overweight body, wobbled up to Bells. “I think he’s over there.” 

One monkey stepped out to them. It looked sad. 

Bells heart shrunk. “Mr. Nilsson! Come here. We’ll take you 

back to Pippi. We’re so sorry we took you away by accident.” She 

elbowed Rusty. 

“Oh. Yeah, we’re very sorry. I mean, I’m very sorry.” 

The monkeys grinned, chittered something, and slunk back 

into the mass of identical bodies and eyes. 

Bells instantly lost him. “Mr. Nilsson?” She searched the 

crowd with her eyes. “Where did you go?” 

“Hey, Mr. Nilsson?” Rusty hooted. “Come on, man, it’s not 

cool. Let’s get you home.” 

Suddenly another monkey stood up, in the different spot, 

waded up to Bells and did the same thing, a grimace, a shake of 

a head, and an escape to mingle with others.  

“They’re playing us.” Whispered Peacock. 
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“I can see that.” Answered Bells and put both hands on her 

hips, narrowing her eyes. “You mean little sissies.” 

Some of the apes had a hard time suppressing giggles. 

“Stop it!” Bells glared at them. “It’s not funny!” 

The monkeys started laughing. It sounded strange, in a 

monkey kind of way, like screeching and shrieking noises mixed 

together. Some of them fell over on their backs and rocked back 

and forth, holding on to their stomachs. 

Bells turned to the boys. “What are you smiling at?” 

Grand, Peacock, and Rusty pressed their lips together to 

appear serious, then burst and cracked up. 

Bells fumed. “Boys.” 

“We tricked you! We tricked you!” Called voices from all 

sides. 

“That’s just great. I suppose we shouldn’t even have looked 

for you.” She told Rusty and made to walk away. 

The largest furriest ape stood up and called, “Bells?” 

She halted.  

“We played monkeys pretty good, eh? Didn’t we? Didn’t we?” 

He looked for approval, and the apes around clapped. 

“Oh, I see. This is amusement to you,” she scoffed. “Well, 

it’s not to us. We need to bring Mr. Nilsson back into his book 

so that Rusty doesn’t turn into a monkey for the rest of his 

life!” As soon as she said it, she regretted it. 
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The langur’s face, already dark, got even darker. “What’s 

wrong with being a monkey, huh?” He bellowed. “Huh?” 

Other monkeys chittered angrily. 

“Nothing. I’m sorry. It didn’t come out right.” Bells tried 

to backtrack, but it was too late.  

The langurs advanced. 

“We have to be monkeys all our lives.” Said the large 

langur. “Monkey this, monkey that. You know how annoying it is 

to repeat every day, ‘We’re smart and wonderful and free?’ over 

and over again? It makes me want to bite off my tail and tie it 

around my neck and hang myself.” 

“Wow.” Said Grand. “That is great imagination. I would’ve 

never thought of that.” 

Bells gave him the look. 

“Will you actually suffocate for real?” Picked up Rusty. “I 

mean, the tail is soft but it has bones, right,” he fingered his 

own tail, “so it wouldn’t really curl all that well—” 

“Shut up, both of you!” Bells stormed off along the wall, 

came to stop in the shadow of a column and burst into tears. 

“Bells.” Came voices behind her. 

“I don’t want to stay here.” She sniffled. “Not anymore. If 

you want to stay, go ahead, but I want to go home. I want to see 

mom and dad. I even want to see Maria.” She hid her face, 

embarrassed. 
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The boys patted her awkwardly on the back, none of them 

expert at what to do with girls when they break down. Bells 

rarely cried. It took a lot to make her cry, but if she did, it 

was serious business. 

They looked at each other, then at her. 

“Hey, Bells?” Said Grand. “That thing you told me, in The 

Little Hen book...” 

“What book?” Asked Rusty. 

“Shh.” Peacock pulled him aside. “Let them talk.” 

“Bells?” Grand awkwardly touched her shoulder. 

“What.” She wiped her face before looking at his, which was 

by now the face of a middle-aged man. Only his eyes were young, 

the eyes were still Grand’s. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Bullshit.”  

Bells started. 

“Hey, you say it all the time. I’m only using your words.” 

Bells contemplated whether she should tell him or not, then 

she saw Peacock and Rusty waiting for them with the same fear 

written on their faces that she felt, and she whispered, “I’m 

scared.” 

“That’s okay, I’m scared too.” Grand patted her shoulder. 
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“What if...” Bells looked up. “What if we’ll never get out? 

What then? What if we’ll be stuck here forever, like Mary 

Poppins said?” 

“I don’t think so. I think we’ll figure something out. My 

mom always says, trust your gut. She says, think less and feel 

more. And I feel it, I feel it in my gut that we will figure 

this out.” 

“Am I too bossy?” Bells said it so quietly, Grand barely 

heard her with his old man’s ears. 

“What?” 

“Am I too bossy?” Bells’ face turned beet red. She wanted 

to sink through the ground. 

“Well...” Grand hesitated. 

“I am, aren’t I?” 

“It’s okay. We like it. You make us do things, you know. 

And you’re not mean bossy, you’re just—” 

“Bossy bossy.” Said Peacock, coming up. “The good bossy.” 

“Do you want me to stop?” Bells looked miserable. “Am I too 

much for you guys?” 

“No-no-no!” They shook their heads together.  

“You’re fine.” 

“Really.” 
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“You can’t fall apart now.” Said Peacock. “Who will tell us 

what to do? We’re so close to getting done with fixing the books 

we broke.” 

“But you’re good at ideas.” Sniffled Bells. “And you see 

things I don’t see,” she said to Rusty, “and you always think 

ahead about everything cautiously,” she was looking at Grand, 

“and I just rush into things without thinking.” 

“But that’s why we like you.” Said Grand. 

“It’s my fault we’re here.” 

“No, it’s mine.” Peacock mumbled under his breath. “I’m 

sorry, guys, sorry I burned that book.” 

“So you don’t hate me?” Bells looked at them with hope. 

“Why would we hate you?” 

“Because everyone does.” 

“What?” Peacock frowned. “Who is everyone?” 

“Maria.” 

“Your sister? That doesn’t count.” 

“How does it not count?” 

“She is your little sister.” Explained Grand. “She’s 

supposed to hate everything you do. My brothers tell me the same 

thing. The other day Willy—” 

“But I miss her!” Wailed Bells. 
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The langurs, quiet from guilt, crowded around them, saying 

they were sorry they tricked them, and then one of them stepped 

out.  

“I’m Mr. Nilsson.” It said. “I’d like for you to take me 

back to Pippi.” 

“Mr. Nilsson!” Rusty was beyond himself. 

“Mr. Nilsson!” Cried Pippi. She was running to them from 

the jungle. “Mary Poppins told me to wait, but I couldn’t wait. 

Oh, Mr. Nilsson!” She picked him up in her strong arms and, 

without any comment on Grand’s and Peacock’s change, led them to 

the page corner at the end of the stonewall. One by one they 

slid into the darkness beneath, firmly believing that nothing 

could go wrong. 
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Chapter 26. The Duck Pond 

They didn't understand it, but like so many unfortunate events 
in life, just because you don't understand it doesn't mean it 
isn't so. 

Lemony Snicket, The Bad Beginning 

Something did go wrong, however. Fully expecting to step into a 

warm rural street stacked with neat little houses, they found 

themselves in the middle of a blizzard. Snow crunched under 

their feet. Cold flakes stung their faces. They gaped around, 

too stunned to move. The trees, so green not too long ago, were 

stripped of leaves and encased in ice. Every surface held up a 

sheet of snow, fresh and fluffy like a million cotton balls. 

“Oh no!” Moaned Pippi. 

Mr. Nilsson, back to his old self, huddled on her shoulder 

in his thin yellow jacket, his teeth chattering. Pippi tucked 

him under her arm, bent her head and decidedly stalked forward. 

“Pippi!”  

But Pippi didn’t hear Bells, or maybe she pretended like 

she didn’t. She kept on marching through the white squall, one 

arm bent over her eyes, another firmly holding Mr. Nilsson. 
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“Pippi, wait!” Wind blew into Bells’ face. She had to cup 

her mouth with both hands to be heard over the howl. “Why is it 

winter?” 

Pippi turned and yelled something in response. 

“What?”  

She waved and continued walking. 

“What did she say?” Peacock hugged himself and rubbed his 

arms, although he didn’t appear too frozen.  

“Wow, look at you!” 

Rusty changed back to being a boy. “I’m back, I’m back, I’m 

back!” He was so excited, he danced around, touching his face, 

twisting back to make sure the tail was gone, and overall 

enjoying himself and his reclaimed boyhood. “How do I look? How 

do I look? Bells, do you see any fur?” 

“No, you’re good.” Bells grinned. “Peacock and Grand, you 

guys are next. All we have to do is get you to The Golden Pot 

and find Sancho and Don Quixote and...” but she trailed off, 

burdened by the idea of near impossibility. “The question is, 

though, how will we find it, I mean, the book, and those two?” 

Rusty ignored the gloom of his friends, flapping his arms 

on his sides and jumping up and down. 

“Grand, Grand, is there a tail? Tell me, is there a tail?” 

He twisted and hopped up to him. 

“Nope, it’s gone.” 



Anske / Corners / 289 

“It worked, it worked, it worked!” Rusty choked on the last 

word, and his exhilaration quickly changed to worry. The 

snowstorm intensified and Pippi’s figure diminished. “She’s 

leaving! Come on!” He trotted after Pippi, plumes of warm air 

escaping his mouth. “Come on, guys, don’t just stand there!” 

“You sure we will have enough time to do it?” Asked Grand 

Bells. 

“What, to change you back to normal?” Bells chose her words 

carefully. “Of course.” 

They walked on in silence, both knowing their pretense and 

the terrible prospect of being too late. 

“I guess there is one advantage to being fat.” Said 

Peacock, his short little legs slipping and sliding on the 

frosted road. 

Grand squinted at him from his newly acquired height. “Oh, 

is there? Care to share?” 

“I don’t feel cold as much as I used to.” Peacock smiled. 

Grand smirked. “There is one more.” 

“What’s that?” 

“You don’t sink either. I mean, you float better in the 

water.” 

Their eyes met and there flickered a look of understanding. 

“Guys!” Rusty hopped from foot to foot in front of Pippi’s 

house buried under mounds of snow. She was sending clouds of it 
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up into the air, digging out the door. Her horse stood near her 

on the porch, neighing impatiently. 

“We better help her,” said Bells, “before we freeze to 

death.” 

“Hey, that’s my line.” Protested Grand. 

“Why are we all so cheery all of a sudden?” Said Peacock. 

“Aren’t we supposed to feel scared?” 

Grand shrugged. “I dunno. I think it’s gotten too 

ridiculous, I mean, everything that’s happening is so 

ridiculous, that it’s not scary anymore.” 

“Guys?” Rusty’s voice shook. 

Something white moved along the street, a clump of flocks 

that formed a human figure.  

“I know who it is. It’s the Snow Queen.” Whispered Bells. 

A tall woman in a white fur coat, a cap, and a muffler came 

up to Pippi’s door. 

“Snow Queen!” Said Pippi. “I thought it must be you who 

brought winter to my town. Is everything okay in your book?” 

“No.” Said the Snow Queen mournfully. Her breath frosted 

the tree near which she stood with sparkling circles and stars. 

Her face was limpid blue, as were her eyes, cold and 

dispassionate.  

“It’s not fur,” mumbled Bells under her breath, staring at 

the queen’s coat. It was made of soft glittering snow. 
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They were all spellbound for a moment, none comprehending 

the full weight of the Snow Queen’s words. 

Rusty blinked several times, and then yanked on Bells’ 

sleeve with a gasp. “It’s the White Witch! It’s not the Snow 

Queen! Run! Run!” And he made to take off, only to bump into the 

solid stance of Grand, who spread his arms, blocking him. “It’s 

not the White Witch, it’s the Snow Queen.” 

“Yes, it is!” Rusty’s pupils expanded and he trembled from 

head to foot. 

The Snow Queen regarded him coldly. 

Bells found her voice at last. “Relax, Rusty. You said you 

read all Narnia books? Well, if it were true, you would’ve 

remembered that The White Witch wasn’t dressed in snow. See? 

This is the Snow Queen. If she kisses you, your heart will turn 

into a lump of ice.” 

“I don’t want her to kiss me!” 

“Sounds like a toothless vampire on a diet.” Muttered 

Peacock. 

Pippi succeeded in clearing the door and pushed it in, 

welcoming everyone into her house. “Would you like to come in 

and tell me about it?” She asked the Snow Queen. 

“There is no time.” Said the Snow Queen slowly, her words 

as frozen as her face. 

Pippi frowned. “What happened?” 
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“The Book of Abandoned Pages has found out that you helped 

the children, and it went berserk.” 

“That sounds horrible.” Said Pippi, not a trace of fear in 

her voice. “What did it do?” 

The Snow Queen ascended ice porch steps with dignity and 

whispered something in Pippi’s ear. 

Pippi looked up at her, a hand over her mouth. “Really?” 

The Snow Queen gave one curt nod and whispered something 

else. Pippi’s face turned so pale, her many freckles disappeared 

and her carrot-braids hung sadly. 

“Um, excuse me?” Said Peacock nervously. “Can you please 

tell us what happened?” 

But then the most curious thing happened. The snow started 

falling faster. It no longer floated like goose down out of a 

torn pillow, it streamed in a curtain of grit. 

“What...” Began Peacock and opened his mouth. 

“It’s not snow.” Whispered Bells. 

“Man, this is crazy!” Rusty opened his mouth and turned up 

his face. In the next moment he was gagging and coughing. 

Hot grains of sand rushed down at them from the sky, as if 

an entire beach was overturned, and with it something tiny and 

blue flapped its wings and landed in Pippi’s garden. 

“Little prince?” Said Bells. 

The little prince brushed off his cape and bowed politely. 
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“Hello.” He said. 

“Hello.” Echoed the children.  

“Yours too?” Asked Pippi in a thin little voice. 

“I’m afraid so.” The little prince sighed. “I didn’t get to 

save my planet, nothing it all. It’s all gone.” 

“That is terrible.” Said Pippi impatiently. 

“What is it? What is it? Please tell us! Can you tell us?” 

Rusty spoke so fast, his words blurred. “We need to know. We 

plan to get out of here, and if something happened, we need to 

know, right? Otherwise we’ll get here stuck forever, right? My 

friends don’t want that. We want to go home, right?” 

“It’s done it!” Boomed a thunderous voice from afar. 

Bluebeard, his magnificent beard floating behind him, strode to 

them through the slush of melting snow and sand. 

Bells looked at Grand who looked at Peacock who looked at 

Rusty, and, confused and frightened, they all looked at Pippi, 

the Snow Queen, and the little prince. 

Bluebeard stomped to the porch, wheezing into his beard. 

“It’s over. It’s all over.” 

“Where will we go?” Said Pippi in a small frightened voice. 

This was enough for Bells. “I’m sorry if I appear rude, 

interrupting you like this, but we would like to know what is 

going on, because—” 
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The ground shuddered they way it does when an earthquake 

starts, and the whole town began tilting to one side. 

“—because we’d like to know what The Book of the Abandoned 

Pages did!” Finished Bells, furious, hands on her hips. 

Whatever light there was on the street got sucked out with 

a terrible whoosh, and a low grumble tore through the air. The 

characters seemed so frightened, staring up at the sky, that 

they didn’t hear Bells’ question. 

It was Rusty who brought them out of the daze. “Can you 

answer my friend? Can you? Can you?” He shook Pippi’s arm so 

hard, she finally looked up. 

“It’s destroying itself.” She said quietly. 

“Destroying itself?” Repeated Peacock. 

“It’s tearing out its pages and letting them float down 

through the layers, right into the Mist of Memories.” Added 

little prince sadly. “My page is gone already. I’m glad I had 

enough time to come see Pippi, because this page is about to 

go.” 

“My frozen lake.” Said the Snow Queen, clasping her icy 

hands. “My beloved frozen lake.” 

“But why?” Said Bells. “Why is it doing it?” 

“To punish us for helping you.” 

“But it’s punishing itself this way!” 
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“And to keep you here forever.” Unbeknownst to them, Mary 

Poppins arrived and was folding her umbrella. 

“Mary Poppins!” 

“What, we don’t get to change back to ourselves anymore?” 

Asked Peacock. His hands shook, and he felt the first tinge of 

panic. 

Grand grunted, unsure if he should feel devastated or 

happy. He quite enjoyed being in a sinewy body of Don Quixote, 

although he didn’t enjoy being this old and having wild urges to 

attack trees and houses as if they were enemies. 

“I told you,” said Mary Poppins calmly, as if the ground 

under their feet didn’t shake and the sky didn’t crackle with 

lightning. “It’s gone quite mad. It’s so angry, it doesn’t know 

what it is doing anymore. It’s tired of adding pages to itself, 

and so it decided to shed them, which means whatever page you’re 

on, that is the page you will stay on for the rest of your life, 

unless it happens to float over another page, and then maybe you 

get a chance to hop over to that one.” 

“Then what are you doing here?” Said Bells. 

“I have my umbrella, I can return to my page any time I 

want to.” 

“How?” 

“By flying. You see, corner turning doesn’t work anymore. 

There is nowhere those corners can lead. Once the book is done 
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tearing itself to shreds, it will be no more than a loose pile 

of pages floating in the middle of nothing. They will sink and 

sink, with no way on them and no way from them.” 

“And where will they land?” Asked Bells breathlessly. 

“None of us know. Maybe there is no bottom to the Mist of 

Memories. Maybe never.” 

Peacock gulped. “Like in space?” 

“Precisely.” Mary Poppins pressed her lips together, as if 

she was done and didn’t invite any more stupid questions. 

“So once it destroys itself...” Began Bells. 

“It’s gone.” Piped in Pippi. “It will be nothing more than 

paper blown by the wind.” A large tear rolled down her cheek, 

and Mr. Nilsson wiped it off gently. 

Bells glanced at the boys, then at the little prince. “Then 

why are you here? Why aren’t you on your page?” 

“It got torn in half when it was over Pippi’s house. The 

desert spilled and now there is nowhere for me to go.” 

“I’m so sorry.” Bells looked up at the Snow Queen, who 

nodded without any explanation, and Bells didn’t dare asking 

what happened to the frozen lake. 

“I think it’s time you all get inside my bag.” Said Mary 

Poppins. 

Thunder ripped through the air in a deafening roar. Pippi’s 

house creaked and groaned. The earth it stood on crumbled, the 
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paper of the page was lifting. The whole street shifted under 

their feet. At the end of it, by the very last house, the corner 

of the page curled up and smoldered, struck by lightning.  

“It’s on fire.” Observed Grand. “Well, this is the end of 

us. We will all burn down like in a funeral incinerator, and our 

bones will turn to ash and float off into nothing, carried by 

the wind—” 

Mary Poppins’ stare silenced him. 

“Sorry.” 

“In you go.” Mary Poppins opened her carpet bag, and Pippi 

stepped inside, her horse in one hand, Mr. Nilsson in another. 

Bluebeard was next, then the little prince. Within a minute they 

all clambered in, all except Peacock. 

“Peacock, come on!” Shouted Rusty. 

“What’s wrong, Peacock?” Bells tried her stare on him, but 

it didn’t work. 

Peacock stood in a trance, staring into nowhere, ignoring 

the breaking screeching house, the hot air blowing from the 

flaming page, the tongues of yellow and orange creeping closer, 

black smoke rising into the air. 

“Peacock!” Cried Bells. “Get in, now!” 

“It’s my fault we’re here.” Said Peacock slowly, flame 

reflections dancing in his eyes. “It’s because I burned a book. 

I destroyed it, I destroyed the story...” 
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By now the roof tumbled down with a loud crash and the 

trees uprooted and folded like cut grass, half of the page 

consumed with fire. 

“Peacock, get in!” 

They were all shouting now, and Grand scrambled out, to 

snatch at him, but Peacock twisted out of the way. 

“If I could destroy a book, I could create one.” He said in 

a dreamy voice, his thoughts far away. Nobody could hear him 

from all the noise and the screaming. 

“Pippi!” He shouted into the bag. “Pippi, can you hear me?”  

Two pairs of arms snatched him and pulled him in. He 

struggled against and managed to beat them off. “Pippi!” 

“I’m here!” Pippi poked her head up. 

“Do you have a pen and paper in your house?” 

“Yes, in the kitchen, there is—” A tree fell on the porch 

with a crash, and Peacock was off, through the door. 

The characters stared at each other and at the children. 

Bells, red in the face, screamed at the top of her lungs, 

“Are you crazy? Get back!” 

“Peacock!” 

“We have to leave now.” Said Mary Poppins and opened her 

umbrella. The draft of the air created by the fire tugged at it, 

ripping it out of Mary Poppins’ hands.  

“Wait! Please, wait!” Pleaded Bells. 
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Grand attempted to get out, but Mary Poppins pushed him 

back in. “I’m sorry about your friend.” 

She stepped to the edge of the porch and sniffed at the 

air. Fierce wind came out of nowhere, and, flattening the 

tongued of fire, swept her up so that the tips of her shoes 

barely touched the ground. 

“We’re not leaving Peacock behind!” Screamed Grand and was 

half-way out of the bag, hanging bent over the edge of it, when 

Peacock emerged from the breaking house, with what looked like a 

book held triumphantly high in his pudgy hand. 

“I found it!” he cried, leapt after Mary Poppins and 

snatched the edge just as they took off and Pippi’s house caught 

on fire. 

Wind rushed through his ears. Grand helped him inside, and 

there he held it up to them, grinning. 

“Peacock, why did you have to do that? You could’ve gotten 

yourself killed!” Said Bells. 

“You found my journal.” Said Pippi. “What do you need it 

for?” 

Peacock couldn’t speak for a moment, catching his breath. 

In his hand he clutched a tarnished looking journal and a pencil 

that looked like it’s been gnawed on and used very well. It 

wasn’t even a pencil anymore, more like a stub. The bag waved, 

and he had to sit down so as not to fall. He crossed his legs 
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and opened it. It was blank, its paper crinkly and yellowing, 

and it had a faint smell of dust and mold to it, but otherwise 

it looked fine. It was bound in fine creamy leather. 

“That’s human skin.” Said Pippi proudly. 

“What?” Gasped Bells. 

“Cool!” Said Rusty. 

“Is it?” Peacock surprised himself with his own calmness. 

It didn’t bother him in the slightest, because the great idea in 

his mind has blotted out his fears, every single one of them.  

“I am joking, of course.” Said Pippi. “My father gave it to 

me. He is the cannibal king, but he’ll never waste anything like 

human skin on making a simple journal.” 

“Oh, that’s too bad.” Exclaimed Rusty. 

“Dude.” Grand shook his head. “And I thought I was morbid.” 

Bells eyed the journal with distrust. “What do you need it 

for, anyway?” 

“Yeah, what do you need it for?” Rusty grinned, sensing a 

beginning of something special, some new adventure. It was 

written all over Peacock’s face, and he could hardly contain 

himself, his round Sancho’s face shiny from perspiration. 

“Just wait, just wait until you hear it.” 

“We are waiting, but it’s very hard to wait when you look 

so excited.” Said the little prince. 
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“This will blow your mind.” Said Peacock and swallowed, 

stroking the paper lovingly, then poising the pencil at the 

beginning of the page. 

“Can you tell us already?” Said Bells. 

“Actually, no.” Peacock handed her the journal and the 

pencil. “You do it.” 

“I do what?” 

“Write a story.” 

“Write a story?” Repeated Bells, staring at him, a 

flickering of hope tugging at her mind. 

“Yes. A new book, got it? I burned down the book, and it 

stopped existing. Well, I thought, what if we write our own 

story and turn a corner, then we could get inside and be safe 

there. We could write anything we wanted.” 

“Dude.” Said Grand. 

“Whoa.” Said Rusty. 

“Peacock, you’re a genius.” Whispered Bells. 

“Nah, not really. Just trying to fix what I broke.” He 

smiled. “We could...we could write our life, I mean, we could 

write it the way we want it to be and go there and stay there.” 

“Wait.” Bells frowned. “We need to get Don Quixote and 

Sancho back into their book, so you can be yourself again.” 

“We can figure it out from there. We can rest there and 

figure it out, but listen.” He became agitated. “Just listen to 



Anske / Corners / 302 

this. We could write about the perfect school and the perfect 

parents and everything and go there and stay there!” 

“I don’t think it’s such a good idea.” Said Grand slowly. 

“Why not?” 

“Because we’d know it’s not real.” 

“So what? Who cares?” 

“I do.” 

“Fine.” Peacock kicked the journal out of Bells’ hands. 

“Figure it out on your own.” He swirled around, facing the wall 

of the bag.  

“I like this idea.” Said the Snow Queen regally, her breath 

frosting them over. “We will be able to gather in your story 

and—” 

“It’s gone!” Came Mary Poppins’ startled voice from above. 

“My page is gone! I have nowhere to land!” 

The bag shook and they all slid to one side in a pile.  

“Okay.” Bells picked up the journal, stared at it for a 

second, and started scribbling. 

“What story are you writing?” Asked Rusty, peeking over her 

shoulder. 

Bells wrote so fast, in a minute the page was covered with 

words and she looked up, a sly grin forming on her face. She 

looked them all over and said, “I’m writing a story about the 

duck pond.” She picked up the corner. “Ready?” 
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“Is it going to work?” Asked Grand. 

“It will. Every corner can be turned, if you put your mind 

to it.” Said the little prince.  

Bells nodded, pulled at it, and the world around them 

folded into the little triangular opening of the journal that 

yawned bigger and bigger, sucking them into her story. They 

rushed through cool air and fell on the carpet of yellow leaves, 

right by a small pond surrounded with old oaks, maples, and 

willows. It smelled like fall and standing water. The air was 

crisp, not too cold, not too warm, the air of a sunny September 

afternoon. And in the pond swam the ducks. As soon as they saw 

Bells and her companions, they swam up to the shore and waddled 

out with loud quacking, demanding bread. 

Peacock blinked. “Are we back at our duck pond?” 

“It’s a different duck pond.” Said Bells proudly. “Like 

ours, but different. I made it a little better. Like it?” 

“Um, do you have any bread?” Asked Grand. One of the ducks 

was insolently nipping at his pants, demanding he feed it. 

“You could’ve written them to be a little less obnoxious.” 

Commented Peacock. 

“Sorry.” Bells smiled. “I like them this way. And we have 

plenty of bread, Grand. And donuts.” 

Grand gasped. 
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“I wrote them in for you.” Bells pulled a basket full of 

food from behind a tree, and opened it. They gathered around, 

children and characters together, each taking out a donut and 

chewing on it. Even the Snow Queen took one, stared at it for a 

while, breathed on it, and bit into the frozen dough with a loud 

crunch, delight spreading on her blue icy face.  
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Chapter 27. The Elusive Submarine 

The sea is everything. It covers seven tenths of the terrestrial 
globe. Its breath is pure and healthy. It is an immense desert, 
where man is never lonely, for he feels life stirring on all 
sides. 

Jules Verne, Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea 

“We can’t just sit here and eat donuts.” Said Mary Poppins 

sharply. Her voice tore the children out of their munching 

reverie. They looked up, chewing. Bluebeard shook crumbs from 

his magnificent cerulean whiskers with sadness and longing in 

his eyes, a half-eaten donut in his large hand. The Snow Queen 

gulped, Pippi hiccupped, and the little prince tapped on Grand’s 

shoulder. Grand quickly stuffed another donut in his mouth and 

tried to grin, which proved impossible with his hamster-like 

stuffed cheeks.  

“Why can’t we?” He mumbled with a full mouth. 

“Yeah.” Echoed Rusty. “Can’t we have a break?” He was so 

happy not to be a monkey anymore, his whole face shone with 

exuberant glee. He was feeding Mr. Nilsson pieces of donuts from 

one hand, and a particularly demanding mallard with about half a 

dozen fuzzy ducklings from another.  
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“Wait, wait a second, are you saying...” Bells tilted her 

head inquisitively and frowned, which was not a good sign.  

“Exactly.” Confirmed Mary Poppins. 

“Exactly what?” Inquired Rusty. 

“It’s not safe. For all we know we’re still falling into 

nothing.” She sniffed with indignation at Peacock. “I’d 

appreciate it if you listened when I talk.” 

Peacock flinched. He was quietly discussing the pitfalls 

and advantages of being fat with Grand, both of them 

contemplating what would happen if they never changed back to 

being themselves. Grand’s way of dealing with it was to steal 

another donut from the basket, Peacock’s was to talk it out. 

“Sorry.” He said with a timid smile. 

“Humph.” Said Mary Poppins. 

At that the water in the pond sloshed. The little patch of 

the park they were sitting swung as if the page was shaken by 

something. Or someone. The ducks fled with agitated quacks.  

“This is rather unsettling.” Commented Mary Poppins, 

opening her umbrella. 

“Does this mean that we...” Bells stared at the pond. “Does 

this mean we’re about to—” 

The duck pond thumped. The water jumped up and sloshed 

over. The ducks squawked, swooped over to the shore and huddled 

in a shivering clump of feathers. Scores of yellow leaves and 
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twigs fell off the trees, raining down on everyone’s heads. Then 

all was still. 

“Have we,” Bells gulped, pulling a stick out of her hair, 

“landed somewhere?” 

“Indeed.” Said Mary Poppins. 

“Where?” 

But the answer came to them of its own accord. The duck 

pond boiled, rose, and spilled in frothy waves unnaturally large 

for such a small body of water. Escape was futile. By the time 

everyone got to their feet, the pond erupted in geysers, sending 

columns of hissing water into the air, and then it wasn’t a pond 

anymore. It bulged and domed and rushed at them in a tsunami, 

sweeping everything in its path.  

The duck pond story disappeared. In its place was some 

other story that broke through the middle of the page and 

flooded it with ocean waters. And it didn’t stop there. It 

enveloped the entire page and drowned it. Pippi’s small leather 

journal fell into an enormously epic and epically enormous book. 

It consumed it with barely a hiccup, like it was nothing more 

but a speck of dust. 

They were floating over the ocean floor, submerged in 

water. Liquid darkness held them hostage. It pressed on their 

ears and their heads and their bodies. 



Anske / Corners / 308 

Peacock tried to draw a breath and did it with great 

difficulty. His lips were wrapped around some tube, and his head 

was enclosed in a glass bowl. He peered down at himself. His 

eyes adjusted to the gloom and he saw that he was wearing a 

space suit. No, an ancient diving suit that looked like a space 

suit.  

A gloved fist knocked on his helmet. 

“What?” He could barely hear himself. The words came out 

blurred and bubbly. 

Bells slowly waved her arms, swaying in front of him in an 

identical suit, bubbles of air escaping her. Grand and Rusty 

floated up to them. Peacock could only tell them apart by their 

size. Grand’s face appeared grim behind the glass. Rusty, on the 

other side, was exuberant. He slapped Peacock’s shoulder and 

swung his arms around and almost jumped.  

“Guys! Guys! We’re in an ocean, we’re in a freaking ocean!” 

None of his friends shared his enthusiasm, nor could they 

hear him. They were perplexed, frightened that they might die 

from lack of oxygen, and awkwardly gazing around in search of 

Mary Poppins and the rest of the characters. They were nowhere 

to be seen. An underwater forest composed of all kinds of algae 

and water plants silently waved at them. Schools of fish bustled 

in and out of its shadows, and up above, overhead, large 
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elongated shapes inflated and deflated in a series of unsettling 

undulating movements.  

The children stared. 

The shapes descended. 

“They’re giant squid.” Whispered Peacock to himself. 

The squid were monstrous in size, larger than the largest 

whale. Their tube-like bodies siphoned water in and pushed it 

out. Their tentacles propelled them forward. If not for the 

water, they could pass for strange pale birds gliding in the 

sky.  

Rusty knocked on Peacock’s helmet to draw his attention to 

something emerging from the darkness. An elongated fish appeared 

from the murk. As it drew closer, Peacock saw that it wasn’t a 

fish at all but a submarine with round windows and powerful 

search lights that sent beams of glare right at the squid.  

The squid panicked, squirting clouds of black ink. One of 

them opened its tentacles and wrapped them around the 

submarine’s propeller. The blades struggled against its hold 

with a mechanical whine that the kids could hear through their 

helmets. Finally, it stopped. The submarine began to sink 

together with the squid. 

“I remember this comic. It’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under 

the Sea,” said Peacock under his breath, “and that is the giant 

squid.” The submarine softly plopped down into sand, rousing 
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small clouds. The squid didn’t budge, squeezing the propeller 

and crushing it. 

Peacock pulled on Bells, Grand, and Rusty, clumsily moving 

about in his diving suit. They slowly rotated to face him, then 

a dull noise made them all look back. 

A hatch opened up in the submarine’s belly and several men 

in identical diving suits waded out, wielding axes at the squid. 

“Turn around, don’t! Don’t watch it!” Peacock’s thick 

gloves slid off Bells’ suit. She swayed lightly, her eyes 

riveted to the unfolding scene. 

The divers swam up to the squid and were fighting it off 

without any noise, their movements fluid like in a slow motion 

movie. The creature trembled and jerked under their blows, 

caught one of the men and wrapped its tentacle around him.  

Bells covered her face. 

Rusty gasped. 

Grand watched, spellbound. He was witnessing a death, 

albeit a fictional one, but a death nonetheless. He took a step 

back and bumped into Peacock who was shouting something behind 

his helmet, thrusting his arm away from the fight, into the 

opposite direction of the underwater forest. 

They lumbered around to look and saw in the light ray from 

the submarine a very peculiar looking procession of Mary Poppins 

in a diving suit—they could tell by her umbrella sticking out 
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from under her arm—then Pippi in the diving suit with Mr. 

Nilsson on her shoulder, in a diving suit, and her horse next to 

her, in a diving suit as well, and behind them more figures, 

from which distinctly stood out three huge Roc chicks, in diving 

suits, and, in closing, the Martian. Without a diving suit.  

This odd parade neared with a slow but steady 

determination. 

The children waved. 

The giant squid and the men stopped fighting, watching the 

progress of this strange delegation helped about by the Martian 

from behind, who had no problem moving underwater with the same 

speed he moved above it, which meant that he moved slowly in 

solidarity with the rest of the party. 

Peacock took a deep breath. His face grew hot. There wasn’t 

much oxygen left and every breath hurt. He took a step, rousing 

rivulets of sand. “Corner.” He tapped on Bells’ helmet, touching 

fingers of his gloves at a right angle to mimic it. “We need to 

find a corner. I can’t breathe.” 

“What?” Said Bells.  

“It must have a corner. We need to find it to get out. I 

can’t breathe!” His heart hammered in his ears. “I can’t—” But 

it wasn’t breathing that made him feel dizzy. He was changing. 

The time was up, and he was permanently becoming Sancho. He 
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stared in horror at Grand who made rapid motions with his arms 

too, pointing to his neck. 

Something tugged at them, some magnetic force, and like two 

lifeless puppets, they skittered up into the inky depth and 

propelled away from their friends and characters. 

“Peacock!” Bells pounded on Rusty in alarm. “Grand!” 

Instinctively, she kicked and pushed off the ocean floor, 

sweeping her arms sideward and treading water. But no matter how 

fast she willed herself to swim, the figures of Grand and 

Peacock rapidly disappeared, once illuminated with a faint 

reddish glow as two black dots against the vastness of the 

ocean. 

Mary Poppins apparently knew exactly what was going on. She 

jabbed the Martian with her umbrella, and he picked up Bells and 

Rusty and sped off toward the glow.  

It flared up every few minutes. The water grew warmer. 

Phosphorescent jellyfish lazily ambled about. Crabs scurried 

back and forth on crooked legs. Schools of silvery fish broke 

apart like sparkles, and the glow changed from red to orange. 

The ocean floor rose, littered with rocks. They reached an 

underwater mountain. 

“A volcano.” Whispered Bells. She was sandwiched next to 

Rusty in the Martian’s hold, and he bobbed his head, excitedly 

pointing down.  
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Hot lava was spurting out of the crater. It lit up what lay 

beyond it, and it was...nothing. Like the ocean was cleanly 

sliced off. Bells could see through the blurry edge as if it was 

a warped sheet of glass. 

“There is another book.” She poked Rusty. “It’s docking to 

this one!” 

Rusty said something back.  

The Martian broke through the membrane and they hung over 

the arid windswept plain of La Mancha where Don Quixote and 

Sancho were saddling their steeds—donkey in Sancho’s case—and 

riding off to the creaking windmills. 

“Don Quixote! They changed!” It was Rusty’s turn to poke 

Bells, because she could only open her mouth and stare. She only 

now noticed that they were no longer wearing the diving suits, 

but failed to comment on it, gripped by bitter awareness of what 

had transpired. Her heart sunk, and her eyes burned, threatening 

to spill. 

“We’re too late.” She slowly turned her head to look at 

Rusty, “they’re gone. They have changed forever.” 

“No way.” Muttered Rusty. “No way. There is something we 

can do. Surely there is something we can do!” But as he said it, 

he knew there was nothing. 

They exchanged helpless glances and watched Peacock and 

Grand trot away at a leisurely pace, comfortably chatting about 
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something, neither of them turning back to look for their 

friends. 

“It’s not all that bad.” The Martian broke the heavy 

silence. “Really. You get used to it. I did.” 

“You did?” Bells’ eyes widened. “What do you mean?” 

“Well, I was a boy once too.” The Martian sighed. “But it 

was so long ago that I forgot what happened.” 

That is when they heard a rumble of an engine. The 

submarine poked its nose out of the edge of the ocean, and with 

it the squid and the men in the diving suits and Pippi and the 

rest, watching mournfully over the departing Don Quixote and 

Sancho. 

“Okay, I refuse to accept this.” Said Bells loudly. “I 

refuse. We will go into this book and we will get our friends 

back. We will figure out a way.” 

“Seriously? You think we can?” Asked Rusty. 

“I know we can. Set us down, please.” She asked the 

Martian. 

“Are you sure? There is no use in trying, you know. I tried 

many times.” 

“Just set us down?” Insisted Bells. 

Meanwhile, the Don Quixote book, having attained what it 

came for, was detaching itself from the Twenty Thousand Leagues 
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Under the Sea and sliding into the swirling billowing fog of 

nothing, or the Mist of Memories, or whatever it was. 

“Set us down before it’s too late!” Shouted Bells. 

“Okay, okay. Christ. You don’t need to shout.” The Martian 

carefully positioned them on the dusty road. 

“Peacock!” Bells screamed and took off. “Grand!” She 

thought a bit, and changed her tactic. “Hey, esteemed knight Don 

Quixote! Sancho, squire Sancho!” 

“Wait! Wait for me!” Rusty joined her. 

And so, holding hands, they sprinted past whitewashed 

windmills and into the puffs of dust kicked up by Sancho’s 

donkey and Don Quixote’s mighty steed. 
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Chapter 28. The Fruitless Quest 

It's up to brave hearts, sir, to be patient when things are 
going badly, as well as being happy when they're going well...  

Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote 

After an hour of trudging along the empty spread of La Mancha—

Don Quixote and Sancho were long gone on their new chivalry 

quest—Bells finally succumbed to taking a break and sitting down 

on a patch of grass. Rusty dropped next to her, looking into her 

face, waiting for her to say something, as he couldn’t think of 

anything to say, for once. They stared at the end of the page, 

the corner where it ended abruptly and where the foggy nothing 

started. 

Bells smoothed her ponytail. “I could live in Spain, I 

think.” She said quietly. 

Rusty was picking his nose and didn’t hear her right away. 

“Huh?” 

“I said, I could live in Spain.” 

He still didn’t get it. “Wait, what?” 

“Well, my mom is from Spain, and Don Quixote lives in 

Spain. So, I’m saying, we could stay here with Peacock and Grand 
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and, you know, get used to it. Maybe. Maybe we’ll change into 

some Don Quixote characters or something like that.” She glanced 

at him, her eyes a little misty. “I could study Spanish birds.” 

“No way!” Rusty sounded upset. 

“No way what?” 

“You just thought about this on your own. That’s not cool, 

Bells. Not cool at all!” 

She recoiled. “What do you mean? I don’t understand...” 

“If you just wouldn’t run all the time!” Rusty snapped. His 

eyes were round and shiny, his hands in fists. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“What’s wrong? Everything! Why did you have to take off? 

Why didn’t you ask anyone for help? Can you answer that? Can 

you? You better!” 

Bells stared, stunned. “I didn’t think about that.” 

“That’s it! You never think about that! You only think 

about what you want to do!” 

“Hey, that’s not true.” 

“Yes, it is!” Rusty leapt up, too agitated to sit. 

“But it isn’t, Rusty.” Bells protested. “If you’d just stop 

freaking out and listen to me for a minute. That’s not what I 

was thinking about at all. I wanted to find Grand and Peacock, I 

wanted—” 

“I want to find them too! Did you think about that?” 
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“Why are you yelling at me?” 

“I’m not yelling!” Rusty sniffled in exasperation. “I’m 

just trying to make you hear me! You’re always stuck in your 

head! You’re bossy because you’re afraid to ask for help. That’s 

what it is!” 

Bells swallowed. 

“That’s not cool, okay?” He glared at her, fuming. “Stop 

running away! You always run away! Something happens, and you 

run away! I wish people didn’t do that. I wish people were 

honest, right? I wish,” he blinked, embarrassed, “I wish grandma 

wouldn’t hide stuff from me. Wish she’d tell me right away what 

happened, but she was ‘afraid to hurt my feelings’, and that’s 

called a lie! She lied to me! She wouldn’t say where mom and dad 

were. For a whole year! And I believed her! I believed her, I—” 

He couldn’t continue, suddenly sobbing.  

“Rusty.” Bells reached out. 

He flinched at her touch. “That’s what you’re doing, lying 

to yourself! So stop it! Stop it, right? You got it? You’re so 

stubborn! You think I don’t see it? You think because I never 

told you this, I don’t see it? I do, Pans eacock does too, and 

Grand. We just never tell you this. Because we’re, I dunno, you 

give us this scary look and...”  

Bells didn’t know what to do with her hands, so she let 

them hang. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize...” 
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“You do now!” Rusty turned away.  

Thick silence fell on them, punctured by a rare bird cry 

and whispering grass. 

“Okay, fine. I can stay in Spain too.” He sniffled, wiping 

his nose on the sleeve. “I kind of like it. It has a nice 

climate, doesn’t it? It’s always hot here, right?”  

Bells nodded. “It is.” 

He stole a glance at her. “Does it have trees? I like 

climbing trees, but I don’t see any.” 

“Of course it does, you idiot.” Bells shook her head. 

“There are trees everywhere, why wouldn’t there be any in 

Spain?” 

“Cool.” Rusty grinned. “That’s cool, man.” 

Bells tried very hard not to smile and failed. For a few 

seconds they stared at each other, feeling silly. 

“Hey, I’m sorry for, you know...” 

“That’s okay. You needed to say it. Thanks for saying it. I 

suppose we could go back and ask someone for help? You don’t 

think it’s too late?” 

They regarded the dusty road, thinking about school, about 

home, about their bikes left alone by the duck pond. It all 

seemed so far away, like it belonged to some other reality of 

which they were a part no longer. Bells looked at Rusty at the 
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same time as he looked at her, and it flashed between them. The 

same thought. The thought of never making it back. 

“It’s not that bad.” Said Bells, struggling to hold her 

voice steady. “We could get used to it. The Martian said he got 

used to it.” 

“Totally.” Rusty kicked up pebbles with his sneaker. “I’m 

getting used to it already, just need some trees.” 

Bells smirked. Rusty grinned at her, but it was a strained 

scowl, fake, and he knew it. 

They fell silent again.  

Finally Bells extended her hand. “Are you with me?” 

Rusty took it. “I’m with you.” 

They stood for a minute, without saying anything. Then she 

said, “Okay. That’s it. Enough moping. Let’s go.” 

“Where?” 

“I don’t know. How about we try looking for them first? It 

will take forever to get back.” 

“Sure! Whatever you say, boss!”  

Bells blushed. “Stop it.” 

“Yes, boss.” 

“Is this my punishment?” 

“You bet!” Rusty’s face shined like a polished teapot. 

“Okay, boss, are we going or what?” 
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With a sigh she nodded, and they marched off to the corner, 

drew it up, and dropped into another plateau, almost identical 

to this one. Scores of windmills stood against the azure sky, 

their blades wheeling in the wind. Bells’ ponytail whipped in 

her face. 

“What’s the plan, boss?” Said Rusty. 

“Shut up. I have no plan. Do you have a plan?” 

“Nope. No plan. That’s a bad thing, right? We need a plan.” 

He eyed the windmills with familiar interest.  

“Oh no, you’re not.” Bells shook her head. “Don’t even 

think about it.” 

“What? Who says I’m thinking about anything? I’m not, I 

swear!” Lied Rusty. Then he unsuccessfully tried to hawk up a 

gob of snot to play around with, but his throat and nose were so 

dry, nothing came out. He glanced at the windmills with obvious 

longing, then saw Bells’ stare and decided against it. 

They stood in silence, uncertain. Hot air simmered in the 

distance. Cicadas chirped. Dust whirled up. No other life was 

present. 

“Should we go to the next page?” Asked Bells. 

“You’re asking me?” 

Bells shuffled her feet. “Well, I don’t want to be bossy.” 

Rusty cracked up. “Nice try, Bells!”  

She sighed. “I’m thirsty.” 
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“Me too.” Suddenly he jumped. “There! There! Look!” 

“What? Where?” Bells put a hand over her eyes. 

“Just kidding!” 

“Rusty!” 

“Come on, I got your heart going, didn’t I?” 

“You...you...” Bells was looking for an appropriate word. 

“I’m a friend. Come on.” 

Bells let him tug her along, to the next page, and the next 

one, and the next, all of them barren stretches of flat 

wilderness, until they unexpectedly dropped on a polished stone 

floor of an opulent mansion with colonnades, stone vases, thick 

ornamental rugs, and gilded furniture. Voices trailed off from a 

large room. Its door was cracked open just a sliver. The 

children treaded lightly to it and peeked inside. 

A lavishly dressed couple sat side by side in two thrones. 

“That’s the duke and the duchess.” Whispered Rusty. 

Bells raised a brow. “How do you know?” 

“Grand told me.” 

“She looks kind of square, like the duchess in Alice in 

Wonderland.” 

“She does, right?” Rusty put a hand over his mouth to 

suppress a snigger. 

The duke and the duchess listened to a veiled woman who 

recited a story. 
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“Bells, look! There they are!” Rusty nodded at two men 

sitting in the chairs with their backs to the door. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Positive.” 

One man said something to the other, and for a moment they 

could see his profile. 

“Don Quixote!” Whispered Rusty loudly. “I mean, Grand!” 

“Shhh!” Bells put a finger to her lips. 

Next to Grand sat Peacock, in his Sancho Panza shape, and 

across them reclined about a dozen women in long flowing 

dresses, their faces draped with gauze. The woman who was 

telling the story stood up and lifted her veil. 

Bells gasped. 

The woman had a beard. A real flowing beard, quite long and 

lustrous. Obviously she was taking good care of it. Aside from 

that, she was rather beautiful. She motioned to other women, 

calling them ‘duennas,’ and one by one they bared their faces to 

astounded shrieks of both Don Quixote and Sancho. 

“Bearded women.” Said Bells. “Okay.” 

“Man, that’s so cool!” 

“No, thanks.” Bells wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I’d 

want to have one. I very much like my face without a beard, and, 

as far as I know, real scientists don’t wear beards. 
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Ornithologists especially. It gets in their way of studying 

birds.” 

“But we found them, Bells! We found them!” 

“Yes, we did. Now what do we do?” 

“You’re asking me again?” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“I don’t know.” Rusty was baffled at her interest in his 

opinion. “I guess we snatch them and bring them to The Golden 

Pot and get the real Don Quixote and Sancho out, and, I don’t 

know, bring them back here?” 

“And then?” 

“And then we find a way to get home?” 

“Okay, that sounds like a plan. Let’s do it. Ready?” 

They pushed open the doors and rushed in. The room was 

empty. They were late. The page has played out its bit of the 

story and was repeating itself. Sounds of footsteps echoed from 

the courtyard, servants’ calls. Bells rushed to the window and 

looked down. A procession of veiled women was ascending the 

stairs. 

“Okay, maybe this is not the best page to get them.” She 

nervously looked at the doors. They swung inward and duke and 

the duchess stopped short, gaping at her and Rusty. 

“Hey!” Rusty waved, grinning. “Grand! Peacock! Guys, we 

were looking for you everywhere!” 
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To his greeting Don Quixote drew his sword and lunged at 

him. “How dare you speak to me in such manner, you pitiful 

despicable crook! State your name, so I know whom I shall have 

the honor of skewering on my sword!” 

“Dude, it’s me, Rusty! It’s— Ahhh!” 

Don Quixote chased Rusty around the room, helpful Sancho on 

his heels, and Bells shrieked and slapped both of them from 

behind with all her might. The veiled women piled into the room 

and joined the commotion, screaming their heads off and bumping 

into each other. In this chaos Bells and Rusty ended up chased 

to the corner of the page and sent in with the clatter of Don 

Quixote’s armor.  

They fell on the hard ground in front of a small peasant 

house where a man and a woman were throwing books into a fire. 

Bells opened her mouth and for a second couldn’t utter a 

single word. Blood boiled in her head.  

“What are you doing?” She screamed, ran up to them and 

started kicking the books out of the flames. She forgot she was 

in a book. She forgot this must’ve been what Miguel de Cervantes 

made the characters do. 

“Listen, we’re just doing out job.” Said the man. “Get out 

of the way.” He was short and plump, dressed as a servant, in a 

soiled shirt and trousers. 

“I don’t care if it’s your job, you can’t burn books.” 
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“Bells, Bells.” Rusty tapped on her shoulder. 

“Get away from me.” She waved him off. “Why are you doing 

this?” 

“I’ll tell you why.” Said the woman, arms akimbo, her face 

annoyed. She wore an apron and a headpiece that covered her 

greying hair. “These books made our master go mad.” 

“Bullshit!” Said Bells. “Books can’t make anyone mad.” 

“Oh, yes, they can. They are about chivalry and they have 

put all these chivalrous ideas into the mind of our Alonso, and 

look what happened to him. He went on ridiculous quests. 

Fighting windmills! If here were my son, I’d give him a good 

beating.” And with this she threw in another tome into the fire. 

“Bells.” Rusty pulled her away. 

“I can’t look at this.” She said. “Let’s keep going.” 

They did. They hopped from page to page, sometimes coming 

close to Don Quixote and Sancho, other times completely missing 

them. It felt like they didn’t want to be found, or maybe the 

book itself didn’t want them to find them and kept sending them 

to the wrong pages at the wrong time. 

Exhausted and dispirited, they were sitting in the backyard 

of Don Quixote’s house, waiting for him or Sancho to show up. It 

was noon. Merciless sun beat upon their faces and they 

considered abandoning their quest. 

“What if...” Said Rusty and trailed off. 
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Bells perked up. “What if what?” 

“What if we could make them remember who they were before?” 

“How would we do that?” 

Rusty swiftly turned to her, his eyes shining. “Bells, 

Bells, listen to this! I know, I know!” 

“Okay, can you tell me already?” 

“Why did you write that story about the duck pond?” 

“I...” she contemplated, “I guess I thought about the 

things I missed, and that was one of them.” 

“That’s it!” Rusty was getting more and more agitated. 

“What if we could make them miss things?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Bikes!” Cried Rusty. 

“Bikes?” 

“Yes, bikes. They love riding bikes!” 

“Rusty, you’re a genius.” Bells scooped him into a hug. 

Rusty blinked. “Um.” 

Bells let go. “This is awesome. So I can write a bike 

story, and then when we get a hold of Grand and Peacock, we just 

have to get in and remind them.” 

They stole into Don Quixote’s study, an untidy room with a 

narrow bed in one corner and a desk littered with books, papers, 

melted candlaes, and goose feathers. The house was quiet. The 

whole street was quiet, its inhabitants napping through the 



Anske / Corners / 328 

hottest time of the day. Bells pulled an empty journal out of 

the heap of papers, opened it on the first page, licked the 

quill’s sharp end and dipped it into an inkbottle.  
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Chapter 29. The Bike Story 

Stories never really end...even if the books like to pretend 
they do. Stories always go on. They don't end on the last page, 
any more than they begin on the first page. 

Cornelia Funke, Inkspell 

Rusty patiently waited by the door, standing guard, in case 

someone showed up. He watched droplets of ink splatter from the 

quill. Bells sat quietly, contemplating on how to start the 

story. Rusty shifted from foot to foot, burning from curiosity. 

Finally, he couldn’t wait any longer. He tiptoed to the desk and 

peaked over her shoulder. The page was blank except for the 

title, The Bike Story. Rusty’s eyes slid over to the pile of 

yellowing papers and a corner of one caught his eye. It looked 

brand new, strikingly white compared to the rest. 

“Bells! Look! What is that?” He reached over and tugged at 

it, sending the rest of the pile sliding and tumbling to the 

floor. 

“Rusty!” Bells elbowed his arm out of the way. “Can you 

just leave me alone for a minute? I can’t concentrate like 

this.” She dipped the quill into the inkbottle again. 
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“It’s a book, Bells! Look!” Rusty held it open on the first 

page, moving his lips, carefully reading and rereading the 

words. He looked up, his eyes wide. “Bells?” 

She twisted around, “can you please shut up?” 

He offered her the book. 

“What is it?” 

“It’s...it’s...” Rusty swallowed. 

“Give me that.” She took the book out of his hands and read 

the first sentence. 

“It was a bad idea, turning corners, especially corners of 

pages. In exactly twelve minutes Bells would find—” 

Cold shiver ran down Bells’ spine. She glanced at Rusty. 

“That’s...my name. Why does it have my name?” 

“I told you! It’s crazy! Keep reading.” 

They bent their heads over the page.  

“–an ordinary piece of paper sticking out of the dirt by an 

old duck pond, as if someone had buried it there for some odd 

reason. In another minute she’d uncover it, lift it and fall 

into a book, together with her unsuspecting friends Peacock, 

Grand, and Rusty.” 

“Is this...” She faltered, her throat dry, her mouth full 

of cotton. 

“It’s a book about us! How cool is that? A book about us!” 
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“But how...” Bells tugged at her ponytail. “How is this 

possible?” She turned the book over and read the title. 

“Corners, by Ksenia Anske. Who is that?” 

Rusty shrugged. “I don’t know. Never heard of her.” 

“It looks brand new. Strange title, Corners.” 

“It totally is! What does it mean, Bells? What does it 

mean?” 

“Hold on, hold on. Just think for a second. It’s a book 

about us.” Bells was breathing hard, her pupils as large as 

saucers. 

“And?” 

“And? Don’t you get it?” 

Rusty reddened. “Okay, you’re making me feel stupid. Can 

you say what it is?” 

“Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to, it’s just that...if I 

think what I think it is...” Her hands shook so hard, the book’s 

pages shifted and rustled. Bells hovered a finger over the 

corner of the first page. “That means that...” She could hardly 

hear herself talk, her heart pounding like a million hammers. 

Rusty caught on to what she was trying to say. His breath 

grew rugged and he licked his lips nervously. “If we turn it...” 

“If we turn this corner...” Bells pressed her finger down 

to stop it from trembling.  

“We’ll fall into our own story.” Finished Rusty. 
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For a moment they stood still, staring at each other. 

Outside a horse neighed and some peasant shouted in Spanish. The 

street was waking up from its siesta slumber. 

Bells eyes slid down to the last line on the page. 

“Perhaps this was the reason why not so many people 

ventured to this end of the park—” 

“So if we turn it, we’ll get back to our duck pond. Do you 

want to try it?” She whispered.  

“Sure!” Rusty quivered from head to toe. 

“But wouldn’t we...” Bells paused to catch her breath, 

“wouldn’t we run into ourselves? I mean, how does this work? I 

feel like my brain is going to explode. What layer is it? I 

don’t understand, Rusty.” 

“Me neither,” said Rusty, his teeth chattering. “Do we need 

to understand it? Let’s just go and find out!” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah!” 

The temptation was too strong to resist. Rusty nudged 

Bells, and she lifted the corner a mere hairline, then a little 

more. Golden light seeped through her fingers. She raised the 

book to her nose and peeked in. Down below, in the warm 

afternoon light ducks hungrily quacked for bread, waddling 

about. The sun shone rose gold, and yellow maple leaves tossed 

and twirled in the air, alighting on the pond, lazily floating 
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around. An eddy of a wind rose and started pulling them in, 

sucking in Bells’ ponytail. 

She slapped the book closed. 

“It is our story, Rusty. It’s our duck pond. Not the one I 

wrote about in Pippi’s journal, this is the real one.” 

“I saw that! Why did you close it?” 

“I don’t know. I’m scared.” 

“Let me do it.” He tugged on the book. 

“No!” 

“Why not?” 

“I don’t know!” Bells pleaded with her eyes. “I don’t have 

a good feeling about this. Please. Let’s not. Let’s keep looking 

for Grand and Peacock and—” She stopped abruptly. “Did you hear 

that?” 

There were voices by the door. 

The book fell out of Bells’ hands. “Someone is coming.” 

“Quick!” Rusty seized her arm and dragged her under Don 

Quixote’s bed. “I always hide from my grandma under her bed.” He 

grabbed the blanket and jerked it down so it slipped over and 

touched the floor. “Come on!” They scooted under it just in 

time. 

The door opened and several pairs of feet crept in and 

stopped. A hand picked up the book from the floor. 

“Here it is.” Said the voice of the little prince. 
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“Strange, strange indeed.” Said the voice of Mary Poppins. 

“He said he hid it on his desk.” 

“Maybe it fell down.” 

“Quite possible.” Mary Poppins sniffed. 

Rusty moved to get a better look and accidentally jabbed 

Bells in the ribs. She threw a hand over her mouth to suppress a 

gasp and jabbed him back. They glared at each other. 

More feet stepped in. 

“Should we go after them?” Boomed Bluebeard. 

“Not at all.” Mary Poppins tapped her umbrella on the 

floor. “Let them figure it out on their own.” 

“But I want to help them.” Said the little prince. “They 

wanted to help me, I want to help them in return.” 

“You’ll ge...ge...get us all in trouble.” Said a new 

screeching voice. Rusty lifted the blanket with one finger and 

froze. In front of Mary Poppins stood the Red Death. His hood 

was thrown off, and he was a pale young man with a pockmarked 

face and a long thin neck where his Adam’s apple bobbed up and 

down. Behind him more characters were piling in, shoving and 

pushing and excusing each other and whispering. 

“We must help them.” Said Pippi. Mr. Nilsson hopped on her 

shoulder, making monkey noises. She stroke his head. 

“Why? Why should we?” Said Blackey. 
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“Yes, why should we?” Piped in Kai. “It’s because of them 

that our frozen lake is gone.” He looked at the Snow Queen for 

confirmation. 

“They fed me donuts, I have never tried a donut in my life 

before.” Said the Snow Queen. She lowered her eyes, and a 

strange pinkish glow crept into her otherwise rather ice-blue 

cheeks. “It was...” she hesitated “...heavenly.” 

“I think,” the caterpillar puffed out a ringlet of smoke, 

“I think Alice should decide.” 

“Me? Why me?” Said Alice. She was petting an amorphous mass 

of some sticky swirly liquid that shivered under her hand in 

delight, occasionally sending out strands of gooey substance 

that looked like tongues. They licked her fingers like any 

normal pet would, in gratitude of attention. 

“That’s Solaris!” Whispered Rusty. 

“Can you be quiet?” Bells smoldered him with her stare. 

“Sorry, but—” 

She put a hand over his mouth. 

Rusty rolled his eyes, attempting to communicate his 

excitement without words. 

“It’s your turn.” Said the caterpillar. “You haven’t 

decided for a while.” 

“That’s rubbish.” A green eye of the Martian peeked into 

the window. “She decided about me.” 
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“That was a very long time ago.” The caterpillar took a 

long inhale and puffed out smoke right into the Martian’s face. 

“Was it?” Alice appeared stumped.  

“Are you asking me a question?” Said the caterpillar. 

“I guess I am.” Said Alice, confused. 

“Then ask.” 

“But I already did!” 

“Explain what you mean.” 

“Oh, please, not right now.” Said the Snow Queen. Water 

dripped off her face. She was melting in the hot Spanish 

climate. 

“As you wish.” Said the caterpillar. 

“I wish...” started Alice. 

“You wish what?” 

A collective sigh fluttered through the room, the 

characters exchanging knowing glances. 

“I wish I was a queen.” Said Alice, looking at the Snow 

Queen. 

“Why?” 

“Well, you see, queens seem to make decisions very fast, 

and it’s only one that they have to make.” 

“Which one would that be?” 

“Off with their heads!” Said Alice. 
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Bells and Rusty sucked in air, their hands and feet cold 

despite the stuffy heat under the bed.  

“I must say, it does make one feel lighter.” Said the 

headless horseman. Or, rather, it was his head that said it. The 

horseman quietly pushed through the party that in the meantime 

grew larger and larger. There were Bluebeard’s dead wives, 

Winnie-the-Pooh with his friends, all of the moomintrolls, 

Cipollino with other fruits and vegetables, everyone, except 

Dracula and his brides. They were stuck in The Golden Pot as the 

Archivarius and three green snakes and refused to join, enjoying 

their new colorful story immensely after the cold bleak castle. 

“Very well.” Said Alice. “I have decided.” 

All eyes looked at her. 

“We will tell them.” 

With that she took the book out of the little prince’s 

hands, cracked open the cover and turned the corner of the first 

page. With a quiet whoosh the entire assembly vanished into the 

story and the book dropped on the floor. 

“They’re gone!” Whispered Rusty. 

“I can see that.” Said Bells, climbing out. 

“What is it that they wanted to tell us?” 

“I think I have an idea, and I don’t think I like it very 

much.” Said Bells slowly. 

“What is it?” 
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“I want to prove it to myself before I tell you anything.” 

And before Rusty could object, Bells opened the book, 

turned the corner, and in a flash they were back by the duck 

pond, crouching behind a tree, watching themselves pedal to the 

beach, drop their bikes and run to the water. 
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Chapter 30. The Clever Trickery 

The world she was walking through was a pale nothingness, like a 
blank sheet of paper or an enormous, empty white room. It had no 
temperature, no smell, no texture and no taste. 

Neil Gaiman, Coraline 

Fierce wind ruffled Bells’ ponytail. It tore down a squall of 

maple leaves that slapped her face and landed on the rippling 

pond. Ducks quacked loudly, huddling into a group, their bead-

eyes staring with a sort of human intelligence. Bells couldn’t 

breathe, fascinated. She watched her other self pick up a flat 

stone, tilt her head just so, raise her arm, aim and hurtle it 

over the water. 

Peacock walked up to the other Bells, telling her 

something. Grand was pulling out a crumpled donut from his 

jacket and sneaking in a bite.  

“I can’t believe we were so stupid.” Whispered Bells. 

Watching herself and her friends made her feel that years have 

passed. They all seemed smaller somehow, even the pond looked 

shrunken.  

Rusty glanced at her. “Stupid?” 

“Yes, like little children.” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“I just feel like...” She gave him an inquisitive look. “I 

feel like we’ve changed a lot. Don’t you feel the same?” 

Rusty scratched his head. “I guess I do. I look kind of 

small.” He grinned. “It’s so weird watching myself. It’s weird, 

right? Isn’t it weird, Bells?” 

“It is.” 

“Wait, where are all the characters? I don’t see them.” 

“Hiding somewhere?” 

“But there is nowhere to hide.” 

They saw the other Bells kneel in the dirt and brush it off 

of something. 

“Oh no.” Breathed Bells. “Don’t do that.” 

“You found the book! You’ll turn the corner now. Watch.” 

“So where are we right now? In a story inside a story? How 

does that work?” Bells chewed on her hair. 

“That’s crazy!” Said Rusty. 

“I agree. It is crazy.” Bells looked at him. “Rusty, I have 

a feeling that we must stop this.” 

“How will we do that?” 

The other Bells was lifting the corner.  

“What if we grab Grand and Peacock and not let them fall 

in?” Rusty itched to run out, his face tense.  
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Bells touched his arm. “Wait. Don’t. They’re not real Grand 

and Peacock.” 

“Not real?” 

“I don’t think they are.”  

“So what do we do?” 

“We have to stop it.” 

“Okay, let’s do it then!” Without waiting for Bells, Rusty 

rushed out and ran full pelt. But just as he reached the yawning 

opening of the corner, the children vanished in the darkness and 

the page flopped down. 

“I hate it!” Screamed Bells, running after Rusty and 

pushing him aside. “I hate this book! It did it! It lured us 

in!” She grabbed the cover, opened it, seized a handful of the 

pages and tore them out, ripping them to pieces.  

“Bells! No!” Cried Rusty, horrified. 

The sky groaned and roared and shook with a thunderous 

crack. The ground rumbled, jolted, and split in half, and they 

were tumbling into white nothing. It wasn’t the nothing of the 

swirling fog between the layers of books, it was something else. 

Bells sat up, looking around. They were on a blank page 

that stretched into infinity, with no end to it, no sky, no sun, 

only plain colorless blankness in every direction. 

“Where are we, Rusty?” 
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“I think we’re in an unwritten book maybe?” Rusty pulled 

himself and stopped short. “Bells?” 

Grim silence pressed on their ears, and in that silence 

scores of figures drifted in their direction. They made no 

noise. There was no rush of air ahead of them, no murmuring, 

nothing but steady menacing advance. 

“What did I do, Rusty.” Bells held her face. “What did I 

do?” 

“I think you broke something important?” Rusty swallowed. 

“Whatever those things are, they don’t look very friendly. You 

think I should say hi?” 

“Um, I think that’s a bad idea.” Said Bells quietly. 

The mass of moving bodies hovered close enough that they 

could see they were characters from the books they visited, all 

of them, even those whom they haven’t come across. Bells 

glimpsed Scheherazade from One Thousand and One Nights in her 

bright silks and golden jewelry, the Snow Queen next to the 

White Witch, both so pale, they looked like sisters. There was 

Tigger, and the Mad Hatter with the Cheshire cat, the elephants 

and the Roc chicks with the Roc bird, the Martians, Kai and 

Gerda, the Red Death with the duke and his entire court, an army 

headed by Baron Munchausen, hobbits, orcs, elves. Their faces 

were blank, emotionless. 

“Holy cow.” Said Rusty. “They look scary.” 
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“Something is very wrong here.” Bells grabbed Rusty’s hand. 

The characters surrounded them, still and silent as if 

carved from stone, their colors faded, their faces washed out 

and empty, as if dead. They closed in on the children in a wall 

and halted. Out stepped Mary Poppins, her face terrifyingly 

vacant, her eyes lifeless and milky. 

“We were going to tell you something very important,” she 

began, her voice dull and empty, “we helped you despite 

everything you did, and we were going to help you more, but you 

have destroyed our world.” 

“Destroyed?” Bells felt faint. 

“For this you deserve to die.” Said Mary Poppins calmly. 

“All of you.” 

There were meek cries and noises of struggle. The crowd 

parted and spit out two boys, one skinny, another big and plump. 

“Grand!” Cried Bells and Rusty as one. “Peacock!” 

“Bells! Rusty!”  

They ran to each other, flung out their arms and stood in a 

huddle, shaking. 

“What happened to you?” Asked Bells. “You were in the ocean 

and then—” 

“Quiet!” Snapped Mary Poppins, and Bells’ teeth clicked. 

“You shall be killed—” 
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“Whoa, whoa, lady.” Started Peacock. “Let’s not kill anyone 

here, okay?” 

Mary Poppins looked at him so severely, he couldn’t utter 

another word and stared at his friends with mute helplessness. 

The characters moved in closer, to within an arm’s length, 

with no noise at all. It felt hostile and murderous and gave 

Bells the creeps. 

“We have forgiven you many things.” Continued Mary Poppins, 

her eyes growing larger and darker. “We have forgiven you 

stealing some of us from one book and unceremoniously dropping 

us into another.” 

Bells opened her mouth and closed it under Mary Poppins’ 

glare. 

“You promised to fix it. You fixed two stories out of 

three. We waited. We believed you. But you have deceived us.” 

Peacock made a frightened noise. Rusty gulped. Grand 

whimpered. 

Bells was thinking hard. Arguing or fighting didn’t seem 

like an option. The only thing she could do was to buy them time 

so she could think of some way out. “I’m going to fix this,” she 

thought, “I will.” 

“Dear Mary Poppins,” she said out loud, “and dear book 

characters. I’d like to apologize to you all on behalf of my 

friends for the harm we have caused you. Please, believe me when 
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I say this, it was not our intention to do so. We’re deeply 

sorry for what we did.” 

Mary Poppins was about to object, but Bells was faster. 

“I understand that it’s not an excuse. We should’ve known 

better. I can see it now. And I’m the one who started it.” 

Peacock made to speak, but Bells silenced him with a raised 

hand. “I humbly ask you,” she passed her eyes over the assembly, 

“all of you. Please. Is there anything we can do to repair our 

mistake?” She held her breath, waiting for an answer. 

“There is no solution for what you’ve done.” Said Mary 

Poppins. She took a step closer and Bells had to grit her teeth 

to stop herself from backing off. 

“You have ripped our pages.” Mary Poppins pulled crumpled 

pieces of paper from her pocket, smoothed them out and showed 

them to Bells. 

“You have destroyed them. They’re gone. Forever.” 

“Forever.” Echoed the characters around them. 

“Forever.” 

Bells’ hair stood on end. She felt Grand’s hand find hers 

and squeeze it. 

“This is an empty book,” said Mary Poppins, waving her 

umbrella, “this is a story that hasn’t been written yet, and 

never will be. It has nothing in it. You will stay here and die 

from boredom, hunger, and thirst. That is our verdict.”  
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Bells gulped. “Isn’t there anything we can do? Anything at 

all?” 

“No.” 

“But, um, Mary Poppins?” Said Grand.  

She regarded him coldly. 

“If you’re saying that we have destroyed your pages, where 

will you go?” 

“Whoa, nice move, man!” Rusty grinned. 

Mary Poppins stared them down. “We will go to other books.” 

“But if you do that,” Grand said slowly, “wouldn’t that 

change them into something else?” 

Mary Poppins laughed coldly, and the rustle of it spread 

around her, picked up by other characters.  

“We can’t let that happen.” Whispered Bells, mortified. 

“Quite touching, your concern, quite touching. There is 

nothing you can do about it now.” Mary Poppins opened her 

umbrella. A fierce wind was born. It blew at them from all 

sides, against logic, and pushed the umbrella out of her hands. 

She held on with one hand. “Goodbye.” The wind slowly lifted 

her, it lifted every character. They were floating up like 

weightless figures cut out of paper. 

“Wait!” Called Bells. “You can’t just—” 

Then Peacock broke into a run, screaming, “Get her!” He 

snatched Mary Poppins’ legs that were dangling right above his 
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legs and tugged her down. Bells went for Pippi, Grand tackled 

one of the Martian’s tentacles, and Rusty grabbed the little 

prince’s feet. The wind was too strong for them to hold on.  

“Sorry, man.” Said the Martin and tossed Grand down. 

The little prince bent and took off his boot, Rusty with 

it. “I am very sad about this. I hope you won’t be mad.” Rusty, 

the boot clasped firmly in his hands, tumbled to the ground. 

Alice and the Snow Queen helped Pippi battle off Bells, who 

was glaring up at them with all the spite she could muster. 

Peacock held on the longest. 

“Let go of me!” Screeched Mary Poppins, kicking and 

twisting. “Let go!” 

“It’s no use, Peacock!” Said Bells. 

“Get down, man, get down!” Rusty jumped and got a hold of 

Peacock’s leg. “We don’t want to separate again! It sucked being 

without you.” 

“Come on, Peacock.” Grand was looking up solemnly at the 

struggle. “If we are supposed to die, let’s die together. We 

will hold each other and cry and then we will lie like this for 

a while, and then, right before we die, we will look into each 

other’s eyes and hold hands and tell each other stories, all 

those things we’ve been together, and then when we draw our last 

breath—” 

“Shut up.” Peacock let go and jumped. 
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Grand smiled. “But that made you let go.” 

“You and your morbid stories.” 

Crumpled and shaken, Mary Poppins flew off. For a short 

while the figures above them were visible in white haze, and 

then they vanished into nothing, like those balloons you let go 

and try to see in the sky and can’t find anymore.  

The children looked at each other. 

“That was insane.” Peacock passed a hand through his 

disheveled turquoise hair. “What are we going to do now?” 

“Get ready to die?” Said Grand. 

“Let’s rip it! It’s just paper, right? Does it look to you 

like paper, guys? Look, look! It’s paper!” Rusty kicked at the 

floor with his sneaker, scuffing it and ruffling it up. He 

scratched his nails on it, but it wouldn’t give. “I wish the 

Martian was here, he’d cut this thing with his laser in no 

time.”  

Bells was quiet, thinking. 

The silence around them was absolute, as was the blankness, 

the nothingness, the page without beginning and without end. 

“I wish there were donuts here.” Sniffled Grand. “I’d like 

to eat another donut before I die. Just one.” 

“I’d like to ride my bike one more time.” Said Peacock 

panicky. “This is not real, is it? Listen, this can’t be real, 
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we can’t end up in some stupid book and die! Stuff like this 

doesn’t happen.” 

“Well, it did.” Said Bells. 

“It’s nuts!” 

“Look, I’m scared too, okay? So will you stop freaking out? 

You’re not letting me think straight.” They each contemplated 

their own thoughts, except Rusty. He wandered off, poking the 

floor with his sneaker, and was now staring up with his mouth 

open. 

“Guys?” 

“What?” Bells followed his eyes. 

Up above, in the milky nothing, there was movement. Then at 

once, without any warning, a monstrous hand the size of a ten 

story house emerged from the gloom, swiped at the floor, paused, 

and edged a finger under it. 

“Alice?” Said Peacock. “Is that Alice?” 

“It can’t be.” Whispered Bells. “I saw her flying away.” 

“Maybe she came back to bring us some food?” Grand was 

staring at the hand longingly. 

“Guys, look! It’s turning a corner!” Rusty rushed to the 

hand, then stumbled and slipped, sliding back. The floor tilted, 

rose, curled, and the children were thrown up and over the edge 

of the page, into a park with yellowing maples and a duck pond 

where hungry ducks watched them land on the shore. 
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The children set up, all breath knocked out of them. 

“I can’t believe.” Whispered Bells. “We’re back. We’re 

back!” 

“Whoa, really?” Rusty leapt up. “We’re back! We’re back!” 

he danced and hopped and clapped his hands. 

“Holy cow.” Peacock mussed his hair. “So we’re not going to 

die of boredom and hunger anymore? Gee, I didn’t expect this to 

be so easy. Someone pinch me.” 

“I want a donut.” Said Grand sadly. “This was a very scary 

experience, and I need to quiet my nerves.” 

They stared around. 

Everything was as they left it, as if no time has passed. 

The insolent ducks demanded bread. The sun sent shafts of warmth 

through the nippy autumn air. Children’s voices somewhere in the 

distance mingled with the rush of traffic. Only the book that 

they have found was no longer the same, The Book of Abandoned 

Pages. It lay in the dirt, open, its binding bent and empty, 

torn paper littering the ground around it. 

It was destroyed. 
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Chapter 31. The Last Page 

...don’t worry about the bits you can’t understand. Sit back and 
allow the words to wash around you, like music. 

Roald Dahl, Matilda 

The first thing Bells and the boys did was run up to their 

bikes. They lay on the shore exactly where they left them, 

undisturbed. The day was warm, the ducks were as insolent as 

before, and they were back to being four friends skipping 

school, because Bells was particularly angry at Ms. Carbuncle 

for calling her ‘a lousy scientist’ in front of the whole class.  

Bells picked up the book binding, turned it this way and 

that. It had no title printed on it, no author’s name. She 

placed it back on the ground, took one of the crumpled paged and 

smoothed it on her knee. “Is it really over? It seems too easy.” 

She read the first line. It was the opening to the Snow Queen 

story. 

“In the middle of the empty, endless hall of snow, was a 

frozen lake—” 

“This is the page that started it all.” She looked at 

Peacock. “What are you doing?” 
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“What?” Peacock was testing his bike, flicking the speed 

dials, checking spokes, turning wheels. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Making sure my bike is okay.” 

Grand picked up his bike with a sigh, at a loss of what to 

say. Rusty eyed his favorite maple to climb, deciding if he 

wanted to do it or not.  

“This is weird.” Said Grand quietly.  

“It is.” Echoed Bells. 

They looked at each other and fell silent again. 

“I wonder...” she started. “I wonder whose hand it was. The 

hand that turned the corner?” 

“Who cares?” Peacock saddled his bike. “Let’s get out of 

here. I never wanted to get home so bad in my life.” 

Bells stood in a trance. “But it doesn’t make sense.” She 

said quietly. “Who was it that got us here?” 

“We can’t go home,” said Grand. “At least I know I can’t. 

My mom will ask me what I am doing home to early. It’s her day 

off.” His stomach grumbled and he held it with both hands, 

embarrassed. “How about we go eat somewhere and talk about it?” 

“What did you say?” Asked Bells. 

“I said, we could go eat somewhere?” 
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“Or we could climb tress! Let’s climb trees!” Rusty’s grin 

died at his friends’ stares. “What? I’m only trying to make you 

feel better.” 

“Feel better?” Repeated Bells. 

“What’s wrong with that?” 

“Nothing.” She shook her head. She had a strange sense of 

déjà vu. It was as if she had seen it all before, had lived 

through it, and knew exactly what was coming next. “I think 

we’re about to go back on the bikes.”  

“Of course we are!” Picked up Rusty. “What else would we 

do?” 

“Is something the matter?” Asked Grand cautiously. 

Bells looked at him and through him. “No. It’s all good.” 

She suddenly leapt to her feet. “Let’s go!” 

“Hey, Bells?” Peacock rolled his bike to her. “I wanted to 

say, um, thank you.” He looked at his feet. 

“For what?” 

“For fixing this. For fixing my mistake.” 

“Ah, no worries, Peacock. Relax. That’s what friends are 

for.” She punched him lightly in the shoulder. 

He grinned. “So you’re not mad at me?” 

“Mad? No. If not for you, we wouldn’t have gone on this 

wild adventure.” 
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“I know, right?” Rusty grinned. “Thanks, man, it was cool! 

I kind of miss it. I want to go again! Don’t you guys want to go 

again? Hey, maybe there is another book buried here somewhere? 

You want to look with me?” 

“Rusty.” Bells frowned. “Come on. I think we had enough for 

one day. Don’t you think so?” 

“I’d go again,” said Grand, “if we had time to prepare 

properly, pack sleeping bags with us, and snacks, and, you know, 

the usual...” he trailed off. “It was great, guys. I’m...well, I 

know you don’t like me telling those stories, they just...come 

out of my mouth and I don’t know how to stop them, so I’m 

sorry.” 

“Nah, we like them.” Said Peacock. 

Rusty nodded. “Dude, we totally do! They’re funny!”  

“You do? Really?” Grand’s face lit up. “Okay. My mom says,” 

he faltered. Bells, Peacock, and Rusty were looking at him, 

waiting for him to continue. He straightened and spoke louder. 

“My mom says friends are the most important people in your life, 

and, and, she says true friends are those who will go after you 

when you’re bad, I mean, when you’re at your worst, when you get 

yourself in the worst trouble. And I wanted to say...” He paused 

again. 

“You wanted to say?” Prompted him Bells. 
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“You’re my best friends. For life.” His face reddened and 

he breathed hard, his big hands hanging limp. 

“I’m...” Peacock sighed. “I’m sorry if I ever hurt you. 

You’re awesome. You’re all, you’re the best friends I ever had. 

You didn’t leave me, when I...Bells, I promise I’ll never harm 

another book in my life.” His voice grew feverish. “If not for 

you, you know, we wouldn’t make it back.” 

Bells blushed. “Stop it. No way. We did it together. I 

wouldn’t be able to do it without you either. That Solaris 

planet was cool, by the way. Now I want to read about it.” 

“I want to read all those books we got in!” Said Rusty. 

“All of them!” 

“That’s what The Book of Abandoned Pages wanted us to do.” 

Added Grand. 

“Remember that Red Death guy? Man, I was so scared! And he 

was like, this dude, right?” 

“And Dracula was just bored out of his mind.” Said Bells. 

“When he locked me up in the room, he was asking if I could tell 

him some stories, so I told him about the Sindbad the Sailor, 

and he made me repeat it over and over again, the part about 

flying and—” 

“Did you see the Snow Queen’s face?” Broke in Grand. “She 

ate the donut for the first time in her life.” 
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“And Winnie-the-Pooh? When he changed into Baloo, I thought 

I was going to faint.” 

“The Martian was awesome, though. I’d like to have him as a 

friend.” 

“The hobbit hole was my favorite part. I want to go back 

again, don’t you want to go back again? We never got to meet 

him. I want to meet him, that would be cool, right? Bilbo? And 

the dragon!” 

“We saw the dragon, in Ruslan and Ludmila.” 

“No, the other one.” 

“That giant head was scary. And the headless horsemen gave 

me the creeps, every time he’d pass by me, I thought I would 

faint.” 

“The smoking caterpillar was just like I imagined—” 

“I loved those moomintrolls, they were cute—” 

“So, I tell you what, that Don Quixote dude, he’s nuts—” 

“And the bearded women?” 

“The woods between places—” 

“The monkeys, the monkeys, remember?” 

“The Bluebeard’s dead wives were the worst—” 

“Flying on the Roc bird was cool, and on the geese—” 

They were recounting the stories they visited, interrupting 

each other, and all the time Bells had a nagging feeling in her 

stomach that spoiled her excitement and relief at being back. 
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She couldn’t tell what it was and shoved it in the back of her 

mind to deal with later. 

“So there are layers,” Peacock was explaining. “The first 

one is reality, that’s here. Us, school, our city, you know. 

Everything. The second one is below.” He traced lines in the 

dirt to illustrate. “So when Bells found the corner, we dropped 

down into that one. That was the layer of forgotten pages or 

that Book of forgotten pages. Or something. And then underneath 

that were all the books ever written, then the Land of Forgotten 

books, I guess books that people forgot about, and then that 

Mist of Memories.” 

“But what about the Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea?” 

Asked Grand. “That was on the very bottom.” 

“Maybe those are classics, you know, timeless books that 

are there forever? Like a foundation?” 

“I know! I know!” Rusty fell silent under Peacock’s glance.  

Peacock turned red. “Sorry. Go ahead. What is it you wanted 

to say?” 

Rusty beamed. “There is another layer. Books inside books, 

right? Because characters can write books too, like we found 

that book in Don Quixote. Remember, Bells? It was a book about 

us.” 

“What? A book about us?” Peacock stared at him and Bells. 
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“Oh, yeah, we forgot to tell you.” Said Bells. “It was 

called Corners, by some author, I don’t remember her name. I 

have never heard of her. I don’t know how it ended up there.” 

“Wow.” Said Grand. “A book about us?” 

But Bells didn’t answer. That nagging feeling was back, and 

she stared at the pond, not understanding what alarmed her so 

much. And then it hit her. Ice slid into her stomach. She looked 

back at the boys.  

“Are you all right?” Asked Peacock. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” She thought about it, then said, “do you guys 

notice anything strange?” 

They looked around. “No. What is it?” 

“Nothing is changing.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Bells scooped a handful of dirt and sniffed it. It smelled 

real. She rolled it between her fingers, it felt real too. She 

stood up and felt for stones in her pocket. Absentmindedly, she 

picked out onw, squinted, aimed, and threw it in a perfect arc. 

“Eight, nine, ten.” She counted. “Ugh.” 

“Wow, Bells, you almost did it.” Peacock was on his feet. 

“Almost eleven. Grats.” He patted her shoulder awkwardly. 

She smiled at him.  
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“Mind if I join?” 

“You think you can beat me?” 

“Wanna bet?” 

He reached into his jeans and pulled out a flat round 

pebble polished to perfection. 

Bells eyes widened in envy. “Where did you get this?” 

“Where do you think?” He smirked. “From the bottom of the 

ocean.” 

“No way.” 

“Way.” 

“That’s stealing!” 

“Nope, only borrowing. There are plenty more there, trust 

me.” 

Bells swallowed. A light wind sent a ripple across the 

pond. “I don’t like this.” 

“Relax, it’s all good.” Peacock raised his arm and flung 

the stone. It whipped into air in a graceful throw and skipped 

one, two, five, ten... 

“Eleven.” Whispered Bells. “You got eleven.” 

“Beat you!” 

“That was awesome.” Said Grand. “Where did you get it?” 

“Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.” Said Bells 

derisively. 
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“Wait! Wait!” Said Rusty. “We’re not supposed to bring 

anything back with us, right? Isn’t it going to change things?” 

They looked at each other, then around. All seemed normal. 

“It can’t do that.” Said Bells. “This is not a book, this 

is the real world. Is it?” 

The day was warm, the sun was high. From behind the trees 

surrounding the lake they could hear the sounds of traffic. 

People’s voices merged into a comfortable drone. And yet 

something was different. The place didn’t hold its magic 

anymore. It felt dangerous and empty at the same time. Like 

whatever happened here could never be erased and had to stay in 

their memories for the rest of their lives. It was a simple duck 

pond in a park, nothing special. It has lost its charm.  

They all felt it, like they have left something behind, 

something of themselves, a part of their inner child. 

“I want to go home.” Bells climbed on her bike.  

Somber and without a word, the boys joined her. 

“I get to see my brothers,” mumbled Grand. “I wonder if mom 

will believe me if I tell her.” 

“Grandma will lose it when I tell her!” Said Rusty. “She 

will totally lose it when I say I got to see Dracula!” 

Peacock pedaled next to them. “My dads will kill me, of 

course, but I have to tell them about this. It was incredible.” 
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Bells pushed on the brakes and slid off her bike. 

“Something doesn’t feel right.” 

“What is it?” Asked Peacock. 

“I think we should’ve been out of the park by now.” She 

started again. They biked up the path they always used to come 

to the duck pond and rode out on the asphalt road that led out 

of the park, only instead it led them back to the pond again. 

“What the...” Rusty scratched his head. 

“We missed our turn.” Said Bells. “Let’s go back.” 

They rode out on the path again, reached the asphalt road, 

and a few moments later halted with a collective cry of 

surprise. They were back at the pond. Without a word Bells 

furiously pedaled back out to the road... 

And found herself back at the pond. 

She dropped her bike and noticed that it has fallen in 

exactly the same spot the very first time they got here. 

“It’s...it’s...” 

“What the hell is going on?” Said Peacock. 

“There is a mistake, some kind of a mistake.” Mumbled 

Grand, his face white. 

“It’s repeating itself!” Cried Bells.  

“Like the scene on a page?” Said Grand.  

With a shriek they got on their bikes and rode them 

straight on the grass, avoiding the path, and only had enough 
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time to break at the very edge. Bells dropped her bike and stood 

still. They all did. 

They were standing by the corner, and beyond it was the 

misty nothing. 

“Whoa, what—” Rusty didn’t finish. 

“I thought as much.” Whispered Bells. 

Peacock walked up to her. “What is this?”  

“It’s the edge of the page.” 

“We are doomed.” Said Grand sadly. 

“Guys! Guys! Look!” Rusty motioned up.  

They craned their necks.  

Above them hung a huge face. It filled the entire sky and 

was blinking at them. Then a huge hand joined it, reaching down. 

“We’re in a book.” Said Bells. “We are not real.” She 

looked at the boys. “We are characters in a book.” 

“That’s it! It’s that book about us! That, what was it? 

Corners! By what’s her name?” Rusty knocked on his head, trying 

to remember. 

“We’re what?” Peacock ogled the face above. 

“Yes, we are. I see it now. It all makes sense.” Stated 

Grand solemnly. “And that is the face of a reader who is reading 

about us right now. And that hand will squish us like bugs and 

our guts will spill on the page in a bloody mess and we will 

slowly die and—” 
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 “No, we won’t.” Said Bells with mischief in her eyes. “We 

will pull that reader in.” She went for the finger that just 

touched the corner and flung herself at it with all her night. 

“Help me!” 

“We’re coming, Bells!” 

“Hold on!” 

“Wait for me!” Grand huffed behind them, last to reach it.  

The hand twitched, but the children had a good grip on its 

fingers. Grinning, they looked up and saw you. Yes, you, the 

reader. It was your hand that they clung to, your astounded face 

they saw. They will pull you in, you know, if you keep reading. 

So what are you waiting for? This is the end of the book. 

Close it and read another. 
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THE LIST OF VISITED BOOKS: 

1. The Snow Queen by Hans Christian Andersen 
2. The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 
3. The Magician’s Nephew by C.S. Lewis 
4. The Masque of the Red Death by Edgar Allan Poe 
5. Bluebeard by Charles Perrault 
6. The Headless Horseman by Mayne Reid 
7. One Thousand and One Nights, The Seven Voyages of 

Sindbad the Sailor by Unknown 
8. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll 
9. Tale of Cipollino by Gianni Rodari 
10. Tales from Moominvalley by Tove Jansson 
11. Solaris by Stanisław Lem 
12. The Surprising Adventures of Baron Munchausen by Rudolf 

Erich Raspe 
13. Pippi Longstocking by Astrid Lindgren 
14. The War of the Worlds by H. G. Wells 
15. The Complete Tales of Winnie-the-Pooh by A. A. Milne 
16. The Little Black Hen by Antony Pogorelsky 
17. The Wonderful Adventures of Nils by Selma Lagerlöf 
18. Dracula by Bram Stoker 
19. Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes  
20. The Golden Pot by E.T.A. Hoffmann 
21. Mary Poppins by P.L. Travers 
22. The Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien 
23. Ruslan and Ludmila by Alexander Pushkin 
24. The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling 
25. Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Verne 


