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They received the call on September 8th, 2024 at exactly 8:28pm. Curtis remembered the precise time because he was waiting, quite impatiently, for his favourite streamer to start a livestream about a new video game. His eyes were glued to the digital clock in the bottom corner of his screen as he refreshed the page over and over again. 

But then came the call. That one phone call would unfurl a series of events that would change Curtis’s entire life trajectory. That one call would initiate the beginning of the end of everything he thought to be real, and pull him into a world even he never dreamed possible. 

The ringing phone hardly interrupted his concentration. “Come on. Come on,” he urged. Only 10 000 people would be allowed in for the livestream and you needed to log on at just the right moment to be one of those people. But, it was hard to say if it would happen at precisely 8:30pm. Past streams started a couple minutes early and one even started fifteen minutes late. So, he refreshed and refreshed and refreshed, entirely oblivious to everything around him. Including the ringing phone. 

8:28pm. Curtis squirmed in his chair with anticipation. Refresh. Refresh. Refresh. And then bam! He was in. A countdown timer displayed on his screen. 

“Yes!” he shouted loud enough for his voice to bounce off the living room walls and back to himself in an echo. 

“Curtis!” His father’s voice came loud from the dining room table.

“I’m sorry,” he shouted across the space between the living and dining rooms. It was more out of instinct than it was an actual apology. He hardly glanced at his dad through the open door to the dining room. 

“No, Curtis. It’s fine. I just,” his father sighed. “I need you to close your computer and come over here.”

The screen in front of Curtis showed a countdown timer with less than a minute left. Tucker McGamer (a pseudonym, for sure) would be live on screen in a matter of seconds. 

Curtis argued, “No, Dad, please. I’ll just be quiet. I promise.” Twenty five seconds. Twenty four. “It’s gonna start soon.”

Lindsay sat across from their dad at the table. “Curtis,” she said. And it wasn’t what she said, for his father had just said his name. It wasn’t even how she said it. There was an energy she threw across the room with his name that called him to attention. 

A chill shuddered down his spine and for the first time in his life he didn’t just imagine how someone else felt, he felt it with every single fibre of his being. His sister was hurting. Deeply. 

Thirteen seconds. Twelve. Curtis sighed, pushed his laptop closed, folded the recliner’s footrest, and moved slowly to the dining room. 

As he took a place at the table, his eyes shifted from Lindsay to their father and back again. 

Their father’s eyes welled with tears. He looked only at the table and not once at Curtis. “I’m so sorry, buddy. Nana Rose just died a few minutes ago.”

Lindsay used the edges of her sleeves to wipe at the tears that rolled down her face in tiny rivers. 

Curtis wasn’t sure how to feel. He hardly knew Nana Rose. Part of him felt sadder that he didn’t get a chance to know her than that she was gone. Was that wrong? Should he be feeling an intense urge to cry just like his sister? His feelings piled one on top of the other, dampening something inside him. But they couldn’t shut out the sound of Lindsay’s feelings vibrating in his ears.

“Maybe a little closure will help,” Lindsay offered. “I know it’ll help me.”

Their dad raised an eyebrow as he nervously fidgeted with his cell phone on the table. “What do you have in mind?”

Lindsay cleared her throat, hesitating. “Well, I know you can’t leave right now because you have that big thing at the store and all, but maybe Curtis and I can go to Nana Rose’s and sort of say goodbye. And you don’t need to worry about us because Mom’s already there with Aunt Cleo.”

Curtis wasn’t sure what kind of closure that would bring him. He wasn’t entirely sure what ‘closure’ even was. But he liked the idea of seeing their mom. He knew she was hurting even more than Lindsay. He knew it, knew it. He could feel it. 

Their dad hung his head low. “I really wish you could. But we can’t afford the airfare right now. People just aren’t reading books like they used to. And since your mom’s been gone at Nana Rose’s for most of the past six months…” his voice trailed off. He was tired and it showed. “I hope this event will make a difference but I can’t bank on it before it even happens.” If his shoulders could slump any further he’d have folded up like a lawn chair.

“We don’t need airfare, Dad,” Lindsay said, her voice low and steady.

He raised an eyebrow. “Have you been saving your Christmas and birthday money? It’s more than you think, Linds. Especially for both of you. And I’m not even sure I like the idea of you two flying alone.” He let out a long sigh and visibly deflated in his chair. 

“Dad.” Lindsay let a silence hang in the air to grab his attention. When he looked up from the floor to meet her eye, she continued, “We truly don’t need airfare.”

Curtis knew she felt his discomfort beside her as she carried on, “I know you and Mom haven’t believed us, but we really can portal hop. I know Mom said it isn’t tradition to be able to do it so young. And I know that you don’t understand a lot about it. But it is possible. We have done it many times. And I’ll admit we’ve made mistakes along the way. Nana Rose,” the name choked in her throat, “Nana Rose taught us everything we needed to know to stay safe.”

“She knew?” he asked, his forehead furrowed with confusion.

Lindsay nodded. 

Curtis wanted to chime in but the words wouldn’t find their way to his voice.

“She was the only one who believed us, Dad,” Lindsay went on. “The only one who really listened.” Now it was her turn to hang her head and fight back the urge to disintegrate into a puddle on the floor. 

“I’m sorry, hunny,” their dad offered. “I really, truly am sorry that we didn’t believe you. And I’m sorry Nana Rose is gone. And I’m happy she was able to be there for you while she was alive. But I can’t afford the airfare and I simply cannot allow you to portal hop your way across continents - over an entire ocean. Your mother would have my head.”

Lindsay’s phone buzzed in her pocket. “Shoot. Hang on.” As she lifted it to see who was calling, Curtis felt a wave of comfort wash over her. 

It must be Sandra, he thought. 

“Can I take this call real quick?”

Their father nodded and Lindsay rushed to the library for a semblance of privacy. 

Curtis’ brain buzzed as he tried to think of things to say to his dad while his mind picked up bits and pieces of her conversation through the wall - or through the ether. He couldn’t quite tell. 

He heard Lindsay answer the phone. But then the strangest thing happened - yes, even strange for Curtis’s life - he heard Sandra answer back. 

“You’re never going to guess why I’m calling.” Sandra sounded distant but not the way that speakerphone sounds distant and tinny. This was more distant and fuzzy. “I mean, maybe you will, but probably you won’t. OK. Sorry. I’m talking too much. Go on. Guess.”

“I’m sure I won’t guess, either,” he heard Lindsay answer from the library and from that same distant place he heard Sandra’s voice.

“What’s wrong?” Sandra asked. Curtis felt his sister tense up from the other room. Sandra’s ability to read her emotions had gotten a little too good for Lindsay’s liking.

Curtis tried to pull his attention back to his dad who had been chattering on since Lindsay left the room. 

“Huh? Sorry. Something about spaghetti?” Curtis shook his head to try to clear the sounds from his mind. 

“Not spaghetti, Curtis. Yeti. Your Nana swore up and down that she met a real life Yeti. And not from a storybook.”

“Hmm, yeah. Yeti. Weird.” Curtis couldn’t keep his mind in the room with him.

“I’m moving,” he heard Sandra say from her far-off land of fuzzy voices. 

“Curtis? Curtis.” His dad was staring at him like he was expecting the answer to a question.

“Yeah Dad. Sorry. I’m just. It’s a lot, you know? There’s a lot right now. Just all of a sudden. It’s a lot.”

He watched his dad’s face soften. “I know, son. I know it’s hard. Losing someone is never easy. And you never really got to spend much time with Nana Rose. But that’s how it usually is with boys and their grandmothers. It’s upsetting, but it’s normal.”

His dad was right. That’s exactly how he felt about Nana Rose dying. What he didn’t get, though, was all of these new sounds in his mind. These new feelings. His dad had no idea that he struggled to keep his thoughts separate from his sisters and from the words Sandra was speaking across town and the sadness that hung in his father’s own heart. 

To top it all off, he was starting to feel nauseous. 

He couldn’t turn it off. It was all flooding in so quickly, so harshly.

“It’s settled,” Lindsay announced.

For the first moment in the twelve minutes that had felt like an eternity - Curtis couldn’t sense her. He didn’t even notice her enter the room. He was too deep in his own swirling thoughts and feelings. He forced himself through the haze of his mind to look through his eyes. 

Lindsay was standing tall and proud with her shoulders pulled back and a big smile spread across her face. 

Another shiver crept up Curtis’s spine. He could smell trouble almost as sure as he could smell his own body odour. 

Their dad just looked at her, puzzled. 

“That was mom,” she continued.

“Oh. Well that was quick. I just spoke to her.” He looked relieved and Curtis couldn’t fathom how he was able to read his son so well one minute but completely missed the gutsy lie his daughter spit out like it was nothing. 

“Yeah, she said it’s all good,” Lindsay tripped over her words so elegantly that their father didn’t seem to notice the fumble. “I mean, she wouldn’t say it like that, but she said that we can use the portals as long as we follow Nana Rose’s rules and as long as we meet her and Aunt Cleo at the designated family meeting place.”

Their dad agreed quickly, quietly - his mind seeming to drift off elsewhere. “Do what you need to do, but be careful. And call me the minute you get there. I’m going to go gather the things your mom asked me for and give her a call.” He hesitated. “Well, I guess you’ll be calling me before I call her then, huh? Anyway, I’ll talk to you soon.”

He walked out of the room and moved down the hall to his office where Curtis could hear him muttering to himself in his mind as he shuffled through papers. 

“So, what’s the family meeting place?” Curtis asked once their father was out of earshot. He knew she was lying. 

“OK, look,” she drew in a quick breath like she was getting ready to give him some sort of lecture. The kind of lecture she loved to give him when she thought he was being too scared to do whatever stupid plan she had concocted. 

He decided to beat her to the punch. 

“It wasn’t mom on the phone. There is no family meeting place. You’re bringing Sandra with us. And we’re portal hopping before Dad has a chance to call Mom and find out you were lying.”

He said it so matter-of-factly that it was clear she didn’t know how to respond.

“I’m on board,” he continued. “Let’s go.”

“You’re what?” Her jaw nearly dropped right out of her face and onto the floor.

Curtis couldn’t help imagining a chattering pair of plastic wind-up dentures dancing around his toothless sister. He chuckled, briefly, before a flood of emotions rushed down the hall from his father’s bedroom and nearly knocked him off his feet.

“Are you feeling OK?” Lindsay reached over and pressed the back of her hand to his forehead. 

“I’m fine,” he said with a little more edge than he meant to. But he knew that it was more than a joke. She really did think he was nothing more than a scared, impulsive kid who she needed to constantly be looking out for. She really did think that he was incapable of living his life without her constant guidance and protection. And so, while he had the opportunity to tell her about this new ability he seemed to have all of a sudden; while he wanted to tell her about it and how simultaneously cool and terrifying and overwhelming it was - he did not. 

“Let’s just go before Dad comes back,” he swirled his wrist and opened a portal to Sandra’s bedroom. 

Lindsay cocked her head, trying to figure out how he knew the precise location to drop the other end of the portal. But she said nothing. 

 

“Are we going or what?” Curtis asked, still trying to shut out all the sound in his mind. Sounds coming from the minds and the whispers of Sanda’s neighbours down the hall and the elderly man who lived in the apartment below them, and the frustrations felt by the pigeon trying to find a way through the invisible wall separating the balcony from Sandra’s bedroom. 

Both girls were quick to shush him. 

“Be quiet, doufus,” Lindsay whispered in as angry of a tone as one could when whispering. “If her mom catches us, we’re done for.”

“Right, because on top of everything else we’re lying about, Sandra isn’t even allowed to come with us.” He held up a finger just as his sister was about to speak. “Scratch that. Her mom doesn’t even know she wants to come with us or that we’re even going at all. Maybe her mom will just think she forgot to bring Sandra with her when she moves.”

Lindsay took a step back. He’d stood up to her before, but never quite like this. Never with authority. Usually with a nasally whine that was less about being sure of himself and more about feeling sorry for himself. And how did he know Sandra was moving? 

As much as Curtis hated to know that was actually true, it was. And a part of him, for the briefest moment, was proud to see that look of confusion cross her face; to feel that confusion course through her. But the sounds of the thoughts and the whispers started to swirl. More and more voices echoed into his mind from the surrounding apartments and his head felt like it would split down the middle. 

“Can we just go?” He urged again.

Lindsay tossed a glance toward Sandra who’d been quietly standing in the corner as the siblings argued - a scene she had grown accustomed to. 

“Ready when you are,” Sandra whispered as she patted the strap of the backpack on her shoulder. 

Lindsay nodded then whispered out the corner of her mouth to her brother, “Sandra is not moving. She’s coming with us.” She hesitated. “Well, for now. We’ll figure out the rest later. And, wait - how did you know?”

Curtis held his hands to the side of his head, trying to will it not to explode. “It doesn’t matter,” he snapped. “Let’s just go.”

Lindsay spun open a portal and Curtis let the frustration fall away as he saw his mom standing on the other side. That’s the funny - if not slightly unnerving - thing about portals. For the brief moment an unattended portal can stay open, you can see the other side but the other side can’t see you. He wondered if the same were true wherever Nana Rose was.

Their mom and Aunt Cleo were standing in the middle of Nana Rose’s extensive library, both hunched over a tall table covered in paperwork. The room was expansive, almost as large as their entire apartment and a full two stories high. The ceiling was vaulted with exposed pine beams running from each wall to its pinnacle where they supported a grand chandelier. The second floor was more of a walkway encircling the room than an entire floor to itself. Shelves of books lined every wall and wooden ladders were hung on brass rails to assist in reaching those at the very top. 

Curtis watched as his mother snatched something golden out of Aunt Cleo’s hand and held it up toward the light to examine it. 

Lindsay stepped through the portal first, quietly so as not to arouse interest too quickly. Sandra followed her. Then Curtis. 

“For the cosmos!” their mom called into the void of the vaulted ceilings. She tucked the golden object into her pocket and raised a glass high in the air. 

Aunt Cleo laughed, “I think we’ve finally done it!”

Lindsay remained still, waiting for them to be discovered. But Curtis never understood the concept of standing still. So, he shuffled about, waiting as patiently as he could while he tried to push his feelings of frustration down inside himself. In the very brief moment that existed between Sandra’s bedroom and Nana Rose’s library there was silence. And it was in that silence that he found the tiniest bit of patience he could possibly muster from the deepest reaches of his soul. It was also in that silence that he wondered if he would ever find silence again. Or, if it would only ever exist, now, in the single step it took to cross a portal. 

Aunt Cleo looked up quickly and smiled. If she was surprised, she hardly showed it. Her gaze caught Curtis’s and held for a brief moment. Her gaze bore deep inside him and almost left a shudder running up his spine. Did she know his new secret? Could she know his new secret? He averted his gaze to his mother who nearly fell over backwards onto the table as she turned and set her eyes upon them. 

“Oh my God. What are you doing here? Wait - How did you…?”

Lindsay let a sly smirk move across her face. “I told you we could portal hop.”

Curtis’s mind began to fill with Lindsay’s thoughts and Sandra’s thoughts and, of course, his own. But behind it all was a buzzing sound that slowly grew louder. He wasn’t able to find his mother’s thoughts or Aunt Cleo’s in the mix and, soon, even lost most of Lindsay and Sandra’s. A strange sense of relief washed over him as his own thoughts grew clearer.

“You shouldn’t have come,” their mother said, her tone harsher than Curtis would have expected. She was always the stricter one of their parents, but he thought she might have been happy to see them. 

“Nonsense,” Aunt Cleo chimed in, leaping up from her chair.

“Aunt Cleo!” Lindsay lifted her arms in the air, as if assessing her from afar. “You look like you’re feeling so much better.”

“I - uh, yes. It’s the ocean air around here,” she said, gently lowering herself back into her chair. 

“She hurt her hip last week,” Lindsay explained to Curtis who already knew since he grabbed the memory right out of her mind. 

“I suppose, I’m to guess that your father doesn’t know you’re here,” their mom spoke up. She tilted her head to get a clearer look behind Lindsay. “Or that you brought Sandra.”

Lindsay squirmed under their mother’s gaze.

Curtis was feeling generous, though he couldn’t quite decide why he was feeling such a way. 

“Dad knows we’re here,” he offered. “He just might not know that you didn’t know we were coming. I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” Lindsay asked. He couldn’t hear her thoughts behind the buzzing hum in his mind, but Curtis could still feel his sister’s scepticism at his assistance.

“Oh Curtis,” their mother shook her head. “You’ve really got to stop telling lies and making up tall tales.” She shrugged, “At least you made it here safely. There’s a lot more important things to discuss, anyway.” She turned her attention back to Lindsay, “I’ll call your father and I’ll call Sandra’s mother to let them know where you are. Well, maybe I won’t tell her mother precisely where you are.”

She slid a strange glance in Aunt Cleo’s direction.

“Oh, yes. You know what? I’ll go do that.” She jumped back up from her seat and made her way past them and through the large wooden door that led to the hallway. 

A strange feeling crept through Curtis and the buzzing intensified as she moved past him. She threw a knowing glance in his direction and Curtis speculated that she was aware of his ability and managing to block him out. As she got further away, the buzzing retreated until it was hardly a hum. 

“Well,” their mom began, motioning them toward the table. “I wasn’t entirely sure if I’d even tell you about this now or later, or ever, really. But seeing as you’re here, it kind of feels like I’m supposed to.”

Lindsay and Curtis looked at each other, then back to their mom whose eyes were darker than usual and her expression quite serious. 

She pulled an envelope out from the pile on the table. Easy to spot with its olive green trim among a sea of white and manilla papers. 

“Nana Rose left this for you,” she said, passing a glance from Lindsay to Curtis and back, again. 

“I’m gonna go take a look around,” Sandra excused herself.

Lindsay smiled at her girlfriend as she wandered away through rows of books. 

“Both of us?” Curtis asked, his attention on their mother. He knew she meant both of them from the moment she said it - the same way he’d just known so much else that night. He wasn’t able to read her very clearly, though, with the humming buzz in his mind. And, he was surprised Nana Rose felt inclined to leave anything for him. Much less what appeared to be a hand-written letter. It was always Lindsay she talked to. It was always Lindsay she mentored. To be fair, he never really took an interest. He was more inclined to play video games than talk to his old grandmother. He always thought he’d have more time.

Tears welled up in his eyes and, as if on cue, his sister slipped her hand into his, interlaced their fingers, and let him know it was OK. 

“What is it?” she asked, motioning toward the envelope with her free hand.

Their mom turned the envelope over in her hands. “Well, I’m not quite sure, to be honest. I haven’t opened it. My letter asked me not to read yours.” She held the envelope out for Lindsay to take. “Listen, kids, we’re all pretty tired, here. I think I’m going to see what your aunt’s up to and maybe make some dinner. It’s almost eleven o’clock here, by the way, and we haven’t eaten hardly anything, all day.”

“I could go for a big bucket of chicken,” Aunt Cleo chimed in from the doorway.

Their mom rolled her eyes as she moved toward the doorway. “Take your time to read it. You know where we’ll be.”

“And don’t get lost in the catacombs,” Aunt Cleo warned in a low voice as she moved out of sight down the hallway. 

“There are no catacombs,” their mom assured them. But Curtis knew that wasn’t entirely true. 

As their mom and Aunt Cleo exited the room, Lindsay called to Sandra, “You can come back and stop pretending you weren’t listening to everything, now.” She smiled at Curtis as Sandra peered out from behind a bookshelf. 

“Have fun?” she asked Sandra as she approached.

“Actually, yeah. I found some pretty cool stuff. Like, vintage-looking books toward the back of the library and some old maps and stuff.” She looked at the envelope in Lindsay’s hands, “But it looks like you might have found something cooler.”

“Read it,” Curtis urged, ignoring Sandra’s adventure.

Sandra stopped Lindsay before she could open the envelope. She looked toward Curtis, “You sure you don’t want me to go make myself busy, again, first?”

Curtis looked in her eyes and felt her honest nervousness at not knowing her place in all this. The buzzing had all but disappeared and he immediately knew that Lindsay hadn’t been honest with her about the circumstances of the trip. He shrugged. “After everything we’ve been through, you’re basically family, too, at this point.”

He didn’t need to look at his sister to see the gratitude in her eyes. But he did, anyway, and felt something stir inside him that had muted itself when he had heard the news about Nana Rose. His own emotions. More than the overwhelm of the noisy voices and the feelings of others. More than the aggravation at his sister not believing in him. Sadness. Happiness. Fear. Gratitude. All the emotions he had been pushing down inside himself for years bubbled up and choked in his throat. He pushed them back down. Not yet.

He nodded at Lindsay who lifted the unsealed flap of the envelope and pulled out a single piece of paper. 

She read aloud, “My dearest grandchildren. And Sandra.”

The three exchanged confused glances. 

“Nana was good.” Lindsay laughed, then continued, “My dearest grandchildren. And Sandra. I’ve left this world long before I planned to. But who can plan a thing such as this? Even I couldn’t see it coming until it was nearly upon me. And I am a seer of many things. You may have an inkling, by now, that our family carries more power with it than simple portal hopping.”

Curtis nudged his sister, “After I saw what you did to that witch, I knew.”

Lindsay smiled. “Thanks,” she said. “But some of that was just old incantations I learned from books Nana Rose gave me.”

“Yeah but I’m pretty sure those things don’t work for just anybody,” Sandra added.

Curtis wondered, silently, could his new ‘knowing’ be a part of what Nana Rose was referring to? It was the first time he had actually stopped to consider either possibility. Everything had happened so quickly and he was just trying to get from one moment to the next without allowing his mind to completely fold in on itself like pieces of a universe crumbling around a back hole. 

Lindsay continued to read, “Some of those gifts were born directly into you, dear grandchildren. And let me tell you a secret… Word on the street is that some of the best blessings skip a generation.”

Curtis could almost see her winking directly at him in his mind’s eye. He shrugged it off, “I think she means you, Linds.”

His sister smiled, half-heartedly. He knew she felt bad for him. 

“There is something special hidden in the library for each of you. Yes, even Sandra.” Lindsay and Sandra exchanged excited glances. “To find our special something, simply follow your heart.”

Lindsay turned the letter over in her hands. 

“And?” Curtis asked, though he already knew the answer.

“And, that’s it.” She peered inside the envelope to be certain. “Yep. That’s it.”

“Follow your heart. Follow your heart,” Sandra repeated in a sing-songy voice. She cocked her head and looked Lindsay in the eyes, “I think I know what she means!”

Sandra turned around and ran across the library, quickly disappearing down an aisle of bookshelves. 

Curtis looked to Lindsay who looked back, just as puzzled. Lindsay quickly tilted her head to the side and raised her eyebrows. “Let’s go!”

The library was large but, thankfully, not confusing. The aisle led to only two others and the siblings quickly found Sandra sitting at the end of one long passage, feeling around on the wall. 

“Look,” she said, motioning toward the wall. “It’s a door.”

Curtis let his eyes wander the wall. There was no doorknob, no handle, no hinges or door frame. There was simply a painting hung between two bookshelves. “Doesn’t look like a door, to me.”

Sandra rolled her eyes. “If anyone should know how to use their imagination, surely it is you, Curtis Loveless!”

“You have been spending far too much time with my sister,” he shot back. But he couldn’t help smiling. 

Lindsay looked over the wall and for the first time in a long time - maybe ever - she agreed with her brother. “I dunno, Sandy.”

Sandra sighed. “You aren’t looking at it right. Listen, I’ve been all around this library at least four times while you were talking to your mom and this is the only painting hanging in here. The only one. And look at it.” She motioned to the painting.

It was simple. A bouquet of red flowers in a black vase with a tiny golden crown painted on it, surrounded by a dark wooden frame. But there was something not quite right about it. “Oh,” Curtis said as it sank in. “I think you might be right.”

Lindsay furrowed her brow. She couldn’t see it.

“Right there,” he said, pointing at the flowers. “They aren’t really flowers. They are tiny hearts. Like - human hearts. And the background. It’s the same colour as the wall.” He reached out and touched it. “It is the wall. This is painted right on the wall.”

“It’s a fake frame, then?” Lindsay asked. “Wait a second. Go back to the human hearts thing. That’s kind of creepy, right?”

Sandra laughed. “You guys don’t get it, do you?” Curtis could feel the pride well up inside her. She was one hell of a reader, after all. “Hearts. And the crown on the vase. The queen of hearts. Alice in Wonderland. This is some kind of door and if we can get it open we just might stumble down our own rabbit hole.”

She kept fumbling around the wall as Curtis and Lindsay took a moment to consider what sounded crazy but made complete sense, knowing Nana Rose. Lindsay shrugged and started feeling her hands around on the wall. Curtis took a step back to assess the wall. Maybe there was another secret message hidden somewhere. 

Then, as if whispering from right beside his ear, he heard Nana Rose’s voice, “The book, my darling. The answer is always in the book.”

“The book,” Curtis repeated, quietly.

“What?” Lindsay turned around to look at him.

“The book,” he said louder. “The answer is in the book.”

Sandra jumped to her feet. “The Alice in Wonderland book!” She took off down the aisle as fast as Alice’s rabbit. Lindsay and Curtis hurried to keep up, failing miserably as Curtis inevitably tripped over his own feet halfway down the first aisle. 

“Let’s go,” his sister urged.

Curtis pulled himself off the floor and chased after her. But it didn’t matter. Sandra already had the book and was on her way back to the false painting. 

When they caught up to her, Curtis was out of breath and nearly doubled over, trying to recover. 

“You need to spend a little less time on your video games and a little more time on a treadmill,” his sister quipped.

He could feel that she didn’t intend to hurt his feelings, but it hurt all the same. He tugged his shirt down, suddenly self-conscious. 

Sandra tried pushing the book against the wall. When that failed, she flipped through the pages looking for secret messages or some other sort of clue. 

Lindsay stood back, watching and thinking. 

But Curtis somehow just knew what to do. 

“May I?” he asked, stretching his hand out toward Sandra.

She held out the book. “Be my guest. I have no other ideas.”

Curtis took the book from Sandra and turned his wrist just the tiniest bit. A miniature portal appeared inside the picture frame. He tossed the book inside and the portal disappeared. 

“Well,” Lindsay started with a bit of a huff, “I didn’t know you could do that. Which is cool, but your portal closed. And now we’ve lost the book.”

Curtis waited. He was certain. 

And just as his sister opened her mouth to speak again, there was a thunk. Followed by a click. And a rush of air as the wall slid backward a few inches in front of them. 

“You were saying?” he shot back at her, as a smile grew across his face. Her surprise flooded his mind and he almost fell over as she apologised for doubting him. 

“Shall we?” Sandra asked, motioning toward the door.

“I think you should do the honours,” Lindsay urged, glancing toward her brother for approval.

Curtis nodded. “You figured out most of the riddle,” he confirmed.

Sandra smiled and pushed the door that had once been a wall. It grunted against the concrete floor behind it as it slid open to reveal a small room. The room slowly lit as if by magic - not a single lamp or bulb visible. 

As the soft glow illuminated the space Curtis quickly realised it was a tiny library. A library within a library. Not a single inch of space was wasted. Solid wood bookshelves reached from the floor all the way to the ceiling and Curtis noticed something especially intriguing about the spines of the books on these shelves. 

“Wow,” he said as he lifted a random book from a shelf. “These are old.”

He’d never really paid much attention to the books they tossed into portals for playtime or the ones that lined the shelves of Loveless Letters, but he knew old things when he saw them. The corners of the covers of every book were worn down to the dusty grey cardboard that was used to create their hard covers. The edges of the pages were weathered with the yellow stain of sun and smoke from decades of sitting out to be read. 

“They sure are,” Sandra commented. “This one’s a first edition.” Her eyes were wide. As a bibliophile a first edition certainly meant more to her than it did to Curtis. 

“Wait.” Lindsay held up another book. “So is this.” She pulled another from the shelf. “And this.”

The words from Nana Rose’s letter echoed in Curtis’s mind. His eyes fixed on the bookshelves, he said out loud, “Follow your heart.”

“What?” Lindsay turned toward him.

Curtis met her gaze. “There’s more to this. And before you ask, I don’t know how I know. I just know. There is more to this. It isn’t just about solving a riddle and getting to see a tiny library of super old books.” He started to pace the four feet of space available inside the little room. 

“Right,” Sandra spoke up. “She said there was something hidden for each of us. But since the heart thing led here, then maybe all three things are here?”

Lindsay shrugged. “Makes sense to me.”

“Follow your heart. Follow your heart.” He closed his eyes to think clearer. Though everyone thought Curtis did very little thinking, the truth was that Curtis hardly did anything but think. He was always thinking. He thought so much that it often drowned out the world around him. Follow your heart, he repeated in his mind. 

Perhaps now was not a time to think. Perhaps thinking was not the answer. Follow your heart, he heard in his mind, this time in Nana Rose’s voice.

Eyes still closed, Curtis stilled his mind and reached out his hand. He moved it back and forth in the space in front of him. He could feel Lindsay’s judgement coming from his right and Sandra’s curiosity as she stepped out of the way in front of him. Follow your heart. He clenched his eyes hard as he tried to shut out their emotions and let his hand guide him toward the bookshelf. He moved his hand gently side to side, up and down, travelling blindly through the books without even touching them. 

Finally, he felt pulled toward one particular book. 

He pulled it from the shelf and opened his eyes. 

“The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood,” he read the title aloud before opening the cover.

There it was. Inscribed directly inside the cover in dark red ink. 

“It’s from Nana Rose,” he said.

“What is?” Lindsay asked, reaching to take the book.

He snagged it back from her grasp. “There’s a note inside from Nana Rose.”

Dearest Curtis, it read. 

“It’s just for me.”

Lindsay and Sandra locked eyes and immediately started opening books at opposite ends of the room, working their way toward meeting in the middle. 

Curtis plunked down onto the ground about a foot away from the shelf where he’d found his book. He left just enough room so that Sandra and his sister could continue their exploration without interruption. 

He read the inscription silently to himself. 

Dearest Curtis, 

I’ve left you a gift in my absence. Have you felt it?

I’m sure it’s taken you by surprise but you should know you’ve always been an observant one. I know you haven’t felt that way. I know you’ve been told you don’t pay enough attention. I know you’ve been scolded for your oversights and your accidents. But I know that you aren’t purposely aloof. You are busy contemplating things much larger than the mundane world of homework and day to day life. 

You have a connection to the human experience more than anyone else I know. 

Well, except for me, of course. 

Curtis could almost see Nana Rose winking at him, again, in his mind. 

This will be uncomfortable, at first. And so much of it won’t make sense to you.

But there really isn’t more that I can say right now. Only when the time is right.

You must trust your instincts and let the book take you where it will, my boy. We’re counting on you. 

Until I see you again, Nana. 

Curtis had very few ideas what Nana Rose meant by most of what she said. But he understood that it was meant to not make sense. He also understood that his newfound ability must be some sort of parting gift. One he wasn’t sure he could manage.

“Finally!” Lindsay exclaimed.

Curtis set his book down and shifted to get a better view of his sister. 

Lindsay unfolded a tiny piece of paper that was wedged between the book cover and its very first page. She read it aloud. 

“Dearest Lindsay,

You are a natural born leader.” Lindsay smiled as she read the words. Curtis pretended to gag. 

Rolling her eyes, she continued, “But now is not a time for your leadership.”

Curtis couldn’t help but laugh a little.

“Look to your brother. Let him lead your way. Just for a little while, at least. He’s stronger than you know.”

She turned the letter over in her hands looking for more words, but none appeared. “Strange way to say goodbye.”

Sandra spoke up, “Maybe there’s more? Maybe another book in here is for you?”

Lindsay shrugged as her eyes fell upon a book in Sandra’s hands. “Is that yours? What does it say?”

Sandra opened the cover of her book, “Dearest Sandra, Read this book later, in its entirety.” She snapped the book closed. “That’s it.”

Lindsay chuckled. “Nana Rose was always so weird.”

Sandra tucked her book into her back pocket, leaving it unread, and together they searched for more letters from Nana Rose to Lindsay. 

Curtis went over and over Nana Rose’s letter while his sister and Sandra scoured the tiny library for more hints. He tried to unravel its meaning. It felt layered. Like a lasagne of clues. Ignoring the growling in his stomach as he thought about lasagne, he flipped the cover closed. “The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood.”

He had never heard of it. He’d heard of the Sleeping Beauty, though, just never one in a wood. He wondered how a person gets inside of wood or if the author had meant to write woods and just forgot the s. He flipped through the first few pages and read little bits of the story. 

“It is the Sleeping Beauty!” Curtis announced, hopping to his feet.

Lindsay tossed him a confused glance. 

“The Sleeping Beauty. The book. This book. Nana Rose.”

“Slow down there, two-word Joe. You aren’t making any sense.” Lindsay put her hands on her brother’s shoulders and backed him into a bookshelf where he leaned to catch his breath. 

“It’s Nana Rose. She’s not dead.”

“Who’s not what?”

“Nana Rose. She’s not dead. It’s the sleeping beauty. It’s the sleeping beauty curse. I have to tell - ” he stopped as he saw their mom and Aunt Cleo standing inside the entrance to the main library. “Mom?”

She moved toward the opening of the aisle directly in front of them and Curtis watched as her smile twisted on her face like a serpent in the grass. 

“Clever one,” she said as Aunt Cleo closed the heavy main library doors behind her.

“You are not my mother,” Curtis shouted.

The woman’s smile creeped around her face as the whites of her eyes darkened to a deep black. 

“Who are you?” Lindsay yelled across the small distance. She moved herself out of the tiny library and into the open space. She wasn’t certain a fight wouldn’t ensue. She needed all the room she could get. 

The woman - no, the creature - impersonating her mother laughed. “You really don’t know much, do you girl?”

“Don’t know much about what?” she inquired.

Aunt Cleo took a few confident steps toward her. “We’re book dwellers, of course! You know about book dwellers don’t you? Oh of course you don’t. If the diaries are to be believed, which they usually aren’t but who knows, you don’t really listen to all the rules and all the stories, do you, child? You just listen to the ones that tickle your fancy and give you enough information and power to play about with things you can’t fathom.” She began dancing in circles, singing to herself like a schoolyard bully, “Foolish girl. Foolish girl. Foolish girl.”

“Stop wasting time!” their fake mother yelled at their fake aunt.

Fake Aunt Cleo spun around and spat at the floor in front of her sister. “We have all the time I want us to have.” A laugh gurgled in her throat as she flicked up a finger toward the large clock on the wall. She twisted her wrist and Lindsay watched as the clock hands turned counterclockwise. “Now that we have her power we can do almost anything we wish.” She grinned widely. 

“Not all of it, yet, dear sister,” their fake mom almost hissed the words as a deep anger bubbled forward. “One of these little cretons has a piece of it. I can smell it on them. I don’t know how she did it, but that witch transferred something their way. We will need it back if we’re to conquer the storybook worlds.”

“Then this one,” fake Aunt Cleo snickered.

Curtis stood back in the tiny library trying to make sense of what was happening around him. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Nana Rose knew this exact day would land upon them. He couldn’t help but believe that the letters were actually about this very moment. He opened the book, making as little noise as possible. 

You must trust your instincts and let the book take you where it will, my boy. 

That was it. 

He jumped to his feet and spun a portal. Before anyone had a chance to react, he tossed the book into the portal and jumped in after it. 

But the effects were not as intended. Nothing seemed to work according to the regular rules, all of a sudden. 

Curtis collapsed on the floor with a heavy thud, catching everyone by surprise. 

The book had disappeared, but he remained. 

Lindsay wanted to run to her brother’s side but she knew she needed to stay strong. She had no idea who or what she was dealing with. She couldn’t turn her back, now. She needed to think fast. 

Lindsay side-eyed Sandra who had moved into the larger library with her. She hoped Sandra caught the cue. 

“So your plan is to, what? Kill us?” Lindsay questioned.

“Oh good God, child, no one is talking about murder,” her fake mother stepped in. “We just need to send you to the cosmos.” She motioned upward.

“One more for the cosmos!” Fake Aunt Cleo jumped up and down with much more vigour than real Aunt Cleo would have managed. 

Lindsay shot up an eyebrow. 

“She’s sleeping with the stars,” fake Aunt Cleo said, holding up one hand and looking at the ceiling. “It’s probably peaceful. Probably, there’s no fighting. No scheming. Just stars.”

“Get ahold of yourself,” Lindsay’s fake mother interrupted. She turned to Lindsay, “I’m not answering all your questions. I don’t have the time and I really don’t care if you know how it all works. All that matters to me is staying out of that damned book and taking what’s rightfully mine.”

“Ours, dear sister,” fake Aunt Cleo corrected.

“What?” Lindsay could tell her fake mother was struggling to divide her attention between her and fake Aunt Cleo. 

“What is rightfully ours.”

“Oh yes,” she waved a hand in fake Cleo’s direction. “Ours.” She turned back to Lindsay who was ready with distraction. 

“But why give us Nana Rose’s letter?” Lindsay asked. She walked directly in front of Sandra, pulled her arms behind her back as inconspicuous as possible and motioned toward her brother. 

“Well, we need a few things from that special room of yours,” their mom replied.

“But couldn’t find our way in,” Aunt Cleo finished. “Figured you’d be the key.” She threw her head back and cackled more than laughed. “Thank you, by the way. Plus,” she added, “it kept you busy enough for us to finish sealing your grandmother away where she’ll never be a nuisance, again.” She played with the clock a little more. “And it gave me time to learn how to do this.” She giggled. “Guess I’ll never need time again!”

“What did you need in the tiny library, though?” Sandra continued Linday’s line of questioning as she slowly walked backward toward Curtis in the tiny library. 

Lindsay spun her hand around in a slow circle behind her back. A shimmering portal appeared beside Curtis, just out of sight from her fake mother and aunt. 

Sandra pushed Curtis’s limp body through the portal and hopped in after him. They landed in the Loveless living room. She started shaking Curtis to wake him, keeping one eye on the portal. She held her breath waiting for Lindsay to jump through, but the portal closed in on itself quickly and disappeared as though it had never been there. 

In London, Lindsay swallowed hard. Her fake mom’s eyes were staring dead into hers and didn’t even shift when Sandra and Curtis disappeared behind them.

“Well, we won’t be needing this one,” her fake mom commented. “Discard her.” She turned toward the papers on the desk as Aunt Cleo approached Lindsay. 

“To the cosmos?” Fake Cleo asked.

Lindsay’s fake mom contemplated. “No. To the catacombs.” She continued talking as she shuffled through the papers on the table, selecting one very weathered scroll from the pile. “It’s amazing that you didn’t even look at any of this,” she said. “Cleo thought I was cocky to leave it all out, right here in front of you. But I knew you’d be too busy on your goose chase to even notice the spells and incantations in the pile of your grandmother’s secrets.”

Lindsay gasped at her fake mother’s words just as fake Aunt Cleo waved her hands in front of her. She felt her own hands tug together behind her back as if by… magic. She tried to pull them apart with no success. 

“You really don’t have a clue, do you? You’re a witch, you dumb child.”

…To be continued.
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