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Growing up, Grandpa Portman was the most fascinating person I knew, 
and I begged him to regale me with stories whenever I saw him. 

He had lived in an orphanage, fought in wars, crossed oceans by steamship 
and deserts on horseback, performed in circuses, knew everything 

about guns and self-defense and surviving in the wilderness. 

The tallest tales were always about his childhood, like how he was 
born in Poland but at twelve had been shipped off to a children’s home in
Wales because the monsters were after him. It was an enchanted place, 

he said, designed to keep kids safe from the monsters, on an island where 
the sun shined every day and nobody ever got sick or died. Everyone lived 

together in a big house that was protected by a wise old bird.

A big hawk 
who smoked 

a pipe.

You must think 
I’m pretty dumb, 

Grandpa.

I would 
never think 
that about 
you, Yakob.

But why 
did the 

monsters 
want to 

hurt you?

Because we 
weren’t like other 

people. We were
peculiar.

Peculiar 
how?

Oh, all sorts 
of ways. I got 

pictures!
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Chapter 1



He doesn’t 
have a head?

Sure, he’s got a 
head! Only you 

can’t see it.

Is he 
invisible?

Millard, his 
name was. 

So? What do 
you see?

She’s 
flying!

Close. She’s 
levitating.

This is 
victor.

Victor and his 
sister weren’t 

so smart, but boy 
were they strong!

It’s OlIve.

I really did believe him-for a few years, at least. We cling to our fairy 
tales until the price for believing them becomes too high, which for me was 
the day in second grade when Robbie Jensen pantsed me at lunch in front of 
a table of girls and announced that I believed in fairies. I guess grandpa’d 
seen it coming-I had to grow out of them eventually-but he dropped the 

whole thing so quickly it left me feeling like I’d been lied to.

It wasn’t until a few years 
later that my dad explained 

it to me.

 they weren’t lies, exactly, 
but exaggerated versions 
of the truth-because the 

story of Grandpa Portman’s 
childhood wasn’t a fairy 

tale at all. It was a horror 
story. 

My grandfather was the 
only member of his family 
to escape Poland before 

the Second World War 
broke out. Every member 

of his family was killed by 
the monsters he had so 

narrowly escaped. 

the children’s home that 
had taken in my grandfather 

must’ve seemed like a 
paradise, and so in his 

stories it had become one. 

I stopped asking my 
grandfather to tell me 

stories, and I think secretly 
he was relieved.
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