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� Princess  
Peony

By Yael Sofer



�

A cross the sea, in a faraway country, there 
lived a king and a queen who had only 
one daughter. Her name was Peony. She 

had pale blue eyes and the most beautiful red hair 
with curls. The people of the country loved the king and the 
queen very much, and they especially loved princess Peony.

One day, Peony became sick with a mysterious illness. 
The king and queen immediately called the palace doctor and he 
prescribed, “A little bit of hyssop, thyme and garlic, mixed with honey, 
mustard, calendula and an onion peel. Cook it with buckwheat and 
crocus flowers and eat it three times a day.”

They tried the doctor’s remedy, but it didn’t help. So the king and 
queen called for every doctor and wizard in the kingdom to come and 
prescribe the cure for Peony’s illness:

One recommended, “Cold showers!”
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A second one said, “Only vegetables  
and fruits.”

And a third one announced, “Only 
porridge and hot showers, and she must stand on her 
head once a day.”

But none of these things helped. Peony was still very ill. 
Growing weaker, she lay down in her bed and closed her 
pale blue eyes.

Then, the king sent for an expert on mysterious illnesses 
who lived in a nearby kingdom. The expert arrived. He was 
very short with a long white beard, and he carried an old black briefcase.  
The expert looked at Peony and checked her pulse.

“Peony suffers from sadness,” announced the expert. “To make her happy, an 
unusual remedy is needed. You must bring Peony the most beautiful melody in 
the world.”



�

Then, he closed his briefcase 
and left.

Immediately, the king and queen called 
for the messenger to ride a horse all over the 
country, and announce: “Attention! Attention! 
The most beautiful melody in the world is needed 
for princess Peony. Whoever brings the princess 
the most beautiful melody, will marry her.”

That same day, many musicians with different 
instruments came from all over the kingdom to the 
palace court.

“We must have complete silence in the palace 
court and all over the kingdom so Peony can hear the 
melody,” said the king and queen.

“We will walk on tiptoes,” said the servants.
“We will use sign language to tell people what we are selling,” 

winked the merchants at the market.
“We will whisper and we will not quarrel,” said the children softly to 

each other.
The following day, the gates of the palace were opened and 

the servants were careful to let the musicians 
enter Peony’s room one at a time.

First, a fiddler entered with a violin in his hand. 
“I will cure Peony with a melody on 
the violin, for it is the most noble 
of all the musical instruments,” 

announced the fiddler.  
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He pulled out a bow made of fine horse’s tail, 
and played a beautiful melody on the strings. 
But Peony remained lying down.

“You didn’t succeed, Mr. Fiddler,” said the palace 
doctor, and the fiddler left, disappointed.

A flutist came in the room immediately after him. “I will 
cure Peony, for the melody of the flute is as clear and fresh 
as mountain air,” he explained. He played a melody on the 
flute that traveled out the window to the courtyard, and 
everyone in the palace stopped to listen to the sweet melody. 
But Peony still remained lying down.

“The flute doesn’t help!” announced the doctor, and the flutist sadly returned to 
the court.

Next, four servants came in the room carrying a piano and behind them 
entered the pianist. “I will cure Peony,” he announced confidently, “for my 
melody is the most exciting.” He played the black and white keys with so much emotion 
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that the sounds traveled out the 
window, past the courtyard, and into 
the streets. Indeed, all the residents of the 
kingdom were very touched.

But the queen who was sitting beside the 
princess said, “You must stop because you are 
making Peony cry!”

The pianist left quickly with all four servants 
and the piano.

All of a sudden, a tall young man entered the room 
dressed in a strange-looking black coat. But the 
strangest thing was that his hands were empty; he 
was not carrying an instrument.

“Who are you?” asked the king.
“I am a conductor, Your Excellency. And I know which melody 

will cure the princess,” he said smiling at the king.
“But what do you use to play your music?” asked the king.
“If you let me go out to the court for a moment, I will return with the 

most beautiful melody in the world,” the conductor replied.
The king, who had already given up on any of the other 

solutions, allowed him to go. “Fine, go out and 
come back quickly, for it seems that Peony’s 
condition is getting worse.”

Not even a minute passed, and 
the conductor returned. And with 
him came the fiddler, the flutist, 

the pianist, and the piano. 
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Everyone stood there embarrassed.
“These are the musicians that you 

brought?” shouted the king.
Now, the king was losing his patience, and the doctor 

quickly signaled them to leave.
“Just a moment,” said the conductor. “I know what 

happened in this room and that is why I am here. Your 
Highness, we have to save Princess Peony!”

All of a sudden, the queen said, “Let him try.”
And the king agreed.
The young conductor gathered the musicians, whispered something, and 

waited. When there was absolute silence in the kingdom, the conductor lifted 
up his hands and all the musicians started playing a beautiful and clear melody 
together; soft and fluent, high and exciting, a melody that had everything in it − a 
melody that was almost perfect. The conductor continued to signal and all the musicians 
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Illustrations: 
Ekaterina Vasilchenko,  
Larissa Novikova

followed him, until, at last, a 
wonderful new sound was heard.

To everyone’s astonishment, Peony opened 
her eyes, sat up and joined the musicians, 
singing, “La la la la la.”

At that very moment, the most beautiful melody 
in the world was heard.

The expert from the nearby kingdom was 
right, and Peony indeed recovered. The king and 
the queen invited the young conductor to live in the 
palace and the musicians remained to play in the 
king’s orchestra.

One day, Peony whispered to her mother,” Although he 
wears a strange coat, the conductor is wise, handsome, and very 
talented. I would like to marry him.”

And so it was that seven days later, a magnificent wedding was held 
in the palace and all the residents of the kingdom were invited.

“There is still one thing that makes me very curious,” the king said 
to the conductor. “What was the secret that you whispered in the 
musicians’ ears on the day you cured Peony?”

The conductor smiled. “The secret is very 
simple,” he said. “I told them that instead of 
playing their music separately, 
we would all play together in 
harmony… as one man.



12 A House tHAt  
no one Lived in

By Ludmila Zolotareva
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O nce upon time, in a little village 
far away, there was an enormous 
old house with high stone walls and 

a magnificent doorway. But unlike all the 
other houses in the village, this house was cold and 
unwelcoming. Its windows were sealed tight, the doors 
were locked, and it had been a very long time since anyone 
had set foot inside. All the other houses in the village were filled 
with happy families, but no one lived in this house. The house was 
completely deserted.

Every day as people of the village walked by, they would stop to 
stare and whisper, “What a strange old house standing there all 
alone, so big and empty!”
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The house was puzzled. “What do they 
want from me?” it wondered. “I just stand 
here, not bothering anyone. Why do they 
stare? Is the paint on my window sills peeling? Are 
my hinges getting rusty?”

The house had once been beautifully furnished, and 
now everything remained neatly arranged; there were 
plenty of dishes in the kitchen, crystal glasses and 
antique silverware in the dining room, neatly made beds 
in the guest rooms, and a tablecloth on every table. But the house was very 
quiet—too quiet! The heavy curtains that covered the windows blocked out 
most of the sun, making the house dark and dreary inside.

Occasionally, the dinner table tried to cheer up the dishes. “Go on, plates, 
line up in a row,” it said.
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“Why?” they would ask. 
“Who is going to fill us with food?”

“Candles, come down from the 
shelves!” the table ordered.

“Why? Who will light us?” the candles 
responded.

Finally, the table turned to the beautiful 
chandelier in the dining room. “Chandelier, 
light up the house!” it said. “You have more light 
bulbs than anyone can count.”

“But there is no one to turn me on,” the 
chandelier replied. “And even if I could turn myself 
on, who would see?”

At last, it was so dull and dreary in that house that there was 
nothing left to do but quarrel. The spoons argued with the forks 
about which were more important. The staircase creaked grumpily 
at the carpet for being too dusty. The sink was mad at the faucet 
for not pouring water. Even the little  
desk lamp quarreled with the chandelier.

The house looked around sadly and 
realized that something must be done.  
But what? What was it to do? 
Suddenly, the house had an idea.

“I will ask the fireplace,”  
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it decided. “The fireplace is very wise 
because it was built before everything else.”

But the fireplace was sound asleep, so the 
house tried to shout through the chimney to wake it 
up. Alas, it only succeeded in spilling soot all over the 
place. The fireplace remained asleep, but the stubborn 
house didn’t give up.

“Dishes!” the house exclaimed, “Let’s try to wake 
up the fireplace! I’m sure it will know what to do. Make as 
much noise as you can!”

Immediately, the dishes began to rattle. Soon the others joined in: the 
candlesticks clinked, the forks and spoons clanked, the chandelier chimed, and 
even the beds jumped up and down on their legs. Together, they made such a 
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banging, rattling, clanging noise 
that the birds nesting on the rooftop 
flew away.

Finally, the fireplace woke up. “You must 
be in pretty bad shape,” it said to the house, 
yawning. “Why else would you go to such 
trouble to wake me up?”

“We need your advice,” the house said. 
“Something is terribly wrong, but we don’t  
know what.”

“It is quite simple,” the fireplace replied. “I’m 
surprised you don’t know.”

“What is it? Tell us!” the house demanded.
“There is a golden rule: you must share your warmth with 

others. Look at me. When my fire is burning, I don’t hold on to 
the warmth. I share it with others. Every other house in the village 
gives warmth and comfort to its family, but you’re standing 
there all alone refusing to share with anyone. 
This is why you’re sad, and this is why you 
quarrel amongst yourselves.”

The house was shocked, but 
it had to agree that the fireplace 
was right. It decided that this 
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golden rule had to be adopted by everyone. 
The very next morning it threw back the 
curtains and opened all of its windows to air 
out the rooms. The mirrors were so happy—for the 
first time in years, they were reflecting the sunlight! 
And miraculously, all the quarreling stopped.

“Mops, rags, and dusters! Wash the floors and 
clear the cobwebs! Faucet, give them water!” the house 
sang out.

Soon the house was clean and sparkling.
“Dinner table! Get ready to welcome our guests!” announced the house.
Immediately, the plates lined up on a snow-white tablecloth, and next to 

them the forks, knives, and spoons neatly took their places. The dinner table 
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wanted to dance for joy, but it 
stood very still so that it would not 
drop anything.

When dinner time came, the house opened 
its doors wide for guests. Never before had 
people seen such a beautiful and welcoming 
home. As they peered inside, the people of 
the village realized that they were actually expected 
to come inside.

“Look!” they exclaimed, “dinner is served!”
So it was that all of the villagers spent a wonderful 

evening together in the enormous old house, sharing stories 
and singing songs.

From then on, the house was always welcoming, sharing its 
warmth and comfort with others. And it wasn’t long before a happy 
family moved in.

The house never forgot who had given it such a 
wonderful gift, and late at night when the 
family is asleep the house whispers, “Thank 
you, wise old fireplace. I will never 
forget your advice. How great it is 
to give warmth to others!” Illustrations:

Alexandr Zolotarev



20 MirAcLes  
cAn HAPPen!

By Michael Brushtein
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T here once was a boy named 
Pete. Although he seemed like 
an ordinary boy, Pete was really 

a very unusual boy. It wasn’t that he 
didn’t like to play and ride his bike like all his 
friends. What made Pete special was that he 
only believed in things he could see, touch, or taste. 
While his friends never thought to question anything 
that they learned, Pete was skeptical about anything 
that he could not prove. He had serious doubts about 
electricity, since he couldn’t actually see it. He even had 
doubts about the Earth being round, since all around 
him he could only see flat land.
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Other children often talked about 
a magical wizard that lived in an 
enchanted garden outside of town. 
Many stories were told about how this wizard 
would make people’s wishes come true. But Pete 
did not believe it. Pete had seen magicians. He 
had watched them pull rabbits out of their hats, 
make coins disappear, and even fly all the way up to 
the ceiling. But magicians will tell you themselves that 
every trick is an illusion. With a lot of practice and a quick hand, they 
are able to make their tricks look real even when they’re not. Pete 
knew very well that there was no such thing as a wizard. “How silly!” 
he thought. “Wizards aren’t real, they only exist in fairytales.”
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One day, when Pete  
went to visit his grandmother, 
he fell asleep on the bus on his way 
back home.

“Wake up, young man,” a loud voice 
startled him, “this bus is going back to 
the station.”

Pete rubbed his eyes and woke up. 
Realizing that he had missed his stop, he 
got off the bus and found himself in an 
unfamiliar place. He looked around and 
saw that he was in a small garden surrounded by 
smooth stone walls and trees with shimmering leaves. 
Pete immediately recognized that this was the garden 
everyone had been talking about—the place where the 
wizard lived.

“Hmm, let’s just see who really lives here,” 
Pete thought as he opened the iron 
gate and peeked inside. He couldn’t 
believe his eyes. The garden really 
was enchanting, just as 
the stories had described. 
Pete was truly charmed 
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as he walked through the cobblestone 
path; never before had he seen such 
magnificent flowers and trees! The path 
brought him to the middle of the garden, 
and there, sitting on a bench, was an old man 
with a long, gray beard.

“Are you a wizard?” Pete asked the stranger 
suspiciously.

“Yes and no,” the man responded.
“What does that mean?” Pete asked.
“You are asking if I can make miracles happen, and the answer 

is not completely, only halfway.”
“Halfway? What does that mean?” Pete was confused.
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“The magic only works 
if people remember that I helped 
them, but they usually forget and end 
up with nothing.”

“Umm, I don’t get it,” Pete confessed.
“Let’s imagine that you ask your mom 

to buy you a baseball bat. Before you ask 
her, you‘ll think about your mom. Right?”

“Of course,” Pete agreed.
“But when you start playing baseball 

with your friends, you forget about your 
mom and the only thing left on your mind is how 
to hit a ball. My magic works the same way. It has 
helped many important wishes come true, but as soon as 
people forget about me, everything disappears.”

“Can I make a wish, too?” Pete asked.
“Absolutely! When you make your  

wish, just say the magic words: ‘Miracles 
can happen,’ and your wish will  
instantly come true! But 
remember, you can only make 
one wish.”



2�

Pete said goodbye to the wizard 
and soon he was on a bus heading 
back home.

“I should wish for grandma to get better!” 
Pete thought to himself. “But if I forget that 
it was the wizard who healed her, she’ll get 
sick again… No, that won’t do. How about 
a bike? And then again, once I start riding it, I’ll 
forget about the fact that it’s magic and the bike will disappear. So 
what can I do?”

Meanwhile the bus had reached his stop. Pete got up, looked at 
all the passengers, and suddenly knew what to do. 
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“I wish for everyone to 
always remember that miracles 
really do exist and there is a wizard 
that makes them happen!” Pete shouted 
so that everyone on the bus could hear 
him. And he spoke the secret words: 
“Miracles can happen!” He knew that 
he was using his one and only wish, but 
that was OK, because now the wizard could 
make everyone’s wishes come true.

Pete got off the bus and walked down the 
sidewalk to his home. His house looked just like 
it did this morning before he left to visit his grandma. 
But as he opened the door, he heard the phone ring; it 
was his grandma.

“Pete, you’re not going to believe this, but all of a 
sudden I feel so much better! It’s a miracle!”

“You’re right, Grandma, it is a 
miracle!” said Pete smiling happily, 
remembering the wonderful 
wizard who had made  
it happen.

Illustrations:
Michael Gonopolsky
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MirAcLe

By Michael Arshavsky
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L ong ago, in an enchanted forest 
far away, there was a school 
for young magicians. Like most 

schools, it had students and teachers, 
homework and vacations. But this school 
was different from all other schools. At the end 
of the year there was a great magic show for the 
students to demonstrate what they had learned.

One of the first-year students was a boy named 
Arthur. He had a wonderful sense of humor and enjoyed 
making all his friends laugh.

Arthur invented a very special magic trick for 
the show. It was not an ordinary flying bed or 
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an endless stick of peppermint. 
Instead, Arthur invented a magical 
wishing rug! To perform the trick, a 
child would stand on the rug, hop two 
times, and say the magic words, “Click-
Clack.” Then, instantly, the boy’s wish was 
granted! But sadly, the magic only lasted 
for one minute, since Arthur was still a student.

Before the magic show performance, Arthur decided to 
practice his new invention at a nearby pre-school. He invited 
each child to stand on the rug and make a wish. All the 
children ran to the magic rug, but little Nick, the smallest 
child, got there first. He stood on the rug and hopped two times. 



31

Then, he uttered the magic 
words, “Click-Clack,” and 
screamed loudly, “I want to be big, 
bigger than everyone else!”

Instantly, Nick began to grow. The 
class watched with great surprise. 
First he became taller than everyone 
in the class, then taller than Arthur, then 
taller than the teacher, and finally his 
head touched the ceiling. However, he 
had not considered his clothes when making 
the wish, and his clothes were still very small. His 
pants ripped wide open, then his t-shirt followed, and 
even the straps on his sandals split and flew in separate 
directions.

The girls began to giggle. The boys broke out 
laughing. Even the teacher could not  
help smiling. But when the minute 
ended, the magic did, too; Nick was 
back to his original size and 
his little clothes fit once again.
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Next to step on the rug was 
Jessica. Two hops and she said the 
magic words, “Click-Clack!” Suddenly 
she froze—there were so many wishes 
spinning in her head she didn’t know what to 
choose. “A doll! No, a chocolate bar! Maybe 
a toy car? No, that’s for boys. A new dress! 
No, Mom will buy me new a dress anyway, and 
this one will disappear in a minute. What should I choose?”

Suddenly, her gaze fell on a shelf full of stuffed animals and 
she remembered how she once imagined that all these animals 
were alive. This memory pushed away all the other wishes, and 
the magic rug began to bring the animals to life.
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Instantly, the room was 
filled with the sound of wings 
flapping and birds tapping their 
beaks at the window as they tried 
to escape. The cats were mewing and 
chasing the birds. The barking dogs 
chased the cats, and the bear cubs 
rolled around on the floor growling and 
pinning each other down.

While the children crowded around 
the teacher in fear, Arthur rushed over to 
open the window. Immediately, the birds flew out 
the window, the cats jumped after the birds, the dogs 
rushed after the cats, and the bear cubs tumbled out 
together. Finally, the minute ended and all the animals 
became toys again.

Several minutes went by before anyone 
dared to step on the magic rug again. 
Then, a boy named Alex had a 
thought. He remembered 
his friend Pete, who had a 
terrible toothache that 
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morning. Pete could not even eat 
the apple he had brought with 
him from home. Alex stepped up and 
stood on the magic rug. He hopped two 
times and said, “Click-Clack! I want Pete’s 
toothache to go away.”

In an instant, everyone heard Pete’s 
joyful laugh. “Thank you, Alex!” Pete 
exclaimed, “Let’s share my apple.”

At that moment, the children were called to the cafeteria for 
lunch and the game of magic was over. Arthur rolled up his 
invention and followed the children. He knew that in one 
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minute Pete’s toothache 
would return, and he would 
need to find a way to comfort him. 
But he was wrong! Much to Arthur’s 
surprise, Pete continued to eat the 
apple and laugh.

Arthur spent a long time thinking 
about this miracle. Why didn’t the magic 
end in a minute? Arthur had invented 
the rug, and knew that the magic should 
have lasted for only one minute.

Unable to find the reason, he decided to ask a 
very wise teacher who knew the ways of magic. The 
wise teacher listened to Arthur’s story carefully and 
laughed, patting Arthur’s hair tenderly as he uttered 
words that would stay with Arthur forever:

“Remember, my little friend, magic 
that is done for others  
NEVER ends.”

Illustrations:
Gia Basilaia 
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O nce upon a time there lived 
two wonderful chefs, Boiler 
and Fryer, and each had his 

own restaurant. One day, Boiler said to 
Fryer, “We are both great cooks, so why don’t 
we make something together?”

“You’re right!” Fryer agreed eagerly. “Why didn’t 
I think of it? The dish that we prepare together will be 
unlike anything anyone has ever tasted before, and we will 
invite the whole city to try it! It will be a true feast!”

“Yes, a feast! That’s a great idea!” Boiler exclaimed. 
“What dish should we prepare?”
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“I’m not sure,” Fryer said. “But it 
has to be really tasty!”

After a long discussion, the chefs 
decided to make fish, but not just a regular 
fish—it had to be the kind of fish that would 
make people lick their plates clean.

“We’ll begin tomorrow,” Fryer said. “Let’s 
do this: I will fry the fish and you will make the 
sauce for it.”

“Agreed!” Boiler said, and the chefs made plans to have all the 
ingredients delivered to Fryer’s restaurant. Satisfied with their 
plans, they shook hands and went their separate ways.



3�

The next morning, Fryer 
went to the fish market. He spent 
three whole hours picking out the 
very best fish and making sure it was 
the freshest. Seventy barrels of fish from 
different countries were loaded onto 
carriages and delivered to his restaurant.

Meanwhile, Boiler went to the vegetable 
market. It took him three hours to select 
the most delicious vegetables and spices 
from many different countries! Delivery men 
carried seventy baskets that were filled to the brim to 
Fryer’s restaurant.

The chefs rested for a little while and then got to work. 
Fryer fried his fish on seventy different frying pans, and 
Boiler boiled his sauce in seventy different pots.

After four hours everything was ready.
The fish that Fryer prepared looked 

so incredibly good that they 
seemed to shine like the 
brightly polished brass 
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pans that they were cooked in. In 
fact, they looked so wonderfully 
appetizing that Fryer no longer wanted to 
put Boiler’s sauce on them.

Meanwhile, the smell of Boiler’s sauce was 
so mouthwatering good that no one could pass 
the restaurant without stopping, and a large 
crowd gathered by the restaurant.

“Do I have to pour this wonderful sauce over Fryer’s fish?” 
Boiler thought sadly.

The gloomy chefs approached each other.
“Well, I guess the time has come to put your sauce on my fish,” 
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Fryer said without looking  
at Boiler.

“Put my sauce on them?” Boiler 
asked in amazement. “I spent so much 
time preparing this culinary masterpiece, 
and you want me to put it over your fish 
so that people will say, ‘What great 
fish Fryer has prepared!’?

“You know what?” Fryer responded 
angrily, “In that case, I don’t want you 
to ruin the amazing taste of my fish by putting 
your sauce on them! Let’s each of us keep what he 
has prepared.”

Boiler called some waiters and ordered them to bring 
the sauce to his restaurant, and he, too, went there and 
sat, angry at the whole world.

“I don’t need anyone!” he thought 
to himself. “My sauce is too good for 
them. I don’t need favors 
from anyone; I will eat this 
sauce myself!”
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And he took out a big spoon and 
began to eat. But the sauce was so 
spicy that after a few spoons full Boiler 
felt sick.

“I made a mistake,” he thought. “But it is 
still not too late.”

“Hey, waiters!” he called.
“Yes, Boiler!” they responded. “Would you like 

us to bring the sauce back to Fryer?”
“Yes,” Boiler said.
Soon the sauce was back on Fryer’s table.
“Forgive me, my dear friend, I’ve made a mistake,” Boiler began. 
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“I don’t know what came 
over me. This sauce is made to 
pour over your fish.”

“No, no!” Fryer objected. “It was I 
who made the mistake by thinking that my 
fish tasted wonderful without your sauce. 
I couldn’t eat any of them because they 
are tasteless by themselves. How wonderful 
you came back!”

Boiler and Fryer hugged happily and 
immediately dished up an amazing feast that 
the city would remember forever! People came from 
everywhere just to try the tastiest fish in the world. Never 
before had they eaten anything like it!

To this day, men and women tell this story to their 
grandchildren. My grandfather told the story to me 
and he asked me to pass it on to all the 
children in the world. This way, they will 
know the eternal truth: only together can 
we do something wonderful, 
and no one can be happy alone.

Illustrations:
Yelena Ifliand 
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O nce upon a time in a green 
forest, there lived two little 
hedgehogs. They were neighbors 

and lived in two separate trees. In the 
afternoons they would pick mushrooms and 
berries. Then they would rest on the green grass 
under the warm rays of the sun. At night, they would 
hide under their trees.

The nights were very cold and wet in the forest. A thick 
fog covered the trees and the grass was like a white sheet. 
The hedgehogs collected leaves and grass to shelter 
themselves from the cold, but this did not always help.



��

Sometimes, they would shiver 
all through the night. Then, in the 
morning, they would turn their faces 
up to feel the bright sunshine beaming down 
on them.

One early morning, a rabbit was running 
through the grass and noticed the two 
hedgehogs shivering in the cold.

“What happened to you?” the rabbit asked the hedgehogs.
“We are very cold at night,” cried the hedgehogs.
“Rabbits are never cold!” the rabbit said cheerfully. “All of us 

gather into one large rabbit hole, press up against each other, and our 
fur becomes like a large blanket. We feel very warm and cozy!”
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The rabbit left and the 
hedgehogs were confused.  
“We each have our own trees,” one of 
the hedgehogs said. “And we each have 
our own beds and our own supply of  
berries and mushrooms,” the other 
hedgehog responded.

The hedgehogs looked at each other and 
went their separate ways.

 At night, dark clouds filled the sky above 
the forest. A strong wind blew and the air grew 
very cold. Then heavy rain started pouring down.

The hedgehogs ran under their trees and covered 
themselves with the branches and leaves they had gathered. 
But the rain was too strong, and it was getting colder by the 
minute. The poor hedgehogs were soaked, and their teeth 
chattered from the cold.

Suddenly, one of them remembered 
what the rabbit had told them.

‘Maybe it’s true!’ he 
thought. ‘Maybe I should be 
with my neighbor! Together 
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we can be warmer!’ He stuck his 
nose out from under his tree. It was a 
dark and windy night in the forest, and the 
rain was heavy. But in an act of bravery, the 
hedgehog ran over to his neighbor’s tree.

“I am so glad you came!” the other hedgehog 
said. “I was just about to run to you. Let’s try 
to hug each other like the rabbits and cover ourselves 
with leaves. Maybe then we will be warmer.”

And the hedgehogs tried to hug each other.
“Ouch!” one of them screamed.
“Ouch!” the other repeated angrily.
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“You are pricking me  
with your needles!” they shouted 
in unison and looked at each other  
in pain.

But just as they were about to part, 
a very loud roar of thunder sounded 
above them and a bright flash of 
lightening lit up the sky. The hedgehogs 
lowered their needles in fear and hugged 
each other with all their might. They hid 
by the roots of the tree, covered themselves 
with leaves, and suddenly… they felt warmth 
spreading over their bodies.

“Wow!” one of the hedgehogs said.
“This is really something!” said the other.
“And all we had to do was lower our needles!” 

they both said at once.
As rain continued to pour through the 

night, the hedgehogs fell into a deep 
sleep in each other’s arms.  
They were warm and happy.
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When morning came, they dug 
one big hole under the thickest tree 
in the forest and made a bed from grass 
and leaves. They built another hole to store 
all of their berries and mushrooms. And their 
lives together were cozy and warm.

When they saw their friend, the rabbit, 
they thanked him for the great advice he had 
given them. Never before had they been so happy!

The news about the two hedgehogs, now living happily 
together as friends, quickly spread through the whole forest. 
Other hedgehogs, who had lived alone, asked to join them in their 
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home. The hedgehog-
friends taught them to lower 
their needles, and the family of 
hedgehogs grew even bigger.

The hedgehogs made their hole 
under the tree a lot bigger to fit 
all who wanted to join them. In 
the morning they collected berries and 
mushrooms, and at night they slept, 
feeling the warmth and love of each other.

When winter came, they were warm and 
well fed. But most of all, they had learned to love 
and care for each other by lowering their needles 
and thinking not of themselves, but of each other.

The group of hedgehogs lived happily ever 
after in their home in the forest, and the 
warmth that they created together 
spread through the forest, to all the 
other animals. It was the 
warmth of love, goodness, 
and friendship.

Illustrations:
Yelena Strokin
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O nce upon a time, there lived a 
little girl, named Mary, who 
loved to draw more than anything 

in the world. Every day Mary would 
draw on a sketch pad, in a notebook, on sheets 
of paper, and even, sometimes, on the driveway 
with colored chalk.

Each morning when she woke up, Mary hurried over 
to the table where her paints and colored pencils were 
laid out. By breakfast time, she already had two or three 
drawings finished. And every evening Mary would ask, 
“Please, Mommy, can I do one last drawing? Just one 
more, I promise.”
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Well, one afternoon Mary was 
very sleepy. She had just started 
to draw when she began feeling so 
drowsy she could hardly keep her eyes open, 
so she dropped off to sleep with a paintbrush 
in her hand.

While Mary slept, she had the most 
wonderful dream. In it, she was in a country full of 
paint, where she met the colors “red,” “yellow,” “green,” “blue,” and 
“white.” They had very simple names, but every color had its own 
personality; no two were the same.

Red immediately shook Mary’s hand and introduced himself. 
He always wanted to be the first to do things and he was not afraid of 
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anything. He was cheerful, 
brave, and sure of himself. He 
believed he could do anything!

Yellow was very pleasant to talk to. 
He liked comfortable things that were 
familiar to him. His favorite foods were 
crepes and pancakes. Every day, Yellow 
went outside and watered the daisies with 
his big, yellow watering pot.

Blue loved to daydream. He wrote 
poems and could spend hours staring at the 
sky, the clouds, and the lake.

Green was a very kind color. From morning  
until night, he would ride his bike to take care of plants  
and animals.

And White, he was a magician. At times he would 
disappear and then reappear somewhere else 
unexpectedly. He liked anything unusual 
and could do magic tricks using white mice.

Now, each color wanted to 
create a wonderful picture  
for Mary.



��

Red yelled, “I’m first!” and rushed 
off to pick out the best paintbrush.

Yellow decided to have something 
to eat first. Blue, as always, spent a long  
time daydreaming about what his picture might 
look like.

Green immediately got to work; he 
completely covered the entire page leaving no  
empty spots.

White became lost in his thoughts and simply vanished into thin air.
Then came the most exciting moment of all. All the colors 

presented their gifts to Mary. She looked carefully at the first 
drawing and then slowly said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t like it at all.  
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It looks like a flash of hot fire.”
Then Yellow showed Mary his 

drawing. “I’m sorry, but there is too 
much sun and sand; it’s like a desert. It 
doesn’t have a single drop of water. I can’t 
put a picture like this on my wall.”

Then it was Blue’s turn to give Mary 
his present. “Oh, dear,” she cried. “What 
an endless sea this is! I might swim  
somewhere very far away and get lost. 
Everywhere I look there is water!”

Green’s drawing seemed like a thick, scary forest 
to her. Who knew what animals were wandering around 
that forest!

And as much as Mary tried, she couldn’t see anything at 
all in White’s drawing.

The colors bowed their heads in disappointment. 
They had the best intentions, but none 
had made Mary happy.

“What I really want is a 
picture of a sea, a bright sun, a 
forest, birds flying in the  
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air, flowers growing in the field, and 
berries to eat,” Mary explained. “It 
would have a squirrel searching for 
nuts on a tree, a kite flying in the sky, and a 
house in the distance with a tile roof. A boy and 
a girl would live there, and their window would 
be open and they would be looking outside 
with smiles on their faces. Would you draw me a 
picture like that? I am sure it would be really beautiful, and you 
would make me very happy,” Mary said.

At first, Red wanted to try it all by himself but he realized that 
there was no way he could do it without his friends. How would 
he paint the grass, the sea, and the sand without them? So, the colors 



��

decided to work together. 
Yellow drew the sun, the 
sunflowers in the field, and the 
house. Blue colored in the sky, the 
sea, and a ball for the kids to play 
with. Green drew the forest and the 
grass. White created smoke from the 
chimney, clouds in the sky, and a stork 
in the distance. Everyone did his part to 
make Mary happy.

And she was! To Mary’s delight, the 
picture came out bright and cheerful and really 
beautiful. Mary thought it was delightful to look at.

But just as she reached out to pick it up, she 
suddenly awoke. To her amazement, there it was 
hanging on her wall, with all the colors sparkling! 
From that day on, the picture always 
reminded her that just as the paints 
needed to work together, people, 
too, cannot create anything 
beautiful without each other! Illustrations:

Larissa Novikova



�0
A Present 

for tHe 
LittLe Bunny

By Danny Polovets



�1

E arly one morning, a little bunny 
woke up and poked his head 
out of his rabbit hole. It was a 

wonderful sunny day. He could hear the 
songs of birds chirping and the wind rustling in 
the trees.

“I should find something special to do on this 
wonderful day,” the bunny thought.

So he crawled out of his rabbit hole and looked around. 
Not finding anything that interested him, the bunny was  
just about to go back inside when he noticed a beautiful 
box with a big red ribbon on it.
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There was a card on top: “For 
Little Bunny,” he read. “Yippee!” 
he cheered. “But my birthday was a few 
months ago. This means that someone gave 
me a present for no reason at all!”

The little bunny was very excited. He untied 
the red ribbon and opened the box. There 
were lots of interesting things inside.

“Thank you!” said the bunny to whomever had given him the gift, 
since he was used to saying “thank you” whenever he received a present.

But this time he didn’t know where the present had come from or 
whom to thank, which made the bunny think about who the giver 
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might be. He decided he 
should find this generous friend so 
he could thank him or her in person.

“This is what I will do today!” the 
little bunny thought.

He did not even finish looking 
through the box. He had a quick 
breakfast and set out at once on his search. 
The little bunny hadn’t gone very far 
when he saw a hedgehog.

“Hi, Hedgehog!” said the little bunny cheerfully.
“Hello,” replied the hedgehog sadly.
“Why are you so sad?” asked the little bunny.
“I’ve found a lot of mushrooms, but I don’t have enough 

needles to pin them down and carry them home,” the 
hedgehog answered.

“Don’t be sad, Hedgehog. Tell me, 
do you know who sent me  
a present?”

“No, I don’t know,” replied 
the hedgehog.
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“Oh well, goodbye then—and don’t 
be sad,” the bunny said hastily and 
rushed off. He was determined to find 
the kind soul that had given him a present.

He was hopping along a trail when just ahead 
of him he saw a monkey. She was holding onto 
a bicycle and looking at the wheel.

“Hi, Monkey! What are you doing?” the little 
bunny asked.

“What do you think I am doing?” the monkey replied. “Do you 
see this bike?”

“Yes, I see the bike,” the little bunny said. “Why are you looking 
at the wheel?”
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“Because the tire is flat,” 
the monkey replied angrily. 
“What should I do? How will I finish 
my bike ride?” she asked looking up at 
the bunny.

“Hmm, can’t help you there,” the 
little bunny said looking at the flat tire. 
“Hey, would you happen to know who sent 
me a present?”

“No, I don’t. Ask the owl. She knows 
everything!” the monkey replied, looking back at 
the tire again.

As soon as the bunny heard this, he hopped away to 
find the owl.

“Hi, Owl!” he shouted happily to the owl sleeping high 
up in a tree.

“Who is that?” the owl replied.  
“I can’t see a thing!”

“It’s me, the little bunny!”
“Oh, little bunny, I can’t 

see you because the bright 
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sun is blinding me. If you want me to 
see you, come back tonight.”

“You don’t need to see me” the bunny 
said. “I just need you to tell me who gave me a 
present. The monkey said that you would know.”

“I have no idea who gave you a present! 
There are a lot of other things that I do know 
but since you have no other questions, I am going 
back to sleep.”

The little bunny returned home sadly. Then he remembered that 
he had not finished looking at all the things in the box. He decided 
to see what else was inside.
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When he opened the box, 
he found a basket, a pump, and a 
pair of sunglasses.

“Wow! These things would help the 
Hedgehog, the Monkey, and the Owl!” 
exclaimed the bunny. “I don’t need them 
as much as they do. I will give them my 
presents since they need them more!”

The bunny picked up the box and ran 
off to help his friends.

“Hedgehog, look! I brought you a basket! 
Now you can carry home all the mushrooms that 
you found,” the bunny shouted with joy, helping the 
hedgehog put all of the mushrooms in the basket.

“Thank you!” the hedgehog cried happily, and  
he set out for home with a basket full  
of mushrooms.

The little bunny hopped along quickly 
to help the monkey. Not 
much had changed while he 
was away. The monkey was 
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still sitting at the side of the trail, 
looking at the flat tire on her bike.

“Monkey, here‘s a pump. Now you can 
fill up your wheel with air and finish your bike 
ride,” said the little bunny.

“That’s wonderful! Thank you!” the monkey 
said with joy, and began pumping up the wheel.

Now the little bunny had just one more present 
left, so he went to see the owl.

“Owl! Owl!” the little bunny called.
“Who is that?” asked the owl.
“It’s me, the little bunny!”
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“Little bunny, you’re back. 
Is everything all right?”

“Yes, everything is great! I brought 
you sunglasses so that you can see me 
and everything else around you,” the 
bunny replied happily and placed the 
glasses on the owl’s nose.

“Thank you!” the owl said. “Now I can  
see you!”

“You know, Owl, I never did find out 
who gave me that box. But whoever it was must 
be really wonderful to give presents without expecting 
a thank you. I really want to be kind and good just like 
this giver. This is why I thought that others should benefit 
from my presents.”

 The little bunny bounced up and down with joy. “I will 
definitely find this great friend!” he said 
with a determined look on his face. 

And with these words, the little bunny 
hopped home with an empty 
box—happier than ever! Illustrations:

Anna Vilents, Yelena Strokin
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In a gloomy forest, far, far away, 
there lived a small beetle. His name 
was Buzz. Buzz was afraid of the 

dark. He had a caterpillar friend named 
Dana, who was also afraid of the dark. Each 
night, the two friends would sit side by side and 
eagerly wait for daylight to come and melt away the 
darkness with its tender sun rays and bright blue skies.

One night, two chattering crows perched on a branch next 
to Buzz and Dana. The two friends listened as the crows 
talked to each other.

“Do you know what grows at night on the shore of the 
Black Pond?” asked one of the crows.
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“No, the other answered. “I would 
never fly there at night—it’s too scary. 
But I would be happy to see what’s there in 
the morning! Is it something tasty? My appetite 
is always best in the morning.”

“You won’t believe it, but right there on the 
shore grows a magic grass. It’s called Lumina, 
and anyone who eats it begins to glow in the dark.”

“Really!” replied the crow. “Does anyone actually eat it?”
“No, because wolves, bears and other forest creatures don’t want to 

glow in the dark. If they glowed, they wouldn’t be able to hunt. And 
smaller creatures don’t want to glow because then they couldn’t hide 
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from bigger animals that might 
want to eat them.”

The crows then went on to discuss 
all the latest news of the Gloomy Forest, 
and flew away.

“I would like to have a piece of that 
Lumina grass,” Buzz thought. “But  
the Black Pond is the scariest place in the 
whole forest.”

It was already very late, so Buzz went to 
sleep, dreaming of the Lumina grass.

In the morning, Dana woke Buzz up, “Wake up! I 
need to say goodbye to you.”

“Are you going somewhere?” asked Buzz.
“No, it’s just that it’s time for me to wrap myself in a 

cocoon and sleep inside it for a whole month. After the 
month passes, I will wake up, come out of  
the cocoon, and then we’ll be together 
again,” she explained.

“All right, Dana, go ahead 
and sleep. I will look after 
you,” said Buzz.
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“See you soon! Try to be brave  
while you’re here on your own, without 
me,” Dana said spinning herself into a  
soft and silky cocoon.

Buzz waited for his friend patiently, making 
sure that her cocoon didn’t get blown off the 
branch by a gust of wind or crushed by birds.

Finally, a month went by, but just as Dana was 
ready to come out of her cocoon, Buzz saw a heavy drop of tree sap 
fall right on top of it. The cocoon started moving, and Buzz could 
hear Dana tapping on it from the inside: rat-a-tat-tat, rat-a-tat-tat.

But nothing happened—the sticky sap had become hard as a rock. 
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A whole day went by, and 
evening arrived. Dana’s strength 
was fading and her tapping was getting 
weaker and weaker…

“Hold on, Dana, I’ll get help,”  
Buzz promised, and flew to see a 
bombardier beetle.

“Mister bombardier beetle, you are very 
strong. Please help Dana the caterpillar get 
out of her cocoon!”

“I’d love to, but I’m way too busy. Maybe 
another time,” the beetle answered, and went straight  
to sleep.

Buzz hurried over to a bee.
“Mrs. Bee, your stinger is strong and razor sharp. Maybe 

you could pierce through Dana’s cocoon?”
“I’m saving my stinger for more 

important matters,” the bee replied and 
flew away.

Then Buzz decided to fly 
all the way over to the other 
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side of the forest, to ask his friend, the 
woodpecker, for help.

“Woodpecker, could you please crack the 
hard sap on Dana’s cocoon?”

“I would gladly help, but I can’t see anything 
in the dark. There’s no way I can make my way 
to your tree. If only someone could light the 
way for me…”

Buzz immediately thought about the Lumina grass.
“Wait here, I’ll be right back,” he told the woodpecker, and he took 

off for the Black Pond.
Buzz wanted to help Dana so much that he was no longer afraid of 
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the dark. He didn’t even 
consider the fact that the light 
from the grass would make it easy for 
larger creatures to find him.

He saw the Lumina grass as soon as he 
reached the shore of the Black Pond. Its 
long, sapphire-blue stalks swayed in the 
breeze. Buzz landed and bit off a small piece. 
Immediately, his tiny body began to give 
off a golden glow.

He rushed straight back to the woodpecker.
“Here, woodpecker. Can you see the way now?”
“Yes, your light is very helpful,” the woodpecker 

answered, and he flew from his branch to follow Buzz.
Meanwhile, back in her cocoon, Dana had exhausted 

the last of her strength. By the time Buzz  
brought the woodpecker to their tree, she 
was no longer moving.

“Hold on, Dana, help is 
here!” cried Buzz.
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The woodpecker positioned his 
large, razor-sharp beak, and then gave 
the cocoon a careful whack. The sap 
flew off, Dana gave one last push and finally 
broke through her cocoon.

But what came out of the cocoon wasn’t a 
caterpillar. Dana was now a Royal butterfly! 
She spread her sparkling wings and they seemed 
to glow from the light that radiated from Buzz. 
Even the branch began to glow; it seemed as if a tiny sun had just 
appeared out of nowhere and covered the friends in its gentle rays.

“You are beautiful!” Buzz exclaimed.
“You’ve changed as well,” the butterfly replied. “Seems like you 
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tried the Lumina grass, after 
all. I take it you’re no longer afraid 
of the dark?”

“I guess not!” smiled Buzz. He was 
just happy to have his friend safely out of 
her cocoon.

The crows chattered to everyone that 
there was an insect brave enough to eat the 
Lumina grass. Now, everyone came to look at 
the hero. Wolves and bears, owls and eagles 
all looked at the tiny beetle with great respect. 
They admired Buzz for his courage.

From then on, the other forest creatures began to call 
him “Firefly.”

At last, the dark forest was no longer dark. Now, there is 
always a glowing speck, a tiny flame that  
illuminates the darkness. And every 
night the Firefly helps other forest 
creatures overcome their fears 
and find their way home.

Illustrations:
Yelena Strokin
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T here once was a little blue fishing 
boat with a cheerful red mast and 
a crisp white sail. Every morning 

at dawn, the little boat would wake up 
with a smile and sail out to fish in the open sea. 
Although it was quite small, it was the fastest boat 
in the harbor and always returned from the sea with lots 
of fish—enough for the whole city. The larger boats in the 
harbor often wondered how this could be.

The little boat knew that it was because everyone on the 
boat worked together. The Anchor, the Sail, the Net, and 
the Wheel all wanted the boat to succeed, so they always 
worked together, each doing what it did best.
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The Anchor knew how to grab onto 
the bottom of the sea so the boat would 
stop safely. The Sail knew how to catch 
the wind so the boat would glide smoothly 
through the waves. The Net knew how to jump 
into the water and spread out wide so the boat 
would catch lots and lots of fish. And the Wheel 
knew how to steer precisely right or left to keep the 
boat from getting lost and bumping into icebergs along the way.

But one morning, the Wind was full of mischief, and everything 
seemed to go wrong.

“Raise the Anchor! Go to sea!” the old captain shouted as he did 
every morning. In fact, he had been sailing the boat for so long that no one 
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even remembered his real 
name anymore and everyone just 
called him “Captain.”

“Raise the Aaan-chor! Go to sea!” 
echoed the Captain’s loyal friend, a gray 
crow. He was given the name, “Pirate,” 
because of the large black spot over his 
eye, which resembled a pirate’s patch.

“Aye, aye, Captain!” sang the Sail, 
Anchor, Wheel, and Net in harmony. 
And the little boat set out for the open sea.

The Captain glanced at the map, looked over at 
the compass, wet his finger and raised it up in the air to 
determine the direction of the wind.

“Today we will sail east,” he decided. “Pirate, right 
rudder! Raise the Sail!”

“Wait a minute,” said the Sail. “Why do  
I always have to climb up on the mast 
and flap in the wind? Can’t I swim like 
the Net today? It gets to 
jump and splash in the water 
every day.”



��

“Did you hear him? Ha-ha!” Pirate 
laughed. “The Sail wants to jump in 
the water! Net, what do you think  
about that?”

“I am happy to switch places with the Sail,” 
the Net replied. “I have to soak in that freezing 
cold water every day and I don’t like being 
tickled by fish. I am not jumping into the water  
any more!”

 Now, this started a big disturbance on the boat. Everyone tried to 
yell over the others and no one did their work.

Even the quiet, hardworking Wheel said, “Actually, I would like the 
Anchor’s job. It gets to rest on the boat all day and sleep in the water all night.”
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Everyone was so caught 
up in the quarrel that they didn’t 
even notice when the wise old captain 
disappeared into his cabin, leaving  
them alone.

And so the friends decided to trade 
jobs. The Net climbed up on the mast 
and prepared to catch the wind as soon as it 
received a sign from Pirate.

“Raise the Net!” ordered Pirate.
The Net opened and tried very hard to catch 

the wind. But the wind soared right through the large 
holes in the Net, and the little boat didn’t move at all.

“What a Sail!” the wind laughed. “It is all full of holes! 
Such a silly boat!”

Embarrassed, the Net drooped on the mast. She was 
very sad because she had made the wind  
laugh at the boat.

Meanwhile, the Sail couldn’t wait to 
jump into the water. But when 
it jumped overboard, instead 
of going under the water and 
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catching lots of fish, the Sail spread 
out over the waves like a huge rug.

 “Ha-ha! Have you ever seen a Net 
without holes?” the fish giggled, tickling the 
sail with their fins.

“Wow, what’s this? A rug on the water?” the 
seagulls asked in surprise, and without thinking 
they sat on top of the Sail. The poor Sail began to 
sink; fortunately, however, the Net noticed it and saved the Net 
before it drowned.

Exhausted, all the friends decided to return to the harbor to rest. 
The only problem was that no one but the Captain had ever laid the 
course for the boat.
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Now, since everyone was 
taking each other’s places that 
day, Pirate flew up on the Captain’s 
bridge to read the map. Right beside him 
the lifebuoy tried to steer like the wheel. It 
tried very hard to turn the boat in the right 
direction, but it was no use.

“Left rudder! And now… left! A little 
more to the left!” Pirate ordered with his  
nose buried in the map.

“Why are we only going in circles?” asked the 
little boat. “I am really getting dizzy.”

“Maybe we should go a little more to the left?” Pirate 
asked, feeling a lot less confident than the Captain.

“I didn’t catch a single fish,” the Net remembered.  
“What will we bring to the harbor?”

“I want to go back to the mast and dry off  
in the warm breeze,” the Sail confessed.

“I am so-o-o bored just hanging around 
on this chain and waiting to be 
thrown to the bottom of the 
sea,” the Wheel complained.
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“I miss our Captain,” the boat 
cried. “And I miss how we all used 
to do what we did best. After all, the 
Wheel is the best at steering, and the Net is 
the best at catching fish. Without the Sail, the 
wind won’t carry us through the waves, and 
without the Captain we will lose our way.”

Everyone sighed in relief. They agreed with the  
boat completely! They promised to resume their usual positions as 
soon as possible. But where was the Captain?

“Captain! Captain!” they cried together. “Where are you?  
We miss you!”

Smiling, the old captain opened the cabin door.
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“Raise the Sail, Net in the 
water. Pirate, hold the Wheel. On 
we go!” the Captain ordered happily.

The friends gladly got back to work. 
It felt so good to share their best with the 
others. And now, it seemed they were 
twice as strong!

Pirate sang harmoniously, repeating the 
Captain’s orders with great care. The Sail 
fluttered graciously in the wind, and the 
Wheel steered according to the Captain’s 
directions. Once again, the boat glided smoothly over 
the waves—it seemed as if they were flying! The fish 
that the Net caught that day were bigger and tastier than 
ever. And never before had the town seen such variety.

Ever since that day, they all work joyfully together. 
They realized that their own comfort 
does not matter as much as the success 
of working together. Finally,  
they realized that this is what 
makes them all happy! Illustrations:

Yelena Strokin








