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Never be square





Dear readers,
We want to caution you about the book you have in your 
hands.  This is not one of those stories with a moral.  If 
you want to learn something, read National Geographic.  
Nothing bad is going to happen to you from reading 
National Geographic.  We cannot make the same prom-
ise about this book.   If you read this you will realize that 
sometimes you are right and your parents and teachers 
are wrong.  Sometimes, there is something hiding under 
your bed.  Somebody is staring at you.  And here, worst of 
all, is something you really didn’t want to know: If you are 
not watching the television, the television maybe watch-
ing you.  Once you believe in magic, you will never be as 
comfortable as you once were.  And so, we warn you. Put 
this down and pick up one of your schoolbooks.  Do a 
math problem.  You’ll be better off.
      Best regards,
      Carlin and Jack
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Chapter 1  Warnings
 
 On an island snuggled between the United States 
and Canada lived the very normal Jack Oliver.  If his school 
had a normal team, he would have voted himself captain.  
He was not too tall, not too big, with hair the very forget-
table color of milk chocolate.  He had a polite appearance 
that caused him to travel about unnoticed.  As a model of 
normality, Jack tried his best to ignore the island’s strange-
ness. 
 The strangeness, however, had developed quite an 
attraction to him.
 Jack knew Strawberry Island better than anyone.  
He could say that with some certainty for three reasons.  
First, he had lived on it his whole thirteen years.  Second, 
his paper route made sure he traveled around it, rather 
than fix in one part and ignore the rest.  Third, he had 
recently learned what, as far as he knew, only three other 
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people on the island knew: The place was magical.  
Strawberry Island was not magical like advertisements tell 
you your trip to an amusement park is going to be.  It was 
magical as in sometimes faeries stole your body, cancelled 
out gravity and tried to make it a playground for dragons, 
ogres and other assorted creatures generally believed to 
be completely fictional.
 Knowing Strawberry Island so well did not help 
Jack identify the small rolling hum coming from behind 
him.  He had just started his evening delivery, so his paper 
bag was packed nearly to bursting.  Balancing it on his 
worn and wobbly bicycle made it difficult to turn around 
and see the source of the noise.
 He was, he had to admit, skittish.  Not afraid.  
Absolutely not.  Just cautious.  He’d seen and smelled and 
tasted enough strange things to know when something 
didn’t sound right.  He stopped his bike, planted his feet 
and stretched his neck to see behind him.
 “Great,” he said out loud.  His ears went red.  His jaw 
stiffened.
 Dill Vernon was coming up the street on one of 
those two-wheeled scooter-things, the kind with the 
wheels side-by-side, not in a row like a bike or motorcycle.  
It looked like he was riding an up-right vacuum cleaner 
with enormous tires.  
 Jack had not seen Dill in a week, not since Dill had 
used his dirt bike to slobber Jack with 80 pounds of gushy 
mud.  Jack had no desire to be anywhere near Dill.  Just 
the sight of him triggered all his nerves.  This sight, how-
ever, was kind of funny.  Why would any teenager with as 
much money as Dill, a kid who already had a warehouse 
full of motorcycles, ATVs, snowmobiles, jet-skis and who 
knew what else, want one of these things?
 Dill grinned widely.  He had an arrow face.  The chin 
was sharp.  His nose and eyebrows looked like barbs, and 
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his thin black hair was, as usual, blown out and back, mak-
ing his face look even more triangular than it would if he 
was standing still.  None of this bothered Jack.  It was Dill’s 
lips that bothered Jack.  He preferred when Dill tormented 
him from atop a dirt bike because then Dill would be 
wearing a helmet that would cover up the thin, skin-col-
ored seams around his mouth marking where his lips were 
supposed to be.
He circled Jack, stopped, traced the circle backwards, then 
spun in place.
 It was kind of cool, Jack said to himself.  He shook 
his head.  Regardless of cool stuff, Dill Vernon belonged in 
a cage.
 “This cost me more than both your parents make in 
a month,” Dill said still smiling with what weren’t really lips.
 “That’s great, Dill.” Jack adjusted the paperbag and 
faced forward.
 Dill scooted in front of him.  “I just thought you 
might like to get a look at one of these, seeing as how 
you’re never going to own anything even close.”
 Jack could hold his tongue, when he had to, but he 
didn’t see any need at the moment.  “I’m never going to 
own a unicycle or one of those tiny, little tricycles either . . . 
because I’m not a clown.”
 It was fun watching Dill’s thin lips get thinner.  They 
slowly bent into a snaky grimace. “What a great idea,” he 
said. “Clown day.  I think I’m going to tell my dad to have 
all the ferry-boat captains dress up like clowns this week.”
 Jack’s stomach flipped over.  
 “At least one, anyway.” Dill showed his teeth in what 
Jack thought might be his best fake of a smile.  “Does your 
father already have the big shoes or should I pick some up 
for him?”
 Jack’s jaw muscles clenched up so hard his whole 
face started to ache.
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 “Got to split,” Dill said.  He leaned forward and 
the scooter took off.  Jack flinched.  Dill passed too close.  
A ripping sound tore over the hum and rumble of the 
wheels.  Jack fell to his left, slightly.  The weight he’d been 
fighting was gone.  
 Fresh newspapers plopped to the street, 51 in all.  
They opened, bent, fluttered, some tried to follow Dill’s 
scooter.  There was not a gale, or even a gust, but just 
enough of a breeze to spread pages.  Jack jumped off his 
bike and scrambled along the pavement, grabbing and 
stacking all he could.  He pushed them under the handle-
bars of his now side-ways bike.  It helped keep them in 
place.
 “What a jerk.” The voice came from the side of the 
road.
 Jack stood and looked.  “Him or me?” he asked.
“The boy on the scooter wins the king jerk award 
today.”  Mr. Bough stepped out from behind a tall hedge.  
Although Mr. Bough had been one of Jack’s customers 
since he started the route, he had no idea what the man’s 
age might be.  He was out of college, but didn’t look ready 
for a wife and kids just yet.  He was neat, which made him 
seem older.  He was fit, which made him seem younger.  
He acted very official, like a policeman, which made him 
seem older again.  Today he wore a t-shirt and khaki shorts 
with huge pockets, which just confused things even more.  
Jack never got around to outright asking his age. 
 “That isn’t your house,” Jack said.
 “You know your customers.” Mr. Bough studied the 
flapping tangle of papers and bike.
 “Just out patrolling?” Jack was not used to seeing 
Mr. Bough anyplace but his own house.  He was quite curi-
ous as to what the man was doing lurking around some-
one else’s.
 Mr. Bough said. “One of my gourds went off.”
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 “You’re off your gourd?”
 “That’s where the expression comes from.  They can 
be used as a kind of a magic alarm.  They tell you some-
thing crazy is going to happen.” 

Carlin LaSalle’s shiny, black hair was pulled back tight, 
and cinched in a ponytail that seemed to sit up like a ner-
vous squirrel.  She adjusted her large, round glasses.  She 
watched to see if her sister Laurie cut open her own hand 
with her own fingernails.  Laurie was squeezing her fist so 
tightly, Carlin fully expected to see blood trickling out the 
pinky end any second.
 “But Mom,” Laurie stretched ‘Mom’ into a whole 
paragraph of pleadingly high and low tones.  “Tonight is 
movie night.  Carlin’s 13.  She’ll be fine.”  Laurie listened, 
then her knees gave, like she was collapsing under the 
weight of her mother’s words.  Usually when Laurie was 
on the phone she flicked Carlin away, as she might a gnat 
or fruitfly.   Carlin figured Laurie wasn’t doing that now 
because she wanted her little sister to witness the misery 
as it was delivered.
 Laurie stiffened and turned at the waist to glare at 
Carlin.  Her straight blond hair flared out, making the ends 
into one sharp, circular blade.  Carlin wanted to tell her 
not to spin like that because she might twist her drinking-
straw middle to the breaking point.  Carlin imagined her 
sister’s slim, tan legs stomping uncontrollably as her top 
half fell into the pool.  She decided not to say anything.  It 
was rude to talk to people when they were on the phone.
 Laurie filled her lungs with air and spit “what” into 
the handset, followed by an “ever” that sounded like it had 
begun somewhere south of her stomach.  She strangled 
the cordless phone until it was off.
 “How’s mom?” Carlin asked.
 “Don’t even,” Laurie cocked back her arm to throw 
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the handset into the rose garden.  She stopped and 
brought it back down nicely onto the table next to her 
lounge chair.  
 Carlin laughed a little inside.  They both knew 
Laurie could hold her breath longer than she could stay off 
the phone.
 “Come here,” Laurie marched towards Carlin, grab-
bing her wrist as she passed her and dragging her up to 
the main patio.  The patio was about the size of a basket-
ball court, made of massive pieces of slate that jutted out 
from behind the LaSalle house.  Water flowed between the 
flat, mostly gray rocks and into the pool, which was a few 
feet below, set in the middle of another slate patio.  Laurie 
whipped Carlin around, took her by the shoulders and 
placed her right on the end of the waterfall.
 “This is where you’re going to stand tonight,” Laurie 
said.
 “When?” Carlin asked.
 “Tonight.  During the party.”
 “When during the party?”
 “During the party.”
 Carlin squinted her eyes and looked into Laurie’s.  
“At what point during the party do you want me to stand 
here?”
 Laurie squinted her eyes and moved her face close 
to Carlin’s.  “At no point, fudgehead.  You are going to 
stand here for the whole party.”
 “You’re nuts.”
 “Mom told me Barry can’t come because I’ve got to 
keep an eye on you.  So that’s what I’m going to do.  You’re 
going to stand right here so I can always see you.”
 “You’re totally nuts.”
 “You made me that way.”  Laurie turned and 
marched away, which, Carlin thought, didn’t have much 
dramatic punch in bare feet.  
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“You should go lie down,” Laurie said without turning.  
“Rest your legs.  You’re not going to have a chair.  That 
would make you harder to spot.”
 Carlin felt a whisper on her neck, as if someone 
had barely touched her.  She turned and looked at the tiny 
television next to Laurie’s lounge chair.  She was being 
watched.  That’s what it felt like.  Not by a TV, she said to 
herself.  That’s silly.  You watch a TV, right?  TVs don’t watch 
you.  
 Who was still here?  The gardener?  No.  He was 
gone, as was the pool man, florists and the guy that deco-
rated the pool.  
 She looked down into the pool.  Her whole body 
froze, even though it was 90 degrees outside.  
 Carlin hadn’t paid much attention to the decorators 
and florists.  They had run long strings of tiny white lights 
all over the back of the house, some coming down from 
the roof to the railing of the balcony.  The pool was filled 
with lily pads, floating white blossoms and unlit candles.  
The pool also had lights strung tight so they crossed right 
above the water.  They had been laid out in the shape of a 
big star, marking off a middle section that was one, large 
pentagon.
 Some people hate snakes.  Some cringe when they 
see spiders.  Carlin had recently developed a fear of five-
sided shapes. 
 And if you knew Carlin’s past, you’d know she had 
every right to feel that way.
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Chapter 2  Misspells

Mr. Bough pointed his thumb back over his shoulder at the 
common, coral and white ranch house. “I came to investi-
gate.”
 Jack picked up his canvas paperbag.  The bottom 
was split from one end to the next.  It would not hold any 
of the papers that Jack had stacked on the street.
 “This was a nasty trick.” Jack peeked at Mr. Bough 
through the bag. “But not magical.”  Jack peered down the 
street.  Dill must have made a turn.  He was already out of 
sight.  “One of these days. . .”
 “Wow,” Mr. Bough said.  He was facing the house, 
trying to see into one of the windows. “I just set that one.”
 “One what?” Jack couldn’t decide if he was interest-
ed or annoyed.  The newspapers were his first concern, but 
anything that made Mr. Bough say ‘wow’ would have to be 
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a close second.
   “Another gourd went off.” Mr. Bough squatted and 
put a hand over his eyes to block the sun. “Somebody in 
this house is using magic. Right. Not good.”
 “The Komanskis?” Jack moved next to Mr. Bough 
and tried to see in the house as well.  “These people are 
as regular as you get.  That’s the mom’s Chevy.  The dad 
drives a white minivan.  The kids play T-ball.”
 “Gourds don’t lie.”  Mr. Bough advanced on the 
house, staying close to the tall hedges on the side of their 
property line. “Not these gourds, anyway.”
 Jack followed him. “Maybe something’s misspell-
ing?”
 “The thought had crossed my mind.” Mr. Bough 
inched closer, trying to peek through the garage and into 
the yard.  “Two weeks ago I had to retrieve a copier that 
was casting misspells.  By chance, the chips and wiring 
inside formed a rune that meant ‘opposite’.” 
 “The opposite of copy,” Jack said mostly to himself. 
He took a moment and thought about it. “It made what-
ever you tried to copy disappear?”
 “No, although that is the common misspell.  Worse.  
This one copied everything but the paper on the glass.”
 “Everything?” 
 “Everything.  The copier made duplicates of our 
world, only the colors looked a little faded.”
 “That’s–”
 “I know.  You’d be amazed how easy it is to make 
other dimensions.”
 They were nearly in the Komanski’s garage.  Jack 
heard a voice coming through the front window, so he 
decided against any more questions.  He could tell it was 
Mrs. Komanksi’s voice.  There was only one voice, so he 
assumed she was on the phone.
 “ . . . today,” Mrs. Komanski said. “I just took it out of 
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the box.”
 Mr. Bough put his hand up to keep Jack from say-
ing anything, which he wasn’t about to do anyway.
 “I tried to hotsync it and just about burned my 
hand off,” Mrs. Komanski said. “Are they supposed to get 
that hot?  I hit ‘menu’ and it gave me the specials for the 
Greek place across the river.”
 Mr. Bough nodded to Jack.  On Strawberry Island, 
machines, devices, anything with a bit of wiring was 
always on the verge of going haywire.  As Jack, and his 
friend Carlin, had learned—and vowed to keep secret—
patterns and energy were all it took to cast a spell.  Many 
modern machines had thousands of little patterns in them, 
and lots of electrical energy.  Put them in a thin place, 
where magic is easy to call, and you had all the ingredients 
for a misspell: magic out of control.
 “Then I touched the ‘to do list’ button,” Mrs. 
Komanski continued. “The little thing told me to get a hair 
cut, throw out my make-up and buy some clothes from 
this century.  Now I want to know who programmed these 
insults.”
 Mr. Bough leaned close to Jack and dropped his 
voice. “I could use your help.”
 “Then you’ll owe me one,” Jack said.
 “You already owe me,” Mr. Bough said back.
 “This is a tipping customer.”
 “Fine. Just go to the front door and distract her for 
a few minutes.”
 “How?” Jack asked.
 “You’re a bright boy.” Mr. Bough smiled. “I’m not 
going to owe on an easy one.”
 He crept into the Komanski’s garage.  Jack walked 
to the front door and pushed the doorbell.  Mrs. Komanski 
appeared, holding the phone.  Jack apologized for bother-
ing her and asked if she had a spare bag or something to 
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put his newspapers in.  As she stood with her hand over the 
mouthpiece of the phone, he explained in elaborate detail 
about Dill Vernon and the incident with the scooter.  As long 
as he was already exaggerating, he threw in a few dives and 
rolls and a narrow escape from probably losing his leg.  She 
brought him a black plastic garbage bag and returned to her 
phone conversation.
 Jack walked back to his bike and looked at the stack 
of newspapers.  They would all fit in the garbage bag, but he 
wouldn’t be able to put the bag over his shoulder and ride 
his bike.  He was already running late.  People liked to come 
home to their papers.
 “Thank you,” Mr. Bough said.  Jack hadn’t heard him 
approach.  He spun at the sound of his voice.
 “What was the problem?” Jack asked.
 Mr. Bough held out a small, silvery palm-sized comput-
er assistant.  “This could be one of the most literal misspellers 
I’ve ever seen.  I think it’s using magic to follow its own inter-
pretation of the commands.”
 “What do you mean?”
 Mr. Bough pressed the ‘on’ button and showed Jack the 
colorful screen.  It was filled with icons representing different 
programs.  “Watch this.”  He pressed a button that had a pic-
ture of a checklist. 
 The screen swirled.  A ‘to do’ list appeared: 1. Hide this 
Palm Pilot. 2. Tell Jack to forget he ever saw it. 3. Get a life, 
with a girl friend, a car . . . at least a phone.
 “Harsh,” Jack said.
 “You’re telling me.” Mr. Bough touched a ‘menu’ icon 
with the tip of his fingernail.
 Jack leaned forward.  An icon in the center of the 
screen looked like a giraffe.  Without even thinking, he 
touched it with the tip of his index finger.
 The silver Palm Pilot unfolded, expanded, grew legs, a 
neck shot upwards and it became a full-sized giraffe.  It stood 
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between Jack and Mr. Bough, he thought maybe 20 feet 
high.  It was real, living, looking around for something to 
eat.  The only things setting it apart from other giraffes 
Jack had seen, aside from location, were its spots.  They 
were all larger versions of the little computer’s icons.
 Mr. Bough’s hand smacked the spot that looked like 
a calendar.  The giraffe shrunk and folded back into a digi-
tal assistant, nestled into his palm.
 Jack and Mr. Bough looked up and down the street, 
eyes wide.  There was no one else in sight.
 “I better take this home.” Mr. Bough slipped the 
device into one of his large cargo pockets.
 Jack couldn’t think of anything to say.  He cer-
tainly didn’t feel like trying any of the other buttons at the 
moment.
 “Hey,” he said as he knelt down next to his stack of 
newspapers. “You owe me one, right?”
 Mr. Bough crossed his arms in front of his chest. 
 “Could you mend my paperbag?” Jack had seen Mr. 
Bough use mending spells before.  He had smoothed out 
all the scratches and dings he and Carlin had caused on 
her father’s sports car.
 Mr. Bough picked up the bag, mumbled what 
sounded like “vorte votle vool”, traced three triangles in 
the air and ran his fingers over the split like he was clos-
ing a sandwich baggie.  He took it in both hands and 
pulled on it, as if trying to rip it again.  Satisfied that if was 
repaired, he tossed it to Jack.
 “Thanks,” Jack said.
 “Don’t mention it,” Mr. Bough replied. “I mean really.  
Don’t ever mention it.”
 He started down the street, towards the river.

 Carlin and Laurie had more of a guard-and-prisoner 
relationship than anything Carlin might call friendly.  She’d 
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visited Mr. Bough every day for the past week, but he was 
more like a teacher than a buddy.  As she had only lived on 
Strawberry Island for a few weeks, Jack was it in terms of 
friends.
 In a way, not having any other friends made things 
easier.  She was forbidden from telling anyone that magic 
was real and active around her new home.  
As she understood things, a whole world of magic existed 
just on the other side of an undetectable veil.  If you 
laid a blanket over the world, ordinary would be on one 
side, Faerie on the other.  Strawberry Island was one 
of those places in which the veil between the two was 
thin.  Magical energy seeped across, causing all kinds 
of little charms.  Cars forgot for a moment how to start.  
Computers crashed for no obvious reason.  Occasionally, a 
phone rang with no one on the other end.  Worse, magi-
cal creatures tried to make their way across and play with 
unsuspecting humans, making them fall in love at first 
sight, forget who they were or buy bagpipes. 
 Carlin desperately wanted to talk about all of this, 
but Mr. Bough made her promise not to discuss it ever. She 
wasn’t even supposed to talk about it with Jack, but that 
was simply impossible.
 Perhaps, Carlin thought, she could talk with Laurie 
about that pentagon in her pool and still not break her 
vow.
 “When do the caterers come?” Carlin asked as she 
walked into the kitchen.
 Laurie stirred a fresh pitcher of iced tea. “Any min-
ute now.”
 “And the pool’s already done?”
 “What about the pool?” Laurie looked out through 
the patio doors.
 “The lights and lily pads,” Carlin stated.
 “Mom didn’t mention the pool.”
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 Carlin got that chill again, a cold worm under the 
skin of her neck.
 “Must have been the florists,” Laurie guessed. 
 Carlin didn’t like the answer.  “Why didn’t Mom tell 
us to stay out of the pool?”
 “I don’t know.” Laurie poured her tea into a tall 
glass.  “She probably forgot.”
 “She didn’t forget anything.  She made a list and 
checked it forty times.”
 “Whatever.” Laurie left.
 Carlin was mad.  She told herself not to be mad at 
Laurie, though.  Her sister didn’t know anything.  To her, a 
pentagon was just another shape.  
 To Carlin, a large, unexplained pentagon was a 
potential porthole to another world, through which faeries 
could leap, casting spells and turning people into ham-
sters, marzipan or butternut squash.
 She couldn’t blame Laurie for not knowing that.
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Chapter 3  Found and Lost

  With his newly repaired canvas bag full of papers, 
Jack pumped the pedals of his bike.  One of the derailers 
was bent, so he couldn’t change gears and the gear he 
was stuck in took all his strength to get turning.  Once he 
got moving he had to slow up, because the bike’s natural 
click click started to sound like a dentist’s drill.  There were 
a lot of stops and starts on his paper route, so this bike 
was not his favorite thing right now.
 Jack was on his shortcut through the fields.  The 
large mounds of dirt, trees and wild bushes always made 
him cautious.  The terrain ensured that you really didn’t 
know what was around the next corner.  He wound across 
the hard, dirt path.  Tall grass and weeds thwapped his 
legs.  He had to dodge a large rock or two.  Then he 
approached the exit, where the path let out into the street.  
He still felt a tiny twinge of nerves when he got the end.  It 
was the place from which, the previous week, Dill Vernon 
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had splattered him with mud.  He saw the goopy crater 
now.
 Next to it was a good-sized, glossy, black television 
set, sitting on the curb, looking at him.
 Jack stopped and peered into the screen.  It peered 
back at him.  He thought it might actually blink, until he 
told himself he was being foolish.  He slid his paperbag off 
his shoulder, got off his bike and kneeled down next to the 
TV. The screen was perfect, not even a smudge, let alone a 
crack.  The casing was scratchless.  The cord was wrapped 
neatly around the prongs in the back.  It even had the 
remote, nestled in the cord.  He took in a sharp blast of air 
through his nose.  That smell.  It was like the store.  This 
television smelled like it was right out of the box.
 Jack looked around, although he wasn’t really sure 
for what.  A moving van or maybe TV cameras.  Nobody 
left a new TV on the side of the road.  It had to be a mis-
take or a prank.
 There was no one around.  The fields were at the 
end of the housing development.  The nearest home was 
hundreds of feet away and it didn’t look too lively.  
 A brand new television.  It could be his.  Jack’s 
whole family only had one television for its five very dif-
ferent viewing tastes.  With this TV he could let his two 
brothers and parents argue while he went up to his room 
and watched whatever he wanted.  No sharing, no lay-
ing on the floor hoping his brothers didn’t get bored with 
whatever Dad had picked—he very frequently chose the 
Weather Channel and made the whole family watch an 
hour special on cumulous clouds or rain distribution—dur-
ing which his brothers secretly jabbed him in the ribs with 
their pointy toes.
 Jack carefully lifted the TV.  He needed both arms 
and every oodle of strength.  He took a few steps back into 
the high grass and set it back down.  He ripped up some 
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of the leafier weeds and thoroughly hid it.
 His neck tingled.  He felt like he was being watched.  
He snapped his head around.  No one there.  He made his 
face into a bunch of creases and wrinkles and grunted. He 
had no time for weird feelings.  He had to get the rest of 
his papers delivered, grab a wagon from home and get 
back here before someone else discovered his treasure.

 Carlin disliked the design on the swimming pool 
so much that she decided to get rid of it.  This was a gutsy 
thing to even consider.  Carlin’s mother did not throw 
together parties in a few moments.  She picked out every 
knife, napkin and nosegay.  She was so thorough Carlin 
had a difficulty believing there were no stern instructions 
about the pool, like ‘Don’t go near in it or near it.’  
 That her mom hadn’t mentioned the pool actually 
made Carlin think something more sinister. . .  Something. 
. . She didn’t know what.  It was pretty far fetched to think 
someone would come over to the LaSalle house in the 
middle of the day and decorate their swimming pool with 
a magical rune.  Was it too far fetched to think some mis-
chievous faerie put thoughts of a pentagon in a gardener’s 
head?  Because mischievous fairies were kind of ‘close 
fetched’ lately.  Far too close.
 She sat down at the edge of the pool where the 
top of the star pointed.  The lights were strung like a piece 
of string art.  Someone had placed a heavy iron base—the 
kind they used to plant big umbrellas on the porch—at 
five places around the pool.  Then they crisscrossed the 
light strings in a star pattern.  The pentagon formed in 
the middle.  Lily pads and flowers floated about without 
regard to the lights.
 Carlin’s father, Laurie and she had a secret joke: 
Before any get-together, mom might come apart.  Carlin’s 
mother became very different before functions at their 
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home.  Little things became large.  She would whirl her 
arms and spit acid if the ice cubes weren’t the right size, 
the candles were the wrong shade of white or their father 
wore a blue suit when the event so obviously called for 
gray.  Their father’s understanding was helpful when she 
was threatening to throw out your bike because you 
couldn’t get it out of her sight in time.
 If Carlin’s mother had planned the star design, 
Carlin couldn’t imagine what she’d do if the design were 
simply gone.  She’d explode.  Make nasty phone calls. Fire 
people.  If she ever found out Carlin was at fault, she’d be 
grounded for the summer, forbidden to see Jack or Mr. 
Bough or worse.  Carlin was better off not imagining it, 
because she couldn’t take any chances.  The pentagon had 
to go.
 The lights were not plugged in.  There was nothing 
keeping them aloft other than the base, which she tipped.  
The light string slid off and into the pool.  She repeated 
the step four more times until the lights lay under five feet 
of water.
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Chapter 4  Ready, Set . . .

 Carlin hated watching Laurie get ready.  She hated 
the way she held outfits up to herself, looked in the mirror, 
then threw the clothes onto her bed like they were on fire 
or something.  Carlin hated the fact that she could never 
tell what was wrong with the outfit Laurie had just thrown 
away.  They always seemed great to her.  In fact, if Carlin 
asked to borrow that very same outfit that her sister had 
just treated like trash, Laurie would say “not in this life-
time.”
 Carlin hated watching Laurie put on makeup.  First 
of all, Carlin was not allowed any makeup, so there was a 
pinch of jealousy involved.  She understood that.  But if 
she were allowed, she wouldn’t sit at the vanity for two 
hours dabbing something invisible on her cheeks then 
brushing something invisible away.
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 The part when Laurie finished the dressing and 
makeup was also hateable.  She stood before her full-
length mirror and carefully inspected every inch of herself, 
while Carlin sat on the edge of her bed.
 “How do I look?” Laurie usually asked.
 “Fine,” Carlin usually answered.  It was always a little 
bit of a lie.  Carlin refused to say ‘beautiful’ or ‘stunning’ or 
‘wow’.  Laurie knew she was gorgeous.  Carlin didn’t want 
to remind her.  She had long, golden hair and long golden 
legs and even a long, golden neck.  Boys of any age, even 
babies, smiled at her.  They couldn’t help it.  Sometimes 
they tripped over Carlin, smiling at Laurie.  Carlin hated 
that, too.
 The first time they had met Barry, Laurie’s current 
boy-friend, he patted Carlin on the head like she was the 
poodle Laurie was walking.  Carlin wanted to say “who’s 
this keg of rootbeer?” but didn’t.  She hated that she didn’t 
say that.
 Carlin hated watching Laurie leave.  Off to the 
mainland, movies, miniature golf.  At least tonight she was 
staying home for the party.  
 But the thing Carlin hated most was the fact that 
she watched every time, before every date or shopping 
trip or whatever.  She wasn’t fully sure why. 

 There was no way Jack could get the TV up to his 
room.  It was just too heavy for the stairs.  The same was 
true of the basement.  Jack settled for the garage, which 
was where the tools were anyway.  He wheeled in the 
wagon, with the TV on it, and looked for a place to put the 
television.  
 And looked and looked.  The Olivers’ garage was 
next to the house, but not connected.  It had two wooden 
barn doors.  Swung open, you could drive two pick-up 
trucks in, side-by-side.  Unfortunately, that meant it was 
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easy to fill will old tires, boat parts, white marine bumpers 
with bits of dried seaweed still stuck to them, miles of rope, 
gallons of cleaning fluid in dozens of partly-filled contain-
ers, nets, hooks, flimsy boxes and stray pieces of planks and 
pylons, each too short to be of much use besides blocking a 
trailer wheel.
 There was no place special for the TV, so Jack left it 
in the wagon.  He got it close to a power outlet, pulled off 
the garbage bag and unwrapped the cord from its prongs, 
plugged it in and turned it on.
 Nothing.
 He poked the ‘power’ button a hundred times.  
 Nothing.
 He pushed all the buttons on the remote.  
 Nothing. 
 Jack tried everything he could think of to get the tele-
vision working.  He took off the back of the TV, despite the 
warnings.  As his mind had been inside a computer monitor 
last week, he felt pretty confident about looking around inside 
the TV.  He set up his father’s circuit tester and checked to see 
if electricity was getting from the wall to the switch.  It was.  
He checked around some more and found power was getting 
to the boards, the coil, everywhere.  There was no reason the 
TV shouldn’t have at least hummed a little.  
 He gazed into the open TV.  It reminded him of a little 
city.  Tiny square buildings connected by green roads, the 
occasion tall, round tower and lots of power and phone lines.  
He thought back to when he could feel inside the circuits.  He 
remembered what it was like.  The electricity came in through 
the cord.  The power supply changed it some, so it wouldn’t 
melt all the pieces.  Some of the power went to the parts that 
took in a signal and turned it into pictures and sound.  Some 
of the power went to the speakers, so you could hear the 
show.  Most of the power went to the picture tube.  The big 
tube that you watched took most of the electricity.  
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 For a moment, Jack wished he could leave his body 
and go back into the wires and chips and see what was 
wrong.  
 With a touch of magic he could fix this thing.
 And that gave him a terrible idea.
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Chapter 5  Mending Made Worse

 Strawberry Island is set between the United States 
and Canada like an uncut stone in a necklace of water.  The 
citizens are, for the most part, Americans, though neither 
country seems to take a great deal of interest in the place.  
It was only in the past 50 years that people chose to live 
on the island for longer than a summer.   The Iroquois 
Indians, who lived in the lands around the island for hun-
dreds of generations, never settled on the island itself.  
They would come to hunt deer, trap beaver or collect 
wild strawberries, from which some argue the place got 
its name (others say it is the island’s shape, which could 
be a called a strawberry with ample use of imagination.)  
The Native Americans didn’t stay long, though.  There 
were strict tribal rules forbidding anyone from being on 
Strawberry Island during a full moon.  No one wanted to 
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build a longhouse they would have to leave
three days out of every month.  That would get real tough 
in the winter.  
 It was only after people outgrew the nearby cities 
of Buffalo and Niagara Falls that people began to inhabit 
the island year round.  In the 1950s suburbs became the 
craze.  The land on the island was difficult to get to, so it 
was cheap.  Soon, dozens of identical, single-story, one-car 
garage homes rose along the water’s edge and back from 
the main ferry launch.  It was peaceful, yet near civilization.  
It was the middle of nowhere and a five-minute boat ride 
from art galleries, orchestras and banks.  Once people got 
used to the inconvenience of not being able to drive right 
to work or right home, they learned to love the safety and 
serenity of the place.
 All of those people were over the age of 13.
 If you were under the age of 13, the island was 
more like an open-air zoo than a suburb.  Kids could roam 
about seemingly free, but truly unable to get anywhere at 
all.  The river was not wide around any part of the island 
and the current was, thanks to Niagara Falls, extraordi-
narily fast.  The varsity team could swim to the main land.  
Maybe.  Unless you had a boat, you were marooned on the 
island as sure as Crusoe or Gilligan.
 Summers on Strawberry Island could be quietly 
and consistently painful to a new teenager.  During the 
school year you were forced into buses and rooms with 
other people.  During the summer, you had to really work 
to see anyone else.  You had to bike for miles or bug your 
parents to drive you to a friend’s house.  Parents that were 
home during the summer did horrendous things, like put 
vinyl siding on their houses or remove every piece of teak-
wood and brass from their boats, paint and seal the hulls, 
then put it all fixtures and trim back.  Other parents tried 
to rescue their children by stuffing them into minivans and 
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driving them to another coastal community somewhere 
for two weeks.  Like that made any sense.
 Boat repair, home repair and family trips do not 
teach the recent 13-year-old how to be a teenager.  After 
the bicycle, television was the most important thing on 
Strawberry Island.  Finding your very own television, that 
was even better than finding a pirate’s chest.  If you found 
an old crate full of gold, you’d have to ask your parents 
to take you to someone who would trade the gold for 
money. Then you’d go buy a new TV.  Finding a TV saved 
you two whole steps.
 The television was so valuable, Jack sat and pon-
dered his terrible idea for over an hour.
 Jack’s stomach rumbled.  He remembered that he’d 
skipped dinner. 
 Wind burst in, squeaking the garage doors and jos-
tling the belts and cables and sparkplug packages hang-
ing on the pegboard.  Anything on a hook began to sway.  
Jack felt a shiver up his back.  His shoulders wiggled all on 
their own.
 He knelt down in front of the television.  He could 
see himself in the rounded, black screen.  The TV looked 
at him.  Not his reflection, either.  This was different.  He 
watched the dark image of his hand raise and his pointer-
finger stick out.  It moved slowly towards the ‘on’ button.
 Last week Jack had watched Mr. Bough use a 
mending spell.  Three times, Mr. Bough had moved his 
hands and said a couple of strange words.  The first time 
fixed the paint on Carlin’s father’s car.  The second time 
took care of a dent on the driver’s door.  The third time, 
he cast the spell over he laptop computer, making all the 
cracks and scratches evaporate.  Mr. Bough used the spell 
again that afternoon to repair Jack’s paperbag.
 Four times was enough to fix the fixing spell in 
Jack’s memory.  He didn’t know if he could do it, but he 
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knew enough to try.
 “Magic and technology do not mix,” Mr. Bough told 
Carlin and Jack as often as he could.  That little computer 
that turned into a giraffe was only the most recent exam-
ple in Jack’s memory.
 Still, Jack said to himself, Mr. Bough had used this 
mending spell on a car and a computer.  It must not be 
that bad a spell.
 Wind puffed hard again, like it was trying to swat 
his finger from the switch.  The hairs on his arm bristled.  
The garaged doors fluttered and creaked.
 Jack said, “vorte votle vool”, drew three triangles in 
the air with his fingertip, and pushed the black jellybean of 
an ‘on’ switch.  
 The TV hummed so low he almost missed it.  It 
crackled and hissed, then made a loud, wet kissing sound.  
Jack jumped.
 No light.  No tiny star in the center of the picture 
tube.  Jack stared at the blackness until . . .
 “Hello, Jack,” oozed out.  It was a smooth, quiet 
voice, like James Bond’s, Jack thought, were James half the 
size.
 What am I thinking, he yelled in his head.  It said 
my name!  He couldn’t blink or breathe.
 “How have you been?” the television asked.  
“Keeping your head about you, I see.  Keeping your whole 
body.  As to be expected.  Never twice the same device.  
Let it not be said I beat the rules dead, though I may try 
and ply and pry.”
 “What . . .” dribbled out from between Jack’s lips.  
 “Not what,” the TV said. “Who is the question.  The 
answer to which is me.”
 Jack shook.  His nerves didn’t quite know what to 
do.  He’d never heard the voice before because the last 
time he’d met this person he was in Jack’s own body, using 
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Jack’s vocal cords.  He knew the phrasing, though.  The 
nonsense speech.
 “Puck,” Jack said.
 “At your disservice.”
 The black, rounded, rectangular screen rose off 
the surface of the television.  Jack’s mouth bent down at 
the corners.  His lips parted.  The TV was still intact, but a 
screen shaped hole now floated in the air above it.
 “Oh yes,” Puck’s voice slid out of the screen.  “Let the 
old men try and the little girl’s cry.  Puck has found a new 
way to fly.”
 The black patch of sky twisted in the air.  Jack 
gasped.  The hole had no other side.  It was only vis-
ible when it faced you.  Puck tumbled and swooped out 
through the front of the garage.
 Jack was very glad his brothers were not home to 
hear him let out one, brief, scream.
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Chapter 6  Party Crashers

 This was the most completely boring party Carlin 
could remember, or even conceive.  And she tried.  As 
she stood there, hands behind her back, rocking back 
and forth on her new, white sandals—purchased by her 
mother to go with the blue and white polkadot summer 
dress that was made for Carlin in New York just for this 
occasion—she tried to think of any way this party could 
be more mind-numbingly boring.  She couldn’t.  The music 
was wordless tinkling.  She didn’t know anyone.  No one 
spoke to her.  Once in a while one of her parents would 
point her out to a stranger and wave and smile.  Even 
those moments of showing fake excitement were over 
now that all of the guests had arrived, clumped into little 
circles and begun to kick their heads back and roar at 
things Carlin couldn’t hear.
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 There were two waitresses that walked around 
with trays of hors d’oeuvres.  They were about Laurie’s age, 
maybe a little older.  One of them was nice.  After realizing 
that Carlin would eat anything except mushrooms, she 
came to her first with a fresh batch of whatevers.  Carlin 
didn’t know the names of most things.  She liked the black 
bubbles on razor-thin toast, even though they were salty.  
She also liked the fishy bacon stuff folded like roses.  The 
cucumbers with ghosts of cream on top reminded her of 
socks for some reason.  She ate them any ways.  It was all 
she had to do.
 “Hey, sailor.  How’ bout a drink.” 
 Carlin whirled around and smiled with just the left 
side of her mouth.  “Don’t mind if I do.”
 Her father stood with two drinks in tall, sweat-
ing glasses.  He had small, yellow napkins wrapped 
around them to catch the drips.  Everyone at the party 
was dressed in billowing silks and party dresses, all high-
lighted with flashes of gold and pearl.  Despite the qual-
ity of clothing present, Carlin thought her Dad managed 
to stand out.  His pants had credit-card creases.  His blue 
shirt seemed to float around him, more like a sail than a 
garment.  Of course, she admitted, she would have been 
partial to anyone who actually came up and talked to her.
 “A cocktail, Miss?” He handed her a golden drink, 
with a straw and tiny paper umbrella.  An island of what 
looked to be mango floated on top.  “Mango ginger-ale.  
Invented just for you.”
 “I’m honored.”  She took the drink and a big sip.  It 
was, of course, delicious.
 “No, I’m honored,” her father said. “I really appreci-
ate you doing this.”
 “It’s not so bad.”
 “For who?” he pretended to be shocked. “See that 
guy talking to your mother.”
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 Carlin glanced over.  The man looked like large 
potato with legs and wire glasses.
 “He owes me money, so he keeps avoiding me.”
 “Can’t avoid mom, I guess.”
 “No one can.” Carlin’s father smiled with half of his 
mouth. “The gentleman in the stripes, by the torch.  I owe 
him money, so I’m avoiding him.”
 “Does he have a wife like mom?”
 “The current one is too young for those skills.”  Her 
dad tilted his head the other way. “That guy in the white 
jacket that laughs too loud.”
 “Yeah,” Carlin knew him without looking.  He’d pat-
ted her on the head when he came in.  She was too old for 
head pats.
 “He owes everybody money and doesn’t care.”
 “Ah.” Carlin nodded. “So he’s having fun.”
 “No one knows how to have more.”
 Carlin took another sip of her drink.  “Are you hav-
ing fun?”
 There was some waving to the right.  They both 
looked.  Carlin’s mom, in her long, sleek pink dress stared 
at her husband, stirring the air with her hand.  Carlin’s 
father bowed and strolled away.
 Carlin turned towards the pool.  Her heart stopped, 
causing all her blood freeze and her head to get fuzzy.  
 The pool was lit with a string of lights in the shape 
of a star.  The center was a pentagon big enough for an 
elephant.
 Her heart started up again.  This wasn’t the end of 
the world.  It was just a shape.  She couldn’t go the rest of 
her life being afraid of things with five sides.
 She picked her head up to see the real stars.  
Something swished across the night sky.  She couldn’t tell 
what.  Whatever it was, was too dark to define.
 Bats? She knew they were common around here.  
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This seemed a lot bigger though.  She scanned the sky furi-
ously.  Back and forth, waiting to catch more darkness.  
 They teach you in school that everyone has five senses.  
Sight, hearing, taste, touch and smell.  Carlin believed that she 
had a sixth sense, which she had not yet named.  It was a kind 
of magic detector located in the center of her forehead.  It was 
buzzing like a bee in a bottle.
 There.  Just at the treetops.  A shadow swooping down 
and towards the house.  What was that?  She looked higher 
and around.  What made a squarish shadow?  Certainly not a 
bird or a bat.  She didn’t hear a plane or a helicopter.
 Again.  Near the side of the house.  Garden lights put 
a bright patch on the wall, up to the windows of the kitchen.  
A rounded, rectangular shadow flew through the light and, it 
seemed to Carlin, between the window and the sash.
 “Psst.” 
 Carlin’s spun towards the pool house.   Her heart 
stopped again.  Her stomach curled.
 “Carlin.”  
 Someone was trying to shout a whisper.
 “Come here.”
 It sounded like Jack. 
 Carlin hoped off the patio, hit the soft garden bed 
that lead up to it, skillfully avoiding both the begonias and 
Japanese Maple.  She jumped again, so as not to trample any 
of the violets and landed two paces from the pool house.  
 Jack peeked around from behind.
 “AAAAAHG!”  A woman’s scream rang out from inside 
the kitchen.
 “We’ve got problems,” Jack said.  “Puck’s back.”
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Chapter 7  Getting Help

 Carlin, and all of the guests, watched her dad dash 
into the house through the patio doors.  The only sound 
was the trickling waterfall and the tinkling piano music 
and the heels of Carlin’s mom’s shoes hitting the slate.  She 
followed her husband by a couple yards, unable to move 
quite as quickly.
 “What’s going on?” Carlin asked Jack without 
removing her attention from the back of the house.
 “No idea,” Jack replied. “My TV screen somehow 
became, I don’t know . . . a hole in the air, I guess.”
 “A square hole?” Carlin asked.  “Like just a TV 
screen?”
 “And Puck’s voice comes out.”
 They both stared at the three bright kitchen win-
dows.  From this angle they could tell people were moving 
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around inside, but that was all.
 “The hole is in my house.” Carlin watched the shad-
ows on the ceiling of the kitchen.  They were dull gray and 
fleeting.  Not pure black and permanent.
 “I chased him here,” Jack said, though it almost 
sounded like a question.
 “Carlin!”  Laurie’s shout was mix of anger and con-
cern. 
Carlin and Jack looked up at the brink of the patio.  Laurie 
stood so erect her white dress looked like it was carved 
out of marble.  Hands on hips, elbows out. She spotted 
Carlin.  “Get up here,” came out in what sounded like one 
word.
 “What are we going to do?” Carlin asked Jack.
 “What’s he doing here?” Laurie yelled carefully, try-
ing not to get the attention of the guests.
 “Leaving,” Carlin tossed over her shoulder, without 
taking her eyes off Jack. “Go get Mr. Bough.  I’ll keep an 
eye on things here.”
 “You sure?” Jack obviously wasn’t.
 “Carlin!” Laurie yelled more loudly.
 Carlin made kind of frog face, puffing out her 
cheeks and holding her mouth in a grimace.  She didn’t 
have any appropriate words.  She clutched her dress, 
raised the bottom about an inch, and scampered across 
the patio. 

 Jack ducked around the back of the pool house.  
He ran in its shadow to the hedgerow, crawled through a 
tight and scratchy opening, then ran to the front of Carlin’s 
house.  The driveway had a Jaguar, Mercedes, Porsche . . 
. Jack stopped looking.  He wanted to walk slowly, weav-
ing in and out, taking in all the beautiful steel and leather 
details.  But he couldn’t.  This was important.  Puck.  
Aggravating, nasty and possibly dangerous.  And again, 
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Jack felt responsible, just like last week.  That mending 
spell was a terrible idea and he knew and used it anyway.
 Jack ran down the street.  Not a full run.  He wanted 
to make it all the way to Mr. Bough’s house.  He’d have to 
pace himself.  He didn’t know how far it was, he was never 
good judging meters or miles.  He knew it would take all 
of ten minutes, though.  Maybe more if he burnt out too 
soon.
 Puck shouldn’t be here, Jack insisted as he jogged.  
They had closed the portal last week.  
 Mr. Bough, and the mysterious ‘Branch’ for which 
he worked, spent day and night, and who knew how many 
dollars, keeping magic out of this world.  They stopped at 
nothing to keep magic’s very existence a total secret, even 
using magic themselves if they had to.  
 Jack had learned a few things in the past week.  
Like, Mr. Bough’s job in the fight against magic was to 
run a ‘dark house’ on Strawberry Island.  The opposite of a 
lighthouse, a darkhouse made it difficult for magic to find 
its way to this side of the veil.  Mr. Bough maintained a 
permanent counter-spell that made it very difficult to sum-
mon much magical energy anywhere near his house or the 
island on which it sat.  They built his house in the thinnest 
of the thin place.  The counter-spell involved the continu-
ous burning of herbs and garlic and oils for which Jack had 
no name.  Burning the stuff created terrible odors around 
his home.  The bad smell meant the counter-spell was 
working, and the world would run pretty much the way it 
was supposed to.  No Dragons.  No Trolls.  No one turning 
cities into gold.
 Long before Jack was able to see Mr. Bough’s light-
less house, he could smell it: stale bread, a backed-up 
sewer and the powder they throw down when somebody 
gets sick on the school bus.  Jack was actually happy to 
get a whiff of it.  The counter-spell was running.  Magic 
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couldn’t go wild.
 And Puck shouldn’t be here, he insisted to himself, 
again.

 Laurie adjusted her stance, pushing her right hip 
out, to look extra sassy, Carlin supposed.  “I told you to stay 
right here, not run off with your—”
 Carlin walked right passed her.  Laurie stopped 
mid-sentence, kind of stunned.
 Carlin paid no attention.  She concentrated on the 
patio doors.  Going inside.  Tracking down a shadow part 
of her really did not want to find.  She took a deep breath 
and slid open the door to kitchen.  
 The waitress Carlin liked was sitting at the center 
island, holding a glass of water in both hands.  She gazed 
into it like it was an aquarium.  Carlin’s mother had a hand 
on her shoulder.  Carlin’s father, arms crossed on his chest, 
had a stern, concerned look she was not used to seeing.  
He caught sight of Carlin and his thick, black eyebrows 
bounced up his forehead.
 “Everything’s fine, Scooter,” he said. “Go back out to 
the party.”
 “What happened?” she tried to use a serious busi-
ness voice, not a scared little kid voice.
 “Nothing.” Carlin’s mom used her sweet voice.  The 
one that was unbelievable.
 Carlin focused on the waitress.  “Did you see some-
thing, miss?”
 “Carlin!” her mom yelped, horrified.
 “Like a bat?” Carlin continued.
 The waitress had short, playful brown hair that did 
not go with the droopy eyes she turned on Carlin.  “Yes,” 
she said slowly, like she was trying to make that fit into 
what she really did see.
 “Did you see a bat?” Carlin’s father asked.
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 “I think so.” Carlin didn’t want to tell a full lie.  She 
wasn’t about to go into the truth either.  That would take 
the whole night, if it were even possible.  “I’m not like a bat 
expert.”
 Carlin father looked at her mother. “A bat.”  They 
were visibly relieved.
 Her parents rushed back outside to tell everyone 
it was only a bat, nothing to worry about, this was one of 
those things one had to deal with on the island, the price 
for privacy.  Carlin slipped into the hallway.  
 The LaSalle house was, Carlin knew with a bit of 
embarrassment, enormous.  It was just a little bigger than 
the Island library and firehouse combined, and that was 
leaving out the potting shed, pool house and boathouse 
down on the river.  It would take her all night to search the 
whole place.  Even then, could she find a hole in the air?  
Puck could probably slip into any one of the 75 closets, 22 
cabinets or three steamer trunks, and she’d never notice.
Carlin realized that to find Puck, she would have to figure 
out what he was doing here.  She’d have to figure out 
where, in the house, he would even want to go.
 She put a hand over her mouth and tapped her first 
finger against her cheek.  “Hum.”
 Puck had been in the house the week before, when 
he was using Jack’s body to get around.  He’d been in this 
hall, she knew that.  He’d been in her room and her Dad’s 
office.  Was any of that of interest to him?  She didn’t know.  
She didn’t know why Puck did any of the things he did.  
What she did know was that those rooms were a good 
place to start her search.  Puck might go where he’d gone 
before.
 She looked at the stairs and swallowed.  Her throat 
was dry.  She remembered she was still holding half a 
glass of mango ginger-ale and chuckled a little.  Forgetting 
what’s in your hand.  Very funny.  She took a sip and put 
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her foot on the first stair.
 “Hummmm.”
 This time it wasn’t her making the sound.  It wasn’t 
even a human hum, more like an instrument or big tuning 
fork.  It came from the family room.  Carlin backed down the 
stairs and moved quietly around the corner.
 The family room was the size of a classroom.  On one 
wall it had a fireplace big enough to stand in, on the other 
was an entertainment center big enough to match it.  The two 
massive leather couches and the various chairs were angled 
so everyone could get a good view of the television, which 
was the size of a door, if the door was laid on it’s side.  The 
humming seemed to be coming from the TV.
 Carlin set her drink down and pressed her hands 
together—she wasn’t sure why—and slowly made her way to 
the entertainment center.  Several of the tiny green and red 
lights were on, which she expected.  The piano music outside 
was coming from the stereo in here.  The TV wasn’t on and it 
was not giving off any reflections.
 “I remember you,” the TV said.
 “Eee.” Carlin stiffened. 
 “You’re the brassy lass that likes to punch and poke 
me.”
 “Puck,” Carlin said into the dull, flat screen.
 “Less than more,” Puck returned. “But I am working on 
it.  Now, are you the kind of girl who would rather know my 
plans for the evening before she tried to ruin them?”
 “Yes,” she said, not fully sure of the question.  “At least 
about the ruining part.”
 “Wrong,” Puck returned. “The correct answer was ‘I do 
not know the type of girl I am.’ Just yet, anyway.  No matter. I 
yearn to help you learn.”
 The black rectangle, with rounded corners, that was 
Puck flew off the face of the TV.  It was less than half the size 
of the screen it – or he, rather - left.  Carlin retreated until her 
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legs hit the coffee table.  She pressed her lips together so 
she wouldn’t look like the gaping fool she felt like.
 Puck whirled around the room.  Carlin refused to 
lose sight of him.  He was only visible on one side, so it 
was no easy task.
 “Willy,” Puck said as he passed over her head. “Give 
it a try.”
 “Alright,” came a familiar voice from the large 
screen television. “I have hope that this is more fun than 
last time.”
 A black rectangle, 50 inches from diagonal corners, 
rose from the screen.  It lumbered into the air, like a huge, 
pointed bird.
 “Eeee,” Carlin let out as she plopped back onto the 
coffee table, trying to get as far from the thing as possible.
 “This will do.”  Willy floated in the air, swinging side 
to side, as if trying to balance himself on an unseen wire.  
He, too, was only visible on one side.
 “Come then.” Puck sounded eerily cheerful. “There 
are many more ‘tell a visions’ to call on.”
 Puck and Willy raced around the room faster than 
Carlin could spin, then shot out into the hall.
 She whispered, “flying fudge” as she was not 
allowed to swear.

 Jack pounded on Mr. Bough’s door.  There was no 
answer.  He looked through the window.  There were no 
candles lit.  It wasn’t much past 8 O’clock.  The guy couldn’t 
be in bed.  He pounded again.  Still nothing.
 Jack tried the door, but it was locked.  He didn’t 
even know there was a lock.  He was out of breath, his legs 
ached and he was weak from missing supper.  He was also 
persistent.  He ran around back and crossed the concrete 
patio.  He tried the back door.  He pounded on it with both 
fists.  Being aluminum, and not well seated into the frame, 

38

The Wrong Channel



it made a monstrous racket.  People three houses down 
probably heard him.
 Proving to Jack that Mr. Bough was not home.
 “Flying fudge,” he said, and punched the door one 
last time.
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Chapter 8  Plans

 Carlin chased the two holes in the air up the stairs 
to the second floor.  Puck and Willy didn’t pay her any 
mind, so they weren’t exactly fleeing from her.  They flew 
down the hall and into her father’s office.  She was not sur-
prised.  They had both been in there before. 
 “You try that one on the pedestal,” she heard Puck 
order.  “I’ll try this one on the shelf.”
 She ran into the room, not sure what she could do.  
Willy, the bigger rectangle, descended onto the computer 
monitor that sat atop her father’s chrome and glass desk.  
The monitor vanished, like someone had erased it.  What 
felt like a small bolt of icy electricity jolted down her spine.  
The impossibleness of the sight was too awful.  She turned 
and watched Puck flatten himself out over the TV on the 
bookshelf.  Its screen was just a few inches smaller than 
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Puck, so he blocked out the edges.
 “This one is dead,” Willy called out.
 “You are not doing it right,” Puck called back.
 “This one tells no tales, I tell you.”
 “Shards and shallots, you could not cook water 
from a well.”
 Carlin did not consider herself overly brave or par-
ticularly foolhardy.  Nor, she told herself, was she some 
helpless damsel waiting for a knight to catch her when she 
fainted.  She went up to Puck, spread out her fingers and 
tried to tear him off the screen like he was a poster she’d 
outgrown.
 Her fingers dredged through nothingness. 
 “Whoo,” Puck howled. “I have not been tickled since 
I wore an acorn’s cap.”
 She looked at her hand.  No marks.  No change at 
all.  It was as if Puck, and the TV screen to which he was 
clinging, were not there.

 Jack huffed, bent at the waist and grabbed his 
knees.  So much running and no finish line.  He couldn’t 
run back to Carlin’s.  He didn’t have it in him.  He needed 
a ride, which gave him an idea.  He walked around to the 
front of Mr. Bough’s garage and lifted up the old-fash-
ioned, one-piece wooden door.  Mr. Bough had a tremen-
dously cool bicycle, bought, Jack was told, from the Swiss 
military, complete with saddlebags, a head light, heavy-
duty gears.
 It wasn’t there.
 Jack dropped his head.

 Carlin looked frantically around the office.  There 
must be something she could do?  Something she could 
use?  Puck was here, so he couldn’t be ‘not here’, and there-
fore, un-catchable.  She wouldn’t allow that possibility.
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 Books.  Computer cables.  CDs.  Pens.  A silvery 
knife-like letter-opener?   No.  If you couldn’t grab a hole in 
the air, you certainly couldn’t stab one.  She thought about 
closing the door and trying to trap them, but she’d already 
seen Puck slide between a closed kitchen window and it’s 
sash. He was thinner than tissue.
 Puck flew off the TV and made a quick figure-eight 
in front of her.  “Rise off,” he told Willy.  “I shall give it a try.”
 Willy floated up, revealing the thin, gray computer 
monitor underneath.  He hovered near the ceiling as Puck 
slapped himself onto the screen.
 “Not bad, chums.”
 Carlin looked back at the TV on the shelf.  She rec-
ognized this new voice, too.
 A black rectangle with rounded corners lifted off 
from the screen.  “I can float, flitter and fly.”  Nilly sounded 
very proud of himself.  He zipped up to the ceiling and 
curled around like a tube.  He uncurled and zoomed to 
other side of the room in less than second.  Nilly sliced 
back through the air, cutting around and halting right in 
Carlin’s face.
 “I know you,” he said. “You are the girl from one of 
the yesterdays.”
 Without thinking, Carlin pushed on the either side 
of the hole.  Nilly flew backwards towards the windows. 
Carlin’s eyebrows popped up and she let out a small, 
“wow.”  So there was something there, at least on the 
edges.
 Nilly took off again, circling Carlin and stopping in 
front of her, this time a little farther from her face.  “I recall 
not caring for, enjoying or remotely liking you.”
 “The feeling was mutual.” Carlin lunged at Nilly, 
reaching for his edges.  He shot upwards and out of her 
closing arms.
 “Right as a left on Dobbs Street,” Puck announced. 
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“This ‘tell a vision’ has not a vision to tell.”  He launched 
from the computer monitor.  “Nilly, stop playing with that 
humdrum and follow me.”  He flew out into the hall.
 Carlin made half a step after him and stopped.  
Puck was back.
 “You too, Willy,” Puck said. “There are many more 
toys in this box.”
 Puck flew off again, Willy and Nilly in his wake.

 Jack wanted to get back to Carlin’s and he wanted 
to reach Mr. Bough.  He couldn’t make either wish come 
true.  The house was full of spell books and potions and 
secret chalks for drawing powerful runes.  Jack didn’t know 
enough about any of it.  Surely there was some kind sum-
mons spell or call for help spell, a basic, harmless conjure 
Mr. Bough could have taught them to keep them out of 
harm.
 Think, Jack, he yelled at himself.  You could solve 
problems before.  You never needed magic.  
What was the last big problem he solved?  The Balchek 
house, he thought.   The Balchek’s soccer ball-size, gray-
white poodle, named Vitz, could jump from a stand to four 
times its height.  The first time he delivered papers there, 
he didn’t know about the dog.  Jack leaned over the patio 
railing to drop the paper behind the screen door.  The dog 
sprang up and nipped his hand.  The prick was no worse 
than a brush with a rose bush, but the shock was huge.
 The dog lurked on the patio every afternoon, mak-
ing it near impossible for Jack to deposit the evening news 
without adding to his hand’s list of scars.
 Jack explained the problem to his father who said, 
if a dog bites you, you’ve got to bite him back.
 He was not about to take a nip at a poodle.  What 
would he do, wrestle it to the ground and get a mouth full 
of fur?  Still, the whole biting thing did give him an idea.
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 The next day, Jack set out with a few oyster crack-
ers in his pocket.  The tiny, tasteless things were plentiful 
in the Oliver household, as Jack’s dad liked to float them in 
his tomato soup.  When Jack arrived at the Balchek house, 
he showed the yipping, bouncing poodle a cracker and 
tossed it to the other side of the patio.  The pooch scram-
bled between the folding chairs, licked it up and scram-
bled back to the front door.  Jack had just enough time to 
deliver the paper.  
 It was a smart and simple solution.  He should, Jack 
figured, be able to come up with another.  He jammed his 
hands on his hips, arched his back and stuck out his belly.  
It was good to stretch, get the blood flowing.  He made 
a quick inventory of the garage.  It was well organized.  
Shovels, hoes, rakes, all kinds of things an herb gardener 
would need.  A hammer and screwdriver hung on a peg-
board.  A spare bicycle wheel.  Nothing close to a spare 
bike, however.
 Why aren’t you here, Mr. Bough? Jack said to him-
self.  You’re never around when we need you.  Almost, any-
way.  You helped this afternoon, when Dill Vernon ripped 
my paperbag.
 “This afternoon,” he said.  “I’m going to bite back.”
 He sprung to a stand.  His eyes moved wildly, 
searching the wall.  There.  In the corner.  Jack reached 
over the workbench and drew a flathead screwdriver from 
its wire loop.  He shoved it in his pocket and made for the 
far wall.  He took the ladder off its pegs and ran outside.  
He leaned the ladder against the house and went back 
into the garage, to the corner where he had spotted what 
he needed most of all.  He hefted a long axe and weighed 
it in his hands.
 It was not a great plan, but he now had, strictly 
speaking, a plan.
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Chapter 9  One More

 Puck soared right into Carlin’s room.  Willy and Nilly 
followed him.  Carlin had guessed that’s where they were 
headed next.  Puck seemed to be sticking to the places 
he’d visited before.  He also seemed to have an uncanny 
memory.  Without error, he was picking rooms with televi-
sion sets.
 Carlin’s mom had brought in a professional decora-
tor before the family moved into the house.  For a reason 
Carlin never heard, the decorator had chosen a vaguely 
fairy tale theme for her room.  Lots of girly white furni-
ture—which Carlin actually liked—and lots of painted-on 
flowers and stones.  As she’d really only been in the house 
for about three weeks, she hadn’t gotten around to com-
plaining or reminding her parents that she was almost in 
highschool.  She filled the room with her stuff, displaying 
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all her books and puppets and stuffed animals.  It was all very 
junior high, but it was also very comfortable.  She’d had it all 
since she could remember and it made the new house feel 
more like home.  Most of her stuff had nothing to do with fairy 
tales or professional decorators, which made it all the better.
 Carlin’s father gave her a stereo, the miniature book-
shelf kind that you might see in an executive’s office.  It looked 
very adult.  That, she would never get around to complain-
ing about.  And a television.  A white one, not much bigger 
than hardback dictionary.  It fit neatly on one the bookcases, 
between the hippos, bears and Nancy Drew collection.
 She couldn’t see much of that stuff now, as Puck had 
plastered himself to the face of her little TV.  He was much big-
ger than the screen, so he blocked out things next to it.  Willy 
and Nilly circled the room faster than the blades of a ceiling 
fan.  It made her too dizzy to watch, so she didn’t.
 Music and muffled laughter rolled in from outside.  
The party had recovered from that poor waitress’s scream.  
For that, Carlin was glad.  She didn’t want her father to get 
all protective and make Laurie hold her hand for the rest of 
the night.  She had other things to do.  Just what those other 
things were she could not say.
 What was it teachers always said before they gave you 
a test?  Carlin asked herself.  If you don’t understand some-
thing, ask?  She chuckled.  She sure didn’t understand this 
mess.  Time to take the advice.
 “What’s your plan this time, Puck?”
 “I would have been more impressed,” Puck answered, 
“had you guessed.”
 “I don’t want to guess.  I want to know.”
 “Knowing from growing is all you will ever do.”
 “I should’ve known better,” Carlin said more to herself 
than to Puck.  He never gave an answer that wasn’t one part 
nonsense to two parts lie. She wondered if he was like that 
with everybody.
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 “Hey, Nilly,” Carlin called out.  “Did Puck tell you his 
plan?  I’d ask Willy, but I know Puck would never tell him.”
 “His plan?”  Nilly spiraled down and halted a few 
feet from Carlin.  “Of course I know every project, every 
plot, every ploy.  I am the corner stone for them all, the 
lynch pin, the key.”
 “I don’t believe you.” Carlin looked away.
 “Is this the right channel?”  A new voice came from 
her little, white television.
 “It is the only channel,” Puck said. 
 Willy floated in behind Nilly.  Up close, he was 
much bigger and blacker.
 “What did you mean,” he said, “Puck would not tell 
me his schemes?”
 “Why don’t you ask Nilly what I meant?”  Carlin 
looked at Nilly, lowered her head just a tad and lifted one 
eyebrow.
 “This feels weird,” the new voice said.  “It’s like I’m 
not anywhere.”
 Puck darted from the television. “If words were 
curds you would be drowning in cheese.”
 “I may not like this,” the voice protested.
 “I certainly may not care.” Puck hovered in the door-
way. “This way, my crew, there is such a much more to do.”
 A black rectangle with rounded corners, not much 
bigger than two open hands, rose slowly off the face of 
Carlin’s television.  It hit the top of the shelf above and 
said, “ouf.”
 The room exploded in laughter.  Puck sounded like 
a trumpet on fire.  Willy hooted as if he were squeezing an 
owl.  Nilly blurted ‘or, or, or,’ over and over again.
 Carlin did not find any of it the least bit amusing.
 “Stop laughing.” The new voice said, with the hint 
that crying might be next. “You are always laughing at me.”
 “Because you are funny,” Willy fit between his hoots.
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 “Funnier than worms in your knickers,” Puck added, 
and they all laughed louder.
 The new patch of nothing fluttered around, cau-
tiously rising higher with each sway.  “Is that why you want 
me along this time?” the voice said. “To keep you all laugh-
ing?”
 “It is not for your muscle,” Willy boomed and started 
chuckling again. “You are down right puny.”
 “Miniscule,” Nilly added.
 “Minute,” Willy giggled.
 “Eh hem,” Puck pretended to clear his throat.  “He 
is the one spot on the cheetah’s coat that he would like to 
have removed.”
 They all roared again, laughing twice as loudly.
 “Enough!” Carlin yelled. “That wasn’t very nice.  You 
guys picked the television.  It’s not his fault he’s small.”
 Puck became silent.  Willy and Nilly continued to 
snort and chortle, though they seemed to be trying to 
stifle it.  Puck pushed himself to a foot from Carlin’s face.
 “You,” Puck said with a slight snarl, “will meddle in 
anything you do not understand.  It is very peculiar for 
someone from this land.”  Puck pressed a little closer and 
made his voice a little softer. “It is also a wonderful way to 
get transformed into a goat.”
 Carlin narrowed her eyes. “Is that a threat?”
 “A possibility.” Puck looped up and around and 
away out the door.  “Follow, follow.  There are more than 
10,000 tell-a-visions in this hollow.”
 Nilly shot through the doorway, with Willy close 
behind.  The new rectangle made a corkscrew pattern in 
the air, roughly in the same path as the others.  To Carlin, 
the newest, smallest piece of blackness seemed unsure.  
He did not fly like he was fully determined to go off and 
cause a riot.  He bobbed and lollygagged, continuing in 
the same direction as his friends, but not, she thought, 
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with the same aim.
 “10,000 televisions,” Carlin mumbled. “That could be 
the most awful thing I’ve ever heard.”
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Chapter 10  Into the Dark

 Jack positioned himself carefully by the back door.  
He stood with his left shoulder almost against it and 
smiled.  He wasn’t an unusually destructive boy.  Just the 
opposite, really.  He thought it was totally dumb when his 
brothers blew up an old action figure, or doused a model 
airplane in gasoline and sent it flaming into the river.  He 
found no pleasure it busting a crate of light-bulbs or 
smacking eggs with two-by-fours.  Wrecking things with-
out some purpose was just a waste.
 His plan was destruction with a point.  He could 
enjoy that.  He wished he had more time to savor the 
moment.
 Jack brought the axe high over his head and 
smashed it down on the junction of the doorknob and the 
door.  Sparks flew, the doorknob flew and the axe made 
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a dead ‘clink’ on the concrete stair.  Jack dropped the axe 
and took the screwdriver out of his back pocket.  He poked 
it into the hole where the doorknob had been attached.  
He felt around a little, pushing the inside handle clear out 
of the tunnel.  Finally he heard a click and he was in.
 Jack ran through the kitchen and the hall.  He used 
his hands to stop himself at the dining room table and 
took a couple of deep breaths.  Now where did I see those 
gourds?
 The house was dim.  It was a clear evening and not 
fully dark yet.  Without having to light any candles, Jack 
found six in the corner, by a crystal beetle.  
 He pulled out his shirt so that it could stretch into a 
kind of basket and loaded it up. 
 “Get moving,” he said out loud. “Carlin doesn’t have 
all night.”

 Carlin trailed the four flying shapes down the 
stairwell and into the main foyer.  They could move much 
faster than her, but she could tell they weren’t entirely sure 
where they were going.  The last, littlest shape was most 
unsure of them all.
 “You don’t have to go,” she said as she reached the 
landing at the midpoint of the stairs.
 “Puck has things for me to do,” the smallest shadow 
answered.
 “You always do everything he says?”
 “Yes.”
 Puck, Willy and Nilly whirled around the foyer as 
if the walls were a racetrack.  From there they could have 
gone into the living room—no one ever went there— the 
kitchen, which had people in it or the family room, which 
they had already visited.  The foyer was also the main 
entranceway to the house, with two fat front doors, which 
were closed at the moment.
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 Carlin looked hard at the little piece of nothing.  
“Would you jump off a bridge if he told you to?”
 “That is actually quite close to what I just did to get 
here,” the blackness answered.
 “Oh.” Carlin pushed out her bottom lip.  That wasn’t 
the answer she’d been expecting.
 Puck broke from his circling to slip between the 
two front doors.  In a blink he was back.
 “This way,” he announced. “The skies are open and 
free for the falling.”
 “What’s your name?” Carlin asked the reluctant rect-
angle.
 “Why . . .” the shadow sounded honored.  It almost 
seemed to straighten up and float more steadily. “Thank 
you for asking.  I am Todd.”
 “I’m Carlin.  It’s nice to meet you.”
 “It is nice to meet you.  You are not remotely like 
the girl in the stories.”
 “I didn’t know I was in any stor—” Carlin stopped.  
Everyone stopped.
 There was a loud, rapid clacking coming up the 
hallway.  Heels on hardwood.
 The shadows flattened to the walls.  Puck and Nilly 
turned, putting their invisible sides out.  Willy wasn’t quick 
enough or just too big.  He slapped himself against the 
wall, making it look like one of the pictures had been sto-
len. 
 “There you are.” It was Laurie.  “I’ve been looking all 
over for you.”
 “I had to go to the bathroom,” Carlin said.
 “Yes,” Laurie took a step towards the wall that had 
Willy was against it.  His huge lack of light was tough to 
miss.  “Who were you talking to?”
 “Mister . . . er . .Todd,” Carlin fumbled.
 “Don’t know him.” Laurie looked up at the crystal 
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chandelier.  It had 64 tiny bulbs—Carlin knew from dust-
ing them—each glowing nicely.  The foyer was full of light 
and there was nothing stopping it from beaming down.  
Nothing to make a 50-inch shadow.
 Laurie raised her hand, reaching for Willy.
 “We should get back to the party,” Carlin shouted.
 Laurie put her hand right into Willy’s middle.  Her 
hand completely disappeared.  “Oh!” she exclaimed, too 
shocked for a full scream.
 “Get her away,” Todd yelled.
 “Laurie!” Carlin jumped for her.  It was only five 
steps down.  
 Willy came off the wall like the tailgate of a pick-up 
truck, engulfing Laurie, dropping all the way to the floor.
 Carlin landed on her feet, fists tight, and watched 
Laurie vanish.  She opened her mouth for the biggest, 
bloodiest noise she could make.
 Everything went black.
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Chapter 11  Two Wrongs

 It felt to Jack like he was moving two inches an 
hour.  He held his shirt out, sagging with gourds.  The lad-
der was going to be challenging.  Jack held it with his right 
hand, climbing by carefully timing upward advances so 
that he wouldn’t fall backwards.  When he got to the top 
he leaned in and lined up the gourds in the gutter.  Then 
he pulled himself onto the stony gray roof.  It was a one-
story cottage and the roof was fairly flat.  The walk to the 
chimney was pretty easy.  Jack took the gourds two at a 
time and set them around the top-most edge.
 The opening of Mr. Bough’s chimney was the most 
awful place Jack had ever been.  The counter-spell com-
ing from his furnace was strong enough to diffuse magical 
energy for the whole island.  All that strength came from 
this point.  The fumes made his eyes sting and tear.  His 
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nose tried to seal itself closed with goo.  All the snot in the 
world wouldn’t have kept the smell out.  It was a terrible mix 
of garbage, garlic and a gas leak.  Those were just the worst 
odors.  He couldn’t let himself identify any of the others.  He 
had to ignore the awfulness or he was going to pass out and 
tumble off the roof.
 Mr. Bough’s house was surrounded by trees, huge 
maples and oaks and thin pines that went a good seventy feet 
or more into the sky.  Jack realized he probably could have 
seen both Carlin’s house and his own house if it weren’t for all 
the trees.  He also realized his idea might not work.  
 Too late for doubts, he said to himself.  He’d come this 
far.  Still, using magic had caused the recent mess.  Using even 
more magic might not be the best thing to do.  
 Jack cast a mending spell on the first gourd.  He 
couldn’t tell if anything happened.  According to what Mr. 
Bough said earlier, the gourds were supposed to signal him if 
someone was using magic nearby.  Jack, of course, could not 
see the signal the gourds were sending.  Jack had no idea if 
the mending spell was enough to trigger them.  If they were 
like mouse traps, they’d have to be set up first to work.  Jack 
had no idea how to set up a gourd.
 He repeated the mending spell on the next gourd.  The 
stench seeped deeper into his nose.  He got a whiff of dead 
fish and seaweed and bottom of a pile of grass that’s been 
rained on and warmed up.
 The next gourd got another mending.  The smell was 
bothering Jack, but for a new reason.  Jack had noticed in the 
past that if, for example, your grandmother was cooking cau-
liflower you’d get hit with the smell when you came into the 
house, then you’d get used to it and hardly even notice after 
a while.  This chimney was not like that at all.  The smells were 
getting worse.
 He did the next three gourds in a hurry, then slid down 
to the edge of the roof.  Even just a few feet down was a relief 

55

The Wrong Channel



from the odors.
 Now all he had to do was wait and wonder if he 
had accomplished anything.
 
 Carlin screamed her head off.  In fact, as she could 
not see any part of her, she believed she might have really 
and truly screamed her head right off her body.  She could 
feel her hands and legs, but she saw nothing.  She knew 
she had not suddenly gone blind.  There were spots of 
light along the bottom of the darkness.  Almost like her 
head was on a floor made of night sky.  
 It sounded to her like she was screaming outside.  If 
you yelled in a room, like the hall she was in a second ago, 
the yell hit walls and bounced back to you.  When Carlin 
screamed it sounded like her head was in another world 
altogether.  
 She shuffled her feet.  Polished wood.  Her feet said 
she was in the front foyer of her house.  Her head said she 
was in the middle of nowhere.
 Carlin didn’t want to scream again.  She couldn’t 
exactly help herself either.  She ended up simply blow-
ing air between her lips, like she was just learning how to 
whistle.  She brought her hand up in front of her face.  She 
couldn’t see it.
 A slice of light appeared somewhere under her 
chin.  She held her breath.  The slice grew and grew.  She 
could make out the floor of the hall.  Then the whole hall 
came into view.
 “My apologies,” Todd said from above her.  “You 
were about to caterwaul.”
 “I did caterwaul.” Carlin wasn’t entirely sure what 
that was, but it sounded like screaming was involved.  She 
remembered why.  “Laurie.”
 “Is that the young lady Willy ate?”
 “Yes,” Carlin tried not to yell. “We’ve got to do some-
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thing.”  Carlin’s eyes covered every corner of the hall in a 
second.   There was no sign of Willy nor Nilly nor Puck.
 Todd settled down, eye-level with Carlin.  “She will 
be fine.  She is in place like you were a few moments ago.  
At least your head was, not all of you like her.”
 “Can we get her back?” Carlin pleaded.
 “Surely, Miss Carlin,” Todd sounded like he wanted 
to pat her head.  Having no hands, of course, he couldn’t.  
“We shall find Willy and demand her return.”
 “Neither one of those things sounds very easy.”
 “No . . .” Todd’s voice trailed off.  Carlin could tell he 
was already having doubts and they hadn’t even begun.
 “Are . . .” Todd’s voice trailed back in. “You certain 
you need her back right now?”
 “Yes,” Carlin snapped. “Very certain, right now.  That 
black place you put my head in was not nice.”
 “Was it terrible?”
 “No, but it was –” Carlin’s eyebrows dropped to a 
scowl. “Why are you asking?  Why don’t you know?”
 “I have never been there myself,” Todd said. 
 “But you’re sure Laurie’s alright.” Carlin continued to 
look at Todd as if she did not believe him.
 “She’s in nothing,” Todd said. “No harm can come 
from nothing.”
 “But you just asked me if it was terrible.”
 “Nothing sounds terrifying to me,” Todd said.
 Carlin tilted her head to the side.  She had about 
seven more questions, just off the top of her head.  She 
raised her hand and pointed it at Todd, like she was going 
to ask one of them.  She stopped.  She shook her finger, 
shook her head, then she marched for the front doors.
 “Come on,” she commanded.  “Let’s get my sister 
back.”
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Chapter 12  Catch

 Jack sat on the roof, gazing down at the driveway.  
All he wanted to do was get a pathetic little TV running.  
He failed to do that and let Puck back into this world.  Was 
that worse than a failure?  Jack huffed.  He’d discovered 
something worse than failure.  
 “Look at that.”  It was Puck’s voice, from over the 
treetops.  Jack watched the slip of blackness fly over the 
pines.  It—or he, Jack couldn’t decide—was followed by 
two more shapes, one bigger than Puck, one just a tad 
smaller.  Jack jumped to his feet.
 “What are you doing, Jack?” Puck asked. “Did you 
overshoot your candlestick?”
 The other two shapes laughed.  Hearing the laughs 
was all Jack needed to decide they were Willy and Nilly.  
He groaned.  He didn’t think to be scared, and he should 
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have.  The last time he ran into Willy and Nilly he literally 
ran right into them.  Jack had been a bulldozer and caused 
them quite a bit of pain.  Not to mention ending their stay 
on Strawberry Island.  Faeries are a lot like people in that 
some hold grudges, some do not.  These faeries were in 
the grudge-holding club.  They dove at Jack like fighter-
planes.
 Jack said something like “ahg” and flapped flat 
against the roof.  Willy and Nilly swooped in close, miss-
ing him by inches. They turned and arched back up into 
the navy blue sky.  Jack rolled along the roof on his way 
towards the ladder.  The rough, pebbly surface of the roof 
scrapped his knees, elbows, ears and nose.  He didn’t hear 
any laughter so he paused and looked around.  Willy and 
Nilly were coming at him again, one slightly in front of the 
other.  If he moved to avoid one, the next one would get 
him.
 He didn’t have time to think.  He moved on instinct.  
Jack rolled, tucked and jumped up.  Willy and Nilly passed 
beneath him.  He wasn’t sure if they were out from under 
him as his sneakers hit the shingles.  They were invisible 
from this side.  They didn’t seem to have another side at 
all. 
 “Whow!” Jack’s legs slid out from under him.  It’s 
tough to jump on a peeked roof.  His bottom hit and he 
scooted downwards to the edge of the roof.  He jammed 
his heels in the gutters to keep from going over the side.  
Jack looked all over.  He couldn’t find his attackers.  He did 
see the ladder.  It was only a few feet away.  He started 
scuttling sideways to the ladder, moving like a crab.
 “Hello,” Puck popped up in front of him like toast 
from a toaster.  Jack kicked his legs out. His left heel hit the 
ladder and it slid along the gutter. Jack sat up, putting his 
face almost right inside Puck.
 “Do you have a moment for a question?” Puck 
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inquired.
 Jack looked around the back shape and saw the 
ladder fall to the side.
 “Would you like some help off the roof?” Puck shot 
up a few feet.
 Jack flew off the end of the roof.  Something car-
ried him from behind.  It kind of felt like a tire swing.  He 
reached down with both hands and grabbed a thin edge 
of something, a thin boundary between air and nothing.  
In a bent, sitting position he flew at the trees.
 The bigger of the black rectangles dropped down 
in his way.
 “My turn,” it said.  It was Willy’s voice.
 The hole Jack was sitting in stopped flying forward.  
Jack didn’t.  He was flung out at Willy, the big, black void.
 Willy moved to catch him.  For the second time that 
night, Jack screamed.  He absolutely did not want to get 
swallowed whole by that hole.  In the half-second he had 
left, Jack twisted and put his arms out and slammed his 
eyes tight.  He expected something to really hurt.  
 Most of Jack slipped into the blackness.  His right 
arm hooked over the edge.  The rest of him tipped into 
Willy’s large opening.  Jack struggled not to fall the rest of 
the way in, grasping and scratching at nothing.
 “Yum,” Willy boomed. “Just like a kipper snack.”
 Nilly hovered around Jack’s head. “His bottom did 
not taste tasty or delicious or even at all.”
 “It was meant to be a joke, Nilly.” Puck circled above 
them all.  “Willy, are you going to gobble the young sprat 
or toss him about like a mouse?”
 “I am gobbling,” Willy said, “but he seems caught on 
my lip.”
 “I’m not going to be gobbled.”  Jack flipped around 
and hooked both arms over the edge.  His armpits hurt, 
but he felt stable.  He certainly wasn’t going any farther 
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into Willy’s opening.
 “Then dump him out,” Puck said.  “And begin again.”
 Willy began to tilt, turning to face the ground, 
which would dump Jack.  They were a good three stories 
up.  High enough, Jack figured, to break his legs or neck.
 Willy turned his black side down.  Jack had nothing 
to grab.  The edge wasn’t really there.  He felt himself slip-
ping on an invisible slide, heading backwards towards the 
ground.
 “Watch his noggin!” Puck swooped in under Jack 
and caught him headfirst.  
 For Jack everything went black and sparkly, like 
he’d held his breath too long.  His shoulders hit the rim of 
Puck’s nothingness.  His feet kicked wildly.  Puck pushed 
forward and deposited Jack back on the roof.
 Puck backed off Jack’s head. “Where is Mr. Bough?”
 Jack took a big breath.  His heart pounded against 
his breastbone.  He hated this feeling.  
 “He went to get help,” Jack lied.  He didn’t like to lie, 
but these guys didn’t exactly deserve the truth.
 Puck laughed.  Willy and Nilly spun through the air 
above and behind him.
 “It is customary where I come from,” Puck said, “to 
begin stories with ‘once upon a time.’  I love stories, Jack, 
but I would much rather hear one from Mr. Bough. Do you 
know where we might find him?”
 “I do,” came from above.
 Jack and the faeries looked up.  Mr. Bough 
descended to the roof, arms out straight, one of which was 
holding a gleaming brass trombone.  He looked to Jack 
like an angel.  Not that angels were known for their black 
T-shirts and chinos, and when angels had horns they usu-
ally weren’t the kind with parts that slid in and out, but the 
effect was the same.
 Puck did a cartwheel in place. “If I said a million 
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times ‘please’, the night would not offer more ease.”
 Mr. Bough landed next to Jack. “Sounds like Puck.”
 “Yep,” Jack confirmed. “And he’s up to something.”
 “What a surprise.” Mr. Bough brought the trombone 
up to his mouth, pointed the open end at Puck and blast-
ed one of the single loudest notes Jack had ever heard.
 Puck was blown back into the dark trees and out of 
site.
 “Cool,” Jack said.
 “It’ll by you enough time to tell me what’s go—”
 Mr. Bough disappeared from the top down, deleted 
like he’d been on a computer screen.
 Jack’s mouth fell open.  His eyes moved all over, 
searching frantically for some sign of the man. He put out 
his hands, as if he might be able to feel where Mr. Bough 
had been standing.  
 Willy curled in the air, like peeling paint.  He was 
only a few feet away.  
 “Willy.” Nilly rolled in the air around him.  “I do not 
think you were supposed to nibble, snack-on or swallow 
up Mr. Bough.”
 “Too late now,” Willy said.
 Too late for all of us, Jack thought.
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Chapter 13  Up In the Air

 Carlin walked down the street.  It was that time 
of night when the last wisps of light are pulled in and 
put away.  It wasn’t dark, it wasn’t day.  It was twilight.  
Normally, Carlin liked it.  Everything looked a little different 
in the near-night.  She thought everything looked a little 
more mysterious, which she used to think was fun.  Now 
that she knew everything was indeed more mysterious, 
twilight felt like the worst time to be walking down the 
street.
 She was not alone.  She could still hear the party 
behind her.  Farther in from the river, and her house, where 
the houses were smaller and closer, people were out 
watering their front lawns, walking their dogs and yelling 
to each other through screened doors.  She could see tele-
visions starting to glow through front windows.  
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And there was Todd.  He jetted up and around and down.  
Being invisible on one side and moving so fast, she was 
certain no one else could see him.  She had trouble fol-
lowing him herself.  She finally stopped trying and just 
kept walking towards Mr. Bough’s house.  She wanted to 
run, but didn’t think it would do much good.  In her white 
dress-shoes, she figured she’d end up stumbling and fall-
ing and getting there a minute slower than if she simply 
walked fast.
 “Todd,” she said as he made a particularly close 
pass. “If you don’t mind my asking, what are you anyway?”
 “I am Todd.”  He settled down to a flutter, staying in 
front of Carlin as she walked.
 “No.” Carlin moved her frown back and forth. “I 
mean, you’re not always a black, one-sided square, right?”
 “Not even now,” he replied.
 Carlin opened her mouth to ask another question, 
then stopped.  What Todd said didn’t make any sense.
She thought of a new question and continued.  “So you’re 
not a floating hole in the sky?”
 “No.  I am Todd, same as always.”
 “You know you look like a black hole in the sky.”
 “I gathered that from seeing the others.”
 “So you didn’t plan to turn into a square?”
Todd gasped. “Oh, no. That would be awful.  Can you imag-
ine turning into a nothingness?”
 “That’s exactly what I did imagine.”  Carlin resisted 
the urge to stop and put her hands on her hips.  She had 
to keep moving.  “Well, if you’re not a one-sided square, 
why do you appear to be a one-sided square?”
 “The spell,” Todd said. “In Hum Drum, the end of the 
channel is bounded by everything it is not.  The other end 
of the channel, in Faerie, is me, sitting nicely by a fire, with 
my hand in a bucket.”
 This time Carlin couldn’t help but stop.  “What?” she 
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barked as she put her hands on her hips.  “You’re still in 
Faerie, where you usually are, just talking to me through 
this hole.”
 “With my hand in a bucket.”
 “Yeah,” Carlin said. “Puck, Willy and Nilly too?”
 “They have their own buckets.”
 “None of you are really here.”
 “We are channeling.” Todd jittered in place.  He 
didn’t seem to like not moving.  “Faeries have been doing 
it since the mountains were molehills.”
 “Isn’t channeling like for spirits?  Old women giving 
séances.  Like talking to dead people.”
 “That is one game.” Todd spun like a pinwheel.  
 “Puck invented a new game.  He said it had to do 
with telling visions, but so far I have had none to tell.”
 Carlin didn’t know what to do with that statement, 
so she started walking again.  She increased her pace and 
tried to make long, even strides.
 I hope Jack’s having more luck than I am, she 
thought.

 Jack sat on the roof, holding his knees, and 
watched Puck return.  He, Willy and Nilly circled in the sky 
paying no attention to him. If Jack had not been trying 
so hard to hear what Puck was saying to his buddies, he 
might have, almost, maybe started to tear up.  Mr. Bough 
was gone, maybe forever, maybe eaten.  The ladder was 
also gone, so Jack was stuck on the roof.  It was getting 
dark and their weren’t any neighbors within shouting dis-
tance.  Nobody wanted to live too close to a house that 
smelled worse than the jungle cathouse at the zoo.  For all 
he knew, he could be stuck on the roof until morning.
 “Where did Mr. Bough get to?” Puck asked his 
friends.
 “Willy gobbled him up,” Nilly answered.
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 “Excuse me?” Puck stopped as if he’d never been 
moving.
 “I had to,” Willy said. “He had a horn.”
 “It was not a horn of plenty!” Puck shouted. “It 
was not a unicorn horn!  It was a bent tube of Hum Drum 
brass! Put him back.”
 Jack didn’t move.  He barely breathed.  Mr. Bough 
could be put back.  That was a relief.  It was also great 
hearing Puck get upset.  If things weren’t going Puck’s way, 
perhaps there was still some hope.  He wanted to hear 
more, so he didn’t make a sound.
 “That horn put you off your beam,” Willy said.
 “It was an awful tune,” Puck said. “I wanted to get as 
far away from it as I could.”
 Jack knew that was a lie.  He saw Puck get blown 
into the trees.
 Nilly zoomed in next to Puck.  “It could be that Willy 
helped by sending Mr. Bough away, far, gone.”
 Puck seemed to ponder that for a moment, then 
announced, “My dearest wish, my dreadful friends, is that 
Mr. Bough witnesses what we wring.  Willy can cough him 
up when we get where we are going.”
 Puck corkscrewed higher and higher until he was 
above the tree line.  The approaching night made him 
harder and harder to see.
 “This way,” he commanded. “The day is about to 
take its bow.”
 He dashed northward.  Willy and Nilly followed like 
they were caught in his slipstream. 
 Jack flopped back, growled through clenched teeth 
and pounded the roof with both his fists.  Now he didn’t 
even have his enemies to keep him company.  He had 
no idea where they were going or what they were doing, 
but he knew it wasn’t going to be good.  They’d already 
eaten Mr. Bough.  Could it get any worse?  He had to do 
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something.  Contact Mr. Bough’s friends in Washington.  What 
did he call them?  The Branch?  Jack had to get help.  Even if it 
meant going to jail, which the Branch would certainly do once 
they found out how much Jack had learned about magic and 
faeries and thin places like the island upon which he lived.
 The Branch would punish him and he deserved it, 
Jack decided.  Puck’s recent scheme was completely his fault.  
He tried to use a mending spell on the broken television.  
Technology and magic don’t mix.  Puck had taken advantage 
of Jack’s mistake.  No.  Jack shook his head.  Puck had taken 
advantage of Jack’s arrogance and greed.
 Jail it is then, Jack said to himself.  If you ever get down 
off the roof.
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Chapter 14  Get Together

 Clunk.
 Jack sat up.  The sound came from a few yards 
away, at the edge of the roof.  He scrambled in that direc-
tion.  It was dark, but he could see what looked like the 
top of the ladder back against the gutter.
 “What’s up?” Carlin’s head rose from just beyond 
the gutter.
 A small, perfectly black rectangle flew up behind 
her.  “Watch out!” Jack yelled.
 Carlin whirled around, her ponytail skimming the 
tops of the ladder rails.  
 “Oh.”  She whirled back.  “That’s just Todd.”
 With stately politeness, Todd said, “How do you do, 
your horribleness?”
 Jack made a face that said ‘what?’ so he didn’t both-
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er saying it with his voice.
 “It seems,” Carlin said, “that Puck’s been telling sto-
ries about us.”
 “What’s he doing?” Jack said, but quickly decided 
he didn’t like the question.  He added, “With you. Here.”  It 
still didn’t sound right, but he stopped.
 “He’s on our side.” Carlin said.
 “At your service, Awful Jack.” Todd curled up next to 
him. “I would shake your hand, but I have none.”
 Jack didn’t remove the look of disapproval from his 
face.  He’d yet to meet someone—or something—from 
Faerie that was anything close to being on his side.
 “We should get down,” Jack said to Carlin, who 
began backing down the ladder.  “Willy ate Mr. Bough.”
 “That’s good,” Carlin said.
 “What?” Jack looked down at Carlin.
 “He can keep my sister company.”
 Jack suddenly felt like he walked in to a theatre 
halfway through a movie.  He decided to say nothing until 
he was safely on the ground.  They scooted down the lad-
der.
 “You’re welcome,” Carlin said as Jack hopped off the 
second last rung.
 “I was planning on thanking you.” Jack started 
towards the back door. “But you keep confusing me.  
You’re making friends with faeries.  You’re happy that Mr. 
Bough’s got gobbled.  It’s not right.”
 “It’s that kind of night.” Carlin followed, with Todd 
whirling and twirling on a path that generally followed 
her.
 As they went in to Mr. Bough’s house, Carlin 
explained what had happened to her sister Laurie, and 
everything else she knew, which wasn’t much.  
 Jack explained about the broken television, the 
mending spell he attempted and how Willy and Nilly 
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played catch with him.  
 They lit a few of the many candles on the big din-
ing room table.  A yellow, orange glow filled the room.  
Todd floated around like a large, lost ash from the fire-
place.
 “So why did you bring us in here?” Carlin asked.
 “I thought we might find someway of contacting 
Mr. Bough’s buddies at the Pentagon.”  Jack surveyed the 
stones, crystals, bottles and books.  “You know, like a big, 
red emergency Pentagon signal or something.”
 Carlin did not look around the table.  She looked 
right at Jack. “They’ll put us all in jail.”
 “Not you.” Jack started moving things around, peer-
ing under rocks and re-stacking the books. “Once we fig-
ured out how to reach them, you’ll go home.”
 “I don’t think so.”
 “There’s no sense in us both going to jail.”
 “We’re a team,” Carlin stated fact-like.
Jack paused his search and looked over at her.  “I did this.  I 
let Puck come back.  It’s bad enough I’m going to get Mr. 
Bough into all kinds of trouble.  At the very least, let me try 
to keep you out of it.” 
 Carlin got a little choked up.  Jack’s concern was 
very moving, but she wasn’t sure he could keep her out of 
trouble no matter how much he wanted to.  Her sister was 
inside Willy.  Mr. Bough’s Branch was going to storm in, ask 
millions of questions and make sure anyone who had any 
knowledge of magic was sent away.  She was pretty sure 
her and Jack were too young for jail.  Military school was 
her guess.  She shivered at the thought of it. 
 But Jack was right.  They did not know enough to 
get Mr. Bough and Laurie back.  They knew less about the 
rectangular, one-sided, lightless faeries.
 “We need help.” Carlin barely moved her mouth as 
she spoke. She stopped for a moment.  She didn’t really 
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want to say what she was going to say, even though she 
knew they had no choice. “Let’s call them.”
 “We just need to find a way.”  Jack started looking 
around again.
 “We go to my house and use the phone,” Carlin 
said. “Remember last week?  Mr. Bough said the Pentagon 
listened to every 9-1-1 call.  All we need is a phone.”
 Todd dropped in between Carlin and Jack, slowly 
spinning so they both could see him. “I do not know what 
a phone does, but unless it can rid you of dragons, it will 
not do you much good.”
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Chapter 15  Learning What You Don’t Want to Know

 Carlin and Jack had heard the threat of dragons before.  
Puck had, in the cozy close past, clearly stated that he wanted 
to make Strawberry Island into a playground for creatures 
from Faerie, including a dragon or two.  Todd bringing up 
dragons, therefore, did not strike Carlin and Jack as being out-
landish, even though outlandish was a fitting word.
 Jack looked at Carlin.  The flickering candlelight made 
the crystals sparkle and the books seem older and spookier.  
Carlin looked right back at him with the expression he knew 
was also on his face.  It asked ‘now what?’
 Jack turned to Todd. “Is Puck trying to bring a dragon 
here from Faerie?”
 Todd slowly rotated in the air like a pinwheel. “He 
brought a bucket to Shu Chiao’s cave.”
 Jack winced as if Todd had just run his fingers down a 
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chalkboard. “What?”
 “It’s part of the spell,” Carlin spoke up.  “It doesn’t 
make a whole lot of sense to me either, but listen.  Todd is 
in Faerie, on the other side of the veil, with his hand in a 
bucket.  Somehow that has allowed him to open a chan-
nel to this side of the veil.  He’s kind of operating his black 
shape by remote control.” 
 Jack watched as Todd did slow back flips in the air, 
until he had to stop at the back wall.
 “Todd,” Carlin said. “How is Puck going to get a 
dragon to the this side?  The counter-spell is still burning.”
 Jack sucked in two puffs of air.  The house smelled 
like Brussels sprouts, hospitals and popcorn cooked too 
long in the microwave.  Carlin brought up a good point.  
The constant fowl odors from Mr. Bough’s house were part 
of a continuing defense against magic.  Supposedly, the 
spell made it difficult to gather a lot of magical energy, 
which prevented anyone from casting big spells, like the 
kind that might summon a dragon.
 Todd slid down the wall.  “Puck can not send a 
dragon to the Hum Drum.  He is unable to pull back the 
curtain enough to let through himself.”  Todd oozed across 
the floor.  “Puck gave Shu Chiao the dragon a bucket.”  He 
passed under the table.
 “What’s the bucket for,” Carlin asked.
 “To channel,” Todd shouted from out of sight. 
Jack huffed. “So the dragon’s going to come through 
another television?”
 Todd appeared on the other side of the table, inch-
es from Jack’s right ear.  “Puck said Shu Chiao could chan-
nel the biggest ‘tell a vision’ ever, one that befit his size.”
Jack titled his head away from Todd. “That doesn’t make 
any sense.”
 “None of this does,” Carlin added. “I don’t think it 
can.”  She looked to Todd.  “How big is this dragon?”
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 “A wedding can dance on his tail,” Todd answered.  
 “That helps.” Jack curled his lips.
 Todd tumbled off towards the front room, which 
was dark.  They had only lit candles in the room with all 
the books.
 Carlin stayed focused on Todd.  She wasn’t wiling to 
give up.  “You mean a wedding, like a party?  You mean a 
whole bunch of people can dance on his tail?”
 “What else could I mean?”  Todd asked the question 
honestly, like he really wanted to know what else his state-
ment could’ve meant.
 Jack slapped his palms down on the table.  Carlin 
looked.  He presumed Todd did too, it was impossible to 
tell.  He pointed his thumb at Todd. “We don’t have time 
to mess with this faerie.  We certainly can’t mess with a 
dragon.  I say we call for help.”
 “If we move quickly we can stop the dragon.”  Carlin 
stared at a candle flame.  Jack knew she was concentrating 
on something, forming an idea in her head.  
 “That could buy us some time,” Carlin continued. 
“Maybe enough to figure out how to rescue my sister and 
Mr. Bough.”
 Jack made a grumbling sound low in his throat.  It 
was obvious to him that they were out-matched, no mat-
ter what kind of plan Carlin concocted.  Still, he had to 
hear what she had to say.  If there was a tiny chance he 
could keep Mr. Bough, and himself, out of jail, he had to 
consider it.
 “The terribleness of Carlin and Jack is legendary.” 
Todd fluttered over the table like a lazy moth. “I do not 
doubt your awful powers.”
 “But,” Jack said.
 “How do you propose to fight Shu Chiao the drag-
on?”
 “We don’t,” Carlin continued to gaze into the candle 
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flame like she was hypnotized. “We stop him from ever com-
ing here.”  She shook her head wildly, stopping face-to-face 
with Jack.  “Do you know where movie night takes place?”
 Jack tipped his head forward, scowling.  “Yeah.  It’s on 
the other side of the island.”
 Carlin straightened her glasses.  “We’ll have to fly, then.”
Chapter 16  Take Off

 Carlin reached behind her and tightened her ponytail.  
“You said Willy and Nilly tossed you around like a football.”
 “Did I make it sound like fun?”  Jack stood on Mr. 
Bough’s driveway like he was trying to plant himself in the 
weeds and ivy covering the concrete.
 “It’ll work.” Carlin took two steps towards Jack, stop-
ping just inches from him.  “You shouldn’t complain.  I’m the 
one in a dress.”
 “But . . .” Jack looked behind him.  Todd was zigzagging 
up and down and around.  “Am I going to like . . . be sitting in 
his mouth?”
 Carlin touched Jack’s shoulder and looked behind him. 
“Todd, is Jack going to be sitting in your mouth?”
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 “Yes,” Todd said.
 “Yes,” Carlin explained to Jack.
 Jack rolled his eyes.
 “You shall not find a better flier,” Todd announced.  
“It is what I do all day.”
 “With people in your mouth?” Jack asked out of the 
side of his own mouth.
 “Not usually,” Todd replied.
 Carlin placed both her hands firmly on Jack’s shoul-
ders.  “We’re wasting time.”
 “True.” Jack put his hands around Carlin’s waist.  
They looked as though they were ready to dance.  “Ready 
when you are, Todd.”
 Todd rushed at Jack and scooped him up from 
his bottom.  Carlin jumped up into Jack’s lap and they 
swooshed up and at the trees.  None of the three could 
contain their shouts and they flew right at the fattest part 
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of a huge elm.
 “Higher!”  Jack yelped.
 Carlin closed her eyes and squeezed her arms 
around Jack’s neck. 
 Todd shot almost straight up and over the treetop.  
The tip of Jack’s left sneaker snapped a leaf.  Todd banked 
right and circled Mr. Bough’s house.
 “Wow,” Jack said.
 “Moley,” Carlin said as she opened her eyes, 
impressed enough to apparently forget the ‘holey’ that 
normally preceded the exclamation.
 Though it was fully night, there was plenty of light 
from the houses below.  Yellows and blues seeped out of 
windows, outdoor lamps and bug lights.  A few cars lum-
bered along adding flashes of white and red, depending 
on their direction.  The billowy trees and the sparkle of 
the river in the distance made the whole scene lively and 
kind of distracting.  Todd flew Carlin and Jack three times 
around the house before anyone made another noise.
 “This’ll work,” Carlin whispered.
 “It is pretty cool,” Jack whispered back.
 “We should get going.”  Carlin looked north, in the 
direction of the town, the ferry-landing and the site of 
movie night.
 “Alright,” Jack said.  “Let’s go.”
 “Which way, your heinous?”  Todd stopped midair.
 Carlin and Jack did not stop.  They shot out of 
Todd like water from a bucket.  They gasped and clenched 
together.  Jack instinctively reached back to grab Todd’s 
rim, but there was nothing to grasp.  They tumbled 
through the air, heading for the trees.
 “Oh dear,” Todd said as he dropped down and slid 
under Carlin.  He caught the side of her hip.  She held onto 
Jack, around his neck and under his arm and he swung 
beneath her.  They both held too tightly and Carlin rolled 
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out of Todd and continued their plummet, now using their 
gasped air to yell.
 “Huh,” Todd said as if he’d spilled some milk.  “Hold 
on.”
 Todd whizzed under Jack and scooped him up 
again.  He adjusted and used Jack to catch Carlin two feet 
before the ground.  They ramped upwards again, snapping 
through twigs and leaves, in the same positions they had 
been in before.
 “You all right?” Jack asked Carlin.
 “I’ll get back to you,” Carlin answered.
 “Todd,” Jack said over his shoulder. “We’ve got to 
work on our stopping.”
 “Practice makes perfect,” Todd called out.
 “We’ve got to get right to ‘perfect’,” Jack said. “We 
can’t take too much more practice.”
 “I understand.”

 Jack figured out how to give Todd signals by wig-
gling around in his ‘seat’.  The system worked well enough.  
They flew low, near the treetops, to minimize the risk of 
being spotted.  They agreed that the sight of a boy fly-
ing around with a girl in his lap might be a bit startling to 
some. The fact that the boy seemed to be missing parts of 
his read-end and waist made things even more unsightly.  
As Todd was invisible from below, so was the portion of 
Jack seated into the square, black hole.
 They also stayed inland.  Most of the homes on 
Strawberry Island were on the shore or built on roads 
leading to the shore.  They wanted to avoid people sitting 
out on a summer night, gazing up at the stars.  They also 
wanted to stay out of the site of people on boats.  It would 
be even easier to spot them from the water, even at night. 
Todd had not been exaggerating his skills.  He turned out 
to be a very good flier.  He followed the occasional nudge, 
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adjustment or vocal command expertly and kept his pas-
sengers out of the trees and out of sight.  He flew quickly 
and evenly, making graceful banks, dips and rises, never 
once making Carlin and Jack feel as though they were 
going to be ejected again.
 It was a good six miles to the actual town of 
Strawberry Island.  They made it five minutes, which did 
not give them time to plan.  They hovered in a safe spot, 
on the brink of the fields next to the warehouse, just 
below the tree line.  More than a hundred cars and trucks 
and minivans had lined up facing the warehouse.  Fifty 
boats had anchored close to shore.  Kids and adults filled 
in all the troughs between vehicles, carrying food and 
drinks and blankets, laughing and yelling.  It looked as 
though the whole Island turned out for movie night. 
The event was old and simple.  Dill Vernon Senior, the 
bully’s father, had supposedly thought it up 50 years ago.  
(Jack had his doubts about the story, believing that if 
Senior were anything like Junior, the idea was far too nice 
and non-destructive to have come from his head.)   
 Strawberry Island had no theatre or drive-in, so 
every Friday night in the summer, Mr. Vernon opened his 
lot to the public, put a movie projector in his crane and 
played films on the side of his warehouse.  The lot was 
used for storing boats during the off-season, so it wasn’t 
a great loss for the man.  Still, he received loads of praise 
every year for not charging anyone.  (Jack also doubted 
that Mr. Vernon played these movies out of the goodness 
of his heart, but he’d yet to figure the man’s angle.)
 In a hushed voiced Carlin said, “It hasn’t started yet.”
 “Looks like there’s still some cars coming in.” Jack 
scanned the lot.  “How is this going to work, Todd?”
 “I do not know all the wags and whatnots,” Todd 
said.
 “You know more than you think.” Carlin’s voice was 
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very encouraging.
 “Well . . .” They could hear Todd thinking. “I do know 
that Puck must come to the opening of the channel he 
wished you to take.  He calls for you.”
 “Like the television,” Carlin interrupted. “Puck went 
and sat on the TV you came from.”
 Jack squinted and tried to get a good look at the 
side of the warehouse.  “You’re thinking, Puck has got 
to go sit where the movie is going to play?  He’s not big 
enough for that.”
 “What if he sat on lens of the projector?” Carlin also 
looked through the branches and leaves and out over the 
cars, minivans, trucks and boats. “That’s where the movie 
comes from.  The lens makes the picture bigger.  Maybe it 
will give the dragon enough room.”
 “That makes about as much sense as anything.” 
Jack began searching for the crane.  He knew that’s where 
the movie projector would be.  “Except how Puck knows all 
this.”
 “What do you mean?” Carlin asked.
 “About movie night and projectors and lenses,” Jack 
said. “He doesn’t know the word ‘television’ but he knows 
enough to plan this?  It doesn’t make much sense.”
 “Puck would be delighted to hear you say that,” 
Todd said. “He whittles sense like wood and takes great 
pride in his work.”
 Carlin cut in. “We knew somebody on this side of 
veil was helping Puck.”
 “Yeah,” Jack grumbled. “It just doesn’t seem to fit.  A 
television and a mending spell, now a movie projector and 
a dragon.”
 “What do you think we should do?” Carlin turned to 
Jack. “Wait around until we figure things out?  Wait to see 
what happens?”
 “No.” Jack made a deep frown. “I just don’t want to 
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sneak over there and wreck everyone’s night.”
 Carlin nodded. “Sometimes what’s right is not 
what’s popular.”
 “Not where I come from,” Todd added.
 Jack tapped Todd’s edge.  “Set us down and stay 
close.  It’s time to cancel movie night.”
Chapter 17  Sabotage

 Todd dropped to the ground.  Carlin hopped out of 
Jack and Jack hopped out of Todd and turned to face him.
“Put your invisible side out and your black side right on my 
back,” Jack kind of commanded.
 Carlin’s eyebrows rose.  “You sound like you’ve got a 
plan.”
 “Had one,” he said. “Go home and call for help . . . 
but I guess we’re going to try this first.”
 “It can’t hurt.” 
 “You’re kidding, right.”
 “How about . . . it’s worth a try?” Carlin made a very 
tiny smile.
 “Still doesn’t do it.”  Jack motioned towards the 
edge of the woods and the beginning of the crushed 
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stone lot.  “You all set back there, Todd.”
 “My backside to the world. Just as you told me.”
 “We’ll see how long that lasts,” Jack said to himself.

 Walking between the station wagons, minivans, 
cars and pick-up trucks was the easy part.  Lots of people 
were doing the same thing, visiting, buying snacks from 
the table one of the local church groups had set up or out 
of the back of the ice cream truck someone had decided 
to park for the evening, as opposed to driving it up and 
down the streets playing old, fake piano music.  The tough 
part for Jack was avoiding people who knew him.  Of all 
the people Jack’s age, on the island, it looked like half 
were here to see the movie.  He didn’t want any of them to 
know he was there and guess he had a part in busting the 
projector.
 Jack kept low, walking hunched over, constantly 
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moving his face to avoid the gazes of others.  Carlin walked as 
up-right as possible, head darting in every direction possible.  
She’d only been living on the island for three weeks.  All of this 
was very new to her and very interesting.
 The large, yellow crane, which served as the projector 
booth, was actually quite close to the woods.  It had to be set 
back in order to make the picture nice and large against the 
warehouse.  They arrived at the crane without any problems, 
stopping next to a small, three-rung ladder that took you over 
the steel caterpillar treads.  The ladder led up into the cabin, 
from which one ran the crane.  Tonight, a movie projector was 
right next to it, on the outside, set on a platform in the iron-
work of the crane’s boom.  Whoever ran the movie stood in 
the cabin and worked the projector through a small window.  
A fat, orange extension cord wound its way out of the cabin 
and off in the direction of the warehouse.
 “Think we can just unplug it?” Jack asked.
 Carlin shook her head. “They’ll just plug it back in.  
Besides, I’m not sure it would matter.  The TVs weren’t on 
when Puck used them.”
 Jack simply nodded.  He didn’t think it was going to 
be that easy.  He looked up into the cabin and saw someone 
move.  It was a regular human shape.  He quickly looked at 
Carlin, who smushed up her lips into a duckbill-like frown.  
She had seen the same thing.
 “That’s not good,” Jack whispered.
 “I certainly would have preferred an empty crane,” 
Carlin whispered back.
 “They’re probably getting ready to start.” Jack grabbed 
the first rung of the tubular ladder.
 “What are you going to do?” Carlin asked.
 “No idea.” Jack started climbing. “Stay here and keep a 
look out.”
 “Right.” Carlin looked around.  No one was watching. 
“That’s just what I want to do.”
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 “You still there, Todd?” Jack asked. 
 “Until commanded otherwise, despicable one.”
 Jack crouched as low as he could and still be able 
to move.  He crept along the caterpillar tread and to the 
front of the cabin, staying under the front window.  
Carlin realized maybe she really should watch out for 
Jack.  She stayed on the ladder, peeking up just enough to 
watch the shape at the controls.
 The person in the crane moved about, standing—
as far as Carlin could tell—right at the projector.  He or she 
was surely only a few seconds away from turning it on.
 Jack climbed up the bottom part of the crane’s 
boom. Moving slowly and silently, he pulled himself to 
within reach of the front of the projector.  The lens stuck 
out over the wooden platform.  He could hear the projec-
tionist tinkering around just two feet away, on the other 
side of the cabin wall.
 He carefully reached for the lens and began twist-
ing.  He had never been anywhere near a movie projector 
before, but he figured the lens might very well unscrew.  It 
was bigger than he expected.  He could barely get a good 
grip with only one hand.  The lens rotating on its base.  It 
turned and turned . . .
 Then it stopped.  It wouldn’t turn any more and 
it wouldn’t detach from the projector.  He tugged and it 
moved slightly.
 “Welcome, everyone,” a voice boomed from speak-
ers hung around the lot and from inside the cars and vans 
and trucks.  “To this year’s first movie night.  Brought to 
you courtesy of Vernon Marine.”
 It was starting.  Jack had been to enough of these 
to know they would test the sound system and remind 
people to turn their dials to 560 AM.  Vernon used a low-
watt, short-range transmitter to broadcast the movie’s 
soundtrack, just like a drive-in.  The movie would begin 
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right about –
 KRAFOOM!
 Jack yanked his hand back from the lens and used 
booth hands to hold onto the crane’s boom.  The sound 
seemed to come from everywhere.  It was so powerful he 
thought it might shake him from the crane.
 Carlin hugged the ladder rungs.  The crack of sound 
was like getting punched on both sides of your head.  She 
looked up in the starry sky—not a cloud around.  She’d 
only ever heard thunder make a noise like that.
 One massive blast of air blew straight down, not 
side-ways like your usual gust of wind.  Huge spools of 
dust and dirt and bits of trash rose up in its wake.  Carlin, 
Jack and everyone in the lot slammed their eyes closed.  
People gasped, yelled or out-right screamed.
 As debris fell back to the ground, more screams 
came from the river.  Jack turned and peered through 
the girders of the crane boom.  Some of the nearby boats 
bobbed wildly, their little green and red lights bouncing 
on the sparkling blue-black water.
 Carlin dropped from the ladder and hit the ground.  
She zipped to the front end of the crane’s caterpillar tread 
and looked up at Jack, but something caught her eye in 
the crane’s cabin.  Something moved and it didn’t look like 
the outline of a man.
 Jack released his grip on the boom and slide down 
the front of the crane, landing between the treads.  He saw 
Carlin staring into the cabin and followed her line of sight.
A perfectly black rectangle flew from the crane’s cabin, 
banking like a kite in a hurricane, then soaring off towards 
the river.  
 “Wrong as the day is long.”  Puck’s voice trailed off 
as he flew farther way.
 Another, slightly smaller rectangle followed. “A 
surprising, stunning, shock.” It was Nilly.  A larger shaped 
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dashed after him.  They took off as if connected to the first 
Puck by a string.
 “Puck,” Carlin spat.
 “And Nilly,” Todd added, hovering next to her shoul-
der.
 “Willy, too.” Jack joined them.  “I think we missed 
something.”
 “And they didn’t sound happy.” Carlin watched the 
river.  The boats settled down.  Whatever had happened 
was not, it seemed, still happening.
 “Any ideas?” Jack asked.
 Carlin slowly shook her head, gazing out at the 
water.
 A large lion appeared on the side of the Vernon 
warehouse.  It roared through the big out-door speakers 
and through everyone’s car stereos.  Orchestra music fol-
lowed.  The movie began.
 Jack smacked one hand into the other.  “Flying 
fudge!”
 Carlin broke her gaze and looked at him.  Todd 
turned in the air like wrapping paper coming off the roll.
 “We were so close,” Jack continued.
 “Close only counts-—” Carlin started to say.
 “In magic.” Todd cut her off.
 “What does that mean?” Carlin asked Todd.
 “Just what it says,” Todd replied. “In the Hum Drum, 
two and two always equals four.  In Faerie, it might be any-
thing else.  All depends on how much magic was involved.”
 “That’s just great.” Jack put his hands on his hips.  
“Another piece of useless information from the TV screen.  
Maybe my grandfather was right calling it the idiot box.  
He always told us kids it would rot our brains.”
 “Jack,” Carlin said in a clam tone. “We need a new 
plan.”
 “We need to go back to my original plan,” Jack 
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said. “We need to call 9-1-1 and hope the Branch is paying 
attention.”
 Carlin put her hands together like she was praying.  
She took a deep breath and then said, “You’re right.  We 
tried on our own and failed.”
 “Well, failed is a little harsh.” Jack tipped his head 
to the side. “Mr. Bough told us Puck was the Einstein of 
magic.  You and I have only learned rule number four.”
 “Never cast a spell you can’t quell,” Todd 
announced.
 “Yes.” Carlin tapped her chin with her hands still 
pressed together.
 Jack looked around.  Everyone watched the movie. 
“Todd, can you fly us back?  I’ll show you where I live.”
 “Where you live?” Carlin protested.
 “The Branch might know where the call comes 
from.”
 Carlin looked away.  Jack was right, but she didn’t 
like it.
 “Todd?” Jack asked. “Can you take us?”
 “Fast as a fillywig without the song.” Todd zipped 
behind Jack.
 “Right,” Jack said grumbled. “No need for any 
songs.”  He glanced at Carlin who was continuing to tap 
her chin.  “Are you ready?” he asked.
 “Never cast a spell you can’t quell,” Carlin repeated.
 Jack held out his hand.  Carlin took it without look-
ing.
 Todd scooped Jack up.  His bottom disappeared 
and his feet lifted from the ground.  Todd carried him into 
Carlin, who collapsed into Jack’s lap.  She put her arms 
around Jack’s neck, but looked off into the distance.
 Jack didn’t like Carlin’s expression.  He’d seen it 
before, on kids taking a math test.  It was the look of 
someone who’d just figured out how a problem might be 
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solved, though they still weren’t sure enough to put pencil 
to paper.
 Todd flew up through the trees, towards the stars.
Chapter 18  Bad Breath

 Again Carlin and Jack rode across the night sky in, 
for lack of a better description, Todd’s gaping mouth.  They 
stayed close to the treetops and followed along the river 
back towards the south end of the island.  Now that they 
were getting used to the dips and rises and turns, and they 
had yet to be dumped again, the ride could have been 
considered thrilling.  It was like a roller coaster with no 
tracks and no safety bar across your middle.
 Unfortunately, neither Carlin nor Jack were able to 
enjoy themselves.  Jack wanted the ride to end.  He want-
ed to call Mr. Bough’s bosses and be done with the whole 
mess.
 Carlin did not want to reach Jack’s house ever.
Jack pushed on Todd’s sides and told him to slow down.  
He had Todd circle his house slowly, so he could see if 
anyone was home.  He couldn’t see anyone moving about.  
His brothers were out.  On a Friday night, that was a guar-
antee.  His mother was safely at work.  His father, however, 
was unpredictable.  He could come home at any time, let-
ting the night shift pilot the ferry.
 Carefully, he signaled Todd to spiral down to the 
driveway.  A dull yellow glow came from the lights he’d left 
on in the garage.  Jack had to remind himself that he really 
hadn’t been gone that long.
  “Drop --,” Jack caught himself. If he said ‘drop me 
off, Todd might do just that. “Set me down,” he corrected 
himself. “I’ll call 9-1-1 from here.”  He turned to Carlin.  
“Todd will take you home.”
 Todd brought them smoothly to the ground.  Jack 
held Carlin and hopped out.  He lightly swung her to her 
feet.
 Carlin smoothed out her dress. “It’s a lousy plan.”
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 “Yeah.” Jack adjusted the waistband of his jeans.  
“But now it’s the only plan.”
 “It can’t be,” Carlin said. “Think, Jack.  There’s got to 
be another way.  We fixed things last time.”
 “We got lucky.”
 “No.” Carlin made fists with both her hands. “We got 
smart.”
 “We need help.”  Jack looked off into the open 
garage.  There was an old, black phone in there, mounted 
to the wall.
 “He is right,” Todd said with a hint of sadness in 
his voice. “You have been very sweet to me, Carlin the 
Incorrigible.  It would pain me to see you go sour.”
 “But the fourth rule of magic,” Carlin said more 
loudly. “Never cast a spell you can’t quell.  Jack cast the 
mending spell, maybe he can quell it.  Maybe he can end it 
all on his own.”
 “You’re forgetting something,” Jack said. “Even if 
I could end the spell, Mr. Bough and your sister are still 
inside Willy.  What would happen to them?”
 Carlin and Jack looked at Todd.
 The black rectangle spun evenly in the air, like a fan 
on ‘low’.  After two, slow rotations he said, “It is a mystery.  
This spell of Puck’s has never been tried before tonight.”
 “It’s too risky, Carlin.” Jack took a step towards the 
garage.
 Carlin grabbed his arm. “You can’t.  We’ve got to try 
something.”
 Jack looked at her hand. “Listen.  We don’t even 
know how to end this spell.  We don’t know what Puck’s 
trying to do.  The crack of thunder back at movie night was 
no storm.  You know that much, but you don’t know what 
it was.”  Jack took her hand off his arm.  “You and I, and 
Todd here, we don’t know anything.  Why can’t you admit 
that?”
 “Because . . .” Carlin yanked her hand back.
Jack looked at her.  Carlin’s glasses caught the light from 
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the garage, so he couldn’t be sure, but he thought her 
eyes might be a tiny bit watery.  Which was understand-
able.  It had been another highly upsetting evening.  But 
Carlin wasn’t the weepy type.  
 “Your sister’s all right,” Jack offered.  “You and Todd 
said so.”
 Carlin barely moved her mouth as she said, “It’s not 
my sister I’m worried about losing.”
 Jack stayed silent.  After a few seconds, it seemed 
she was going to do the same.  Jack took three steps back-
wards, waiting to see if she had any more protesting to do.  
Carlin just watched.  He turned and walked through the 
big barn doors and up to the workbench.
 Carlin stared.  The corners of her mouth dropped 
slowly, like two raindrops on a window.
 Jack took the phone in his hand and glanced out 
again.
 Todd stopped moving.
 The old phone was heavy and a little greasy.  The 
buttons on the handset gave off a celery-green glow.  Jack 
pressed the nine.  Then a one –
 KRAFOOM!
 An explosion of air hurled Carlin backwards off the 
driveway and into the vegetable garden.  Todd was flung 
in another direction, towards the front lawn and the dark-
ness.  Jack threw his arms over his face to keep out the tre-
mendous plume of soil and cinders.  The force of the blast 
banged him against the workbench and tossed the phone 
from his hand.  All the tools and boxes and junk swayed 
and creaked.  Jack waited for some shovel or gas can to 
crash down on him. 
 On a night like this, it was to be expected.
Chapter 19  The Art of Breaking Rules

 Carlin sat up in the soft earth.  She saw that she 
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had crushed a nice path on her way into the garden, thor-
oughly snapping a couple of tomato plant stakes, and the 
poor plants to which they were tied.  The path gave her a 
nice view of the driveway and the entrance to the garage.  
She had no trouble seeing three pure black rectangles of 
varying shapes drill down through the air and into the 
garage.
 “Jack,” she yelled as she sprang up and darted after 
them.
 “You OK?” Jack stood in the middle of the garage.  
Willy, Nilly and Puck circled him like sharks, disappearing 
and reappearing as their visible sides came into and out of 
view.
 “Fine,” Carlin said with a sneer.  She wasn’t going 
to let Puck think she was the least bit bothered by the 
fact that she’d just been tossed into a garden like dinner 
scraps.
 “My opinion differs,” Puck said.  “I would say she 
looked poor.  Eh, chums?”
 “Carlin is far from good,” Willy said.
 “Unfine,” Nilly added. “Fineless. No, no, no.  We shall 
call her Anti-fine.”
 “Yes,” Puck shouted. “And Jack shall be Uncle Say.”
 “Uncle Say?” Willy asked.
 “It is funnier backwards.” Puck stopped his circling 
and reversed his direction.  Nilly and Willy chirped and 
said ‘whoa’, swerved around him and then joined in again.  
Now they all circled Jack in the opposite direction.
 “When does it get funny?” Todd zipped passed 
Carlin and floated around the front of the garage.
 “Ah, Todd, most precious pixy,” Puck broke off and 
flew out over the driveway. “We have been searching for 
you everywhere.”
 “I am glad you told me,” Todd said in a dull voice. 
“Otherwise, I would not have known.”
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 “We brought a dragon to help rescue you,” Puck 
said. “We shall save you from Carlin the Mad and Horrible 
Jack.”
 “I have already been rescued,” Todd replied. “But 
thank you.”
 Carlin looked up in the sky for a dragon, not entire-
ly sure she wanted to see one.  Judging from the sound 
and the exceptionally short hurricane, she was sure Puck 
wasn’t lying.
 “Todd, dear Todd.” Puck pulled up right in front of 
Todd.  “You do not even realize how boring you become 
each moment you spend with these barely animate 
objects.”
 “They never call me names.”  Todd backed away 
from Puck.  “They never say I’m too puny, too weakly or 
too dim to do whatever they are doing.”
 “Actually,” Carlin interjected, “we find him very help-
ful.”
 “He’s certainly smarter than these two.”  Jack point-
ed at Willy and Nilly as they swirled around him. 
 Puck pushed in closer to Todd.  “Certainly you do 
not want to miss all the fun.  Tonight is the night we come 
through the thin place.”
 “You said that last time.”  Todd backed up again.
 “It is this time that matters,” Puck said. 
 Carlin pointed her chin at Puck.  “How are you 
going to do it?”
 Puck slipped over Todd like a flat snake and 
straightened out a few inches from Carlin’s nose.  
 “Why would you want to know?”  Puck asked in a 
sly voice.  “Do you think you can stop me?”
 “No . . .” Carlin trailed off, trying not to make it 
sound like a lie.
 “Yes,” Jack quipped. “Just like we stopped you last 
time.”
 Puck shot up like a rocket.  He moved so fast 
against the dark sky that everyone lost sight of him.  It 
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only lasted a moment.  He swooped back in, aimed at Jack, 
moving at what could have been 100 miles per hour.  Willy 
and Nilly scattered.  Puck whirled around Jack like a black 
cyclone.
 “Spoiler Jack,” Puck howled. “You actually could 
foil me.”  Puck stopped so suddenly everyone’s stares kept 
going.  They all had to look back, in front of Jack’s face. “If 
you knew how.  Sadly, you are not smart enough or quick 
enough or anything enough to ever figure it out, let alone 
in time.”
 Jack crushed his teeth together.  He asked, “How 
much time do I have?” without letting them part.
 “About as long as it takes Shu Chiao the Dragon 
to blow out Mr. Bough’s fowl furnace.  You have felt his 
mighty blow, Jack.  How long do you think it will take?”
 “Egh!” Jack swung and batted Puck right into the 
side wall of the garage.  Puck hit two dirty, white marine 
floats and bounced halfway back.
 “Very good,” Puck said, turning evenly in the air. 
“Never think about something you can hit.”
 Jack dove at Puck, trying to get his hands on his 
edges.  Puck didn’t flinch.  Jack latched on to either side, 
making the tightest fists he could.
 “Got you!” Jack spat.
 “Would you care for some more?” Puck asked.
Puck rolled down his middle, pushing himself right over 
Jack’s head.  Jack took a huge breath, like he was being 
dunked underwater.  Inside, he saw the blackness Carlin 
had described, and the field of stars in all directions, as if 
he’d poked his head up through a floor of night sky.
Carlin sprinted.  She shoved one arm between Jack’s to 
help hold Puck’s bottom edge and slapped the other over 
his top.
 “That.” Puck pulled back from Jack’s head. “Is more 
than enough of that.”
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 Jack exhaled and blinked and shook the shocked 
look from his face.
 Puck rolled himself up like a scroll.  Jack and 
Carlin’s hands lost the grip of the black nothingness.  Puck 
launched out over the driveway and unfurled.
“You are like that, Jack. Nothing,” Puck shouted. “And that 
is why you are so much help to me.”  Puck flew in bigger, 
higher circles. “Make your farewells, chums.  Todd, you are 
still welcome to partake of the party.  All you need to do is 
follow meeeee . . .” 
 Puck flew out over the trees.  Nilly and Willy raced 
off right behind him.  
 Krafoom.  
 Another sound like the sky cracking in two.  This 
time it seemed to come from much farther up.  A full sec-
ond later, Carlin and Jack felt the stiff breeze and watched 
the treetops take slight bows.
 “Why,” Jack said still watching the sky, “does he feel 
the need to insult me on top of everything else?”
 “He’s just mean,” Carlin said.
 “Not just.” Todd flittered into the garage.  “Puck is 
never just anything.”
 Carlin went to touch Todd, but there wasn’t any 
shoulder or back to pat.  She tapped his rim. “I’m glad you 
stayed.”
 Jack folded his arms across his chest.  He wasn’t 
ready to agree with Carlin.  He wasn’t about to say so, 
though. “I’d be happier,” he decided to say, “if he made 
more sense.  Like what do you mean Puck’s never just any-
thing?”
 “Playing with people is his bread, getting the better 
of them is his butter.”  Todd drifted in the air. “That usually 
means saying one thing, doing another and planning a 
third thing altogether.  We have a saying in Faerie: When 
Puck shakes your right hand, put your left hand over your 
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pocket.”
 Jack smirked. “So he’s a pain in the neck where you 
come from too?” 
 “We are all of us a little mischievous.”  Todd flopped 
onto Jack’s head like a hat.  “Magic is, after all, the art of 
breaking rules.  How could we be much otherwise?”
Jack flipped Todd off his head.  Todd tumbled up into the 
rafters.
 “The art of breaking rules?” Carlin repeated as a 
question.  She glanced at Jack.  They raised their sets of 
eyebrows in unison.
 “That is the mechanism of the mayhem.” Todd 
drifted back down like a leaf.  “If the rule is tomatoes can 
not suddenly turn to gold, you search for, or devise, a set 
of symbols that will let you break that rule, perhaps some 
mumbo jumbo and a few hand gestures, then poof.  A 
golden tomato.  Which is actually not a very good exam-
ple.  One would most likely need to inscribe the tomato 
with some kind of rune.  An Au, would be my first guess.”
 “And all spells work that way?” Carlin pushed her 
glasses up her nose.
 “I do not want to be rude,” Todd said, “but that is 
like asking if being a girl is the way to be a girl.  Breaking 
rules is magic.  The rules of expectation, probability, or for 
the most grand effect, nature.”
 Jack ran his fingers through his hair.  He closed his 
eyes.  He seemed to be summoning strength.  “Time’s up.”
 “But, Jack.” Carlin turned to him. “This is helping.”
 “Not fast enough.” He walked over to the phone.  
The handset dangled from the cord. He took it and hung it 
up, knowing it would be a minute or two before they had 
a dial tone again.
 “If we knew more about the spell,” Carlin said. “We 
could counter it.”
 Jack pushed his lips together and rolled his eyes. 
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“Alright, we’ll see.  Todd, what kind of spell did Puck cast?”
 “A channeling spell, your ickiness,” Todd replied.
 Jack looked at Carlin. “Now you know.  Does that 
help?”
 “Why don’t you help?” Carlin punched her hips 
with fists. “Why don’t you think for a second?  Just until 
the phone becomes undead.  Can you give me that much?  
You’re not stupid like Puck said.”
 Jack stood up straight.  
 “What do you know?” Carlin clapped her hands 
together. “How did this start?”
 “I told you” Jack said.  “I found a TV that didn’t 
work.”
 “Right.  Then you tried to use a mending spell.”
 “Yes. Puck . . . I don’t know . . . took over the screen 
and flew all over.  He found three TVs at your house, cast a 
spell—”
 “Ahem,” Todd cut in. “Puck did not cast a spell.”
 “What?” Jack squinted at Todd.
 “He would need his hands and mouth and noggin 
to cast a spell.” Todd pointed downwards and spun like a 
top. “He has none of those in this form.”
 Carlin directed her left ear at Todd, just to make 
sure she heard everything right. “So Puck could not have 
cast the spell that brought you, Willy and Nilly here?”
 “He could not.”  Todd stopped spinning.
Jack asked, “Why didn’t you tell us this before?”
 “We do not get a chance to talk much,” Todd 
replied.
 Jack growled, “You little—”
 Carlin threw a hand up. “No name calling.”
 Jack froze, as if some kind of statue spell had been 
cast on him.  Carlin and Todd watched him, nearly as still 
and fully as quiet.  Then Jack smacked his head.  Twice.
 “What are you thinking?” Carlin asked.
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 “Come here, Todd.” Jack barked.
 “Certainly.” Todd drifted within a few inches of Jack, 
who stuck his head right into Todd’s opening.
 Inside Todd was a world of blackness with a star-
speckled ground.  Which suddenly made a bit of twisted 
sense to Jack.
 He pulled his head out.  “I don’t know about magic, 
but I do know a little science.  More than Puck, anyway.  
I’m thinking Puck used too much technology in his spell.”  
Jack pointed at the broken television near the workbench, 
the one he tried to fix with a mending spell.  “Puck can’t 
cast a spell, right? So the only spell-casting that’s gone on 
tonight was by me.  My one spell.”
 “I’m with you,” Carlin said.
 “My spell opened one channel and any TV can pick 
it up.  All these guys—Puck, Willy, Nilly and Todd—they 
are set up like receivers of the same channel.  When my 
head was in Puck it was exactly like it is in Todd,” now Jack 
pointed at Todd, “in the darkness . . . it’s all the same.”
 Carlin nodded.  There was a certain logic to the the-
ory.   “That’s why Mr. Bough and Laurie haven’t popped 
out of Willy.  They can’t find the hole.”
 “Exactly.”  Jack ran to the back of the garage, which 
was covered with gray metal shelves.  Each shelf was 
covered with boxes, cans, crates and other unidentified 
chunks of plastic and steel.
 “Puck must have had this all set up for me.” Jack 
tore through toolboxes and cardboard cases.  “He baited 
me.  My little mending spell didn’t cause all of this.  It was 
just the last ingredient.”
 “You think he planted the bad TV in the fields?” 
 “Yes. Puck must have somehow broken the TV with 
a channeling spell that would work again if I mended it.”
 “That’s pretty complicated.” Carlin was afraid to 
move, Jack was scurrying around so quickly now.  He 
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grabbed a flashlight so large it had a handle like a lunch 
box and a shoulder strap.  The lens was nearly as big as the 
headlight on a car.
 “It makes sense.” Jack took a long sledgehammer 
from the back and stood in front of a tall, white cabinet.  “I 
bet he’s been watching us all week, planning this.  Hasn’t 
he, Todd?”
 “I do not think he was particularly weak while he 
watched you.” Todd flew high and out of Jack’s way. “You 
are right about the other part, though.  You have both 
become his theater, as of late.”
 “He’s been watching us?”  Carlin rubbed her bare 
arms and shuddered. “That is just, plain creepy.”
 Bam.
 Jack smashed the lock off the doors of the white 
cabinet.  The lock dangled for a second then clinked on 
the ground.
 “Are you supposed to be doing that?” Carlin asked.
 “Not if you asked my dad,” Jack answered. “But I 
think Mr. Bough is going to be pretty happy about it.”
 Jack threw open both cabinet doors and quickly 
scanned each shelf.  He wasn’t exactly sure where things 
were, as he was never allowed to look inside.  The cabinet 
was for things Mr. Oliver did not want Jack and, mostly his 
brothers, getting their hands on.
 While most everything in the cabinet looked worn 
and tired, along with most everything else in the whole 
garage, the bottom shelf held a dull chrome suitcase.  Jack 
dragged in out, flopped it on its side and flicked it open.
The top of the case blocked Carlin’s view so she stepped 
around.  The inside was lined with red and yellow card-
board tubes, each about as long as the center of a roll of 
paper towels.
 “Todd,” Jack called. “Come here.”
 “What are those?” Carlin bent over to try to read the 
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labels.
 “Signal flares.”  Jack took one in each hand and held 
them out to Carlin.  “Take ‘em.”
 “What am I going to do with them?” Carlin let Jack 
place them in her hands, but she didn’t exactly take them.
 “Signal.”  Jack grabbed two more and watched Todd 
swoop in.
 “I have hope that I can assist in some way.”  Todd 
said.
 “Open wide.” Jack shoved his flare-filled hands into 
Todd.  He bent his arms and set them on inside.  He patted 
around to make sure they stayed put.  “Great.  They’re just 
laying there.”
 “Inside Todd,” Carlin said.
 “Yeah.” Jack grabbed two more and fed them 
through the opening.  “The opening is like a hole in the 
floor.  What’s sideways to us, is actually the floor inside 
him.  So whatever we hide inside Todd will just sit there by 
the opening.”
 “And you feel the need to put a lot of stuff in Todd.” 
Carlin straightened up, still holding the flares at arms 
length.
 “Not much more stuff.” Jack stood. “Just me, really.”
 “You?” Carlin’s left eyebrow rose.
 “That’s my plan.”
 Todd rose so that he was eye level with the others.  
The three of them formed a small circle in the middle of 
the garage.
 Carlin folded her arms across her chest. “Going into 
Todd is going to stop the dragon?”
 “It won’t,” Jack said. “I’ll bring out Mr. Bough and 
he’ll take care of that.”
 Carlin looked at the big flashlight.  She looked at 
Todd, hovering near her head.  She was beginning to fig-
ure out what Jack was thinking.

99

The Wrong Channel



 “I think all the holes are connected on the other side,” 
Jack explained. “I can go through Todd and find Mr. Bough 
and your sister.”
 Carlin continued to stare into the blackness of Todd. “It 
won’t do you any good,” she said barely moving her mouth. 
“He’s too small.  You’ll never get them out through there.”
 “That’s the tricky part.” Jack snatched up the flashlight.  
“We’ll have to come out through Willy.”
 “But you won’t know which dot of light on the floor is 
Willy’s opening.”
 “Signal flares.” Jack put the strap over his shoulder.
 Carlin looked at the flares in her hands.  She slowly 
brought her gaze back to Jack.
 “They are very easy to use,” Jack said. “You just point 
the front and pull the back.”
 “This is crazy.” Carlin shook her head.
 “No argument there.”
 Carlin looked at Todd again. “It’s not going to work, 
either.”
 “Why?” Jack froze.
 “Because you’re never going to fit through Todd.”  
Carlin leaned in towards the floating black shape. “You’re too 
wide.”
 “You think?” Jack stepped over and placed his hands 
on the rim of Todd’s nothingness.
 “You do look a bit large to eat, sir.” Todd said.
 “Not eat,” Jack said. “Let in. Let’s use ‘let in’.”
 “It’ll have to be me,” Carlin said.  “I’ll go in.”
 “I hate that idea.” Jack hooked his thumbs inside Todd 
and tried to pull him wider.
 “I am what I am,” Todd said. “You can stretch me no dif-
ferent.”
 “Leave it, Jack,” Carlin said.  “I’m not even sure I’m going 
to fit.”
 Jack glowered at her. “No.  I don’t want you going in 
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there.”
 “We don’t have time to argue.”
 “Then we won’t.  We’ll do something else.  Another 
plan.”
 “We don’t have time for that and you know it.”  
Carlin took the strap of the big flash light and lifted it 
off Jack’s shoulder. “After Puck and his friends trash Mr. 
Bough’s house, who knows what they’ll do or where they’ll 
go.”
 Jack grabbed the strap of the flashlight. “It’s my 
mess,” he said. He and Carlin held flashlight between them.  
It swung like an empty swing.
 “Actually,” Todd broke the moment. “It is about to 
become everyone’s mess.  Once of the spell of the smelly 
house has ridden the wind away, Puck will begin playing 
a much different game.  He can turn people into pigeons.  
Make fish obscenely large.  Paint the night bright with 
Faerie light and invite all his other friends and acquain-
tances and those he wants to impress with his prowess to 
come here and see if they can do worse.”
 Carlin could see Jack’s problem.  He clearly thought 
it was his job to crawl into the dark unknown.  He was not 
about to ask someone else to do his job.  And maybe, just 
a little, he couldn’t bring himself to send a girl.  He wasn’t 
thinking about being the hero.  He just was heroic in his 
own way.  Of course, Carlin thought it was a partnership, 
each doing their part.
 “Your part,” Carlin said to herself, but out loud.
 “My part.” Jack frowned.
 “Your part,” Carlin repeated, now to Jack, “is the 
flare.  Which of us has a better chance of shooting a signal 
flare into Willy?”
 Jack smooshed his lips to the left.  She had a point.  
She didn’t know what they were, so she’d never shot one 
off.  He had, once, last Fourth of July.  He let go of the 
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flashlight and dashed back to the gray metal shelves.
 “You’re right,” Jack said over his shoulder as her 
cobbled through boxes, punching one open then hurling 
it aside.
 “Of course.” Carlin draped the flashlight over her 
shoulder.  The strap was too long and the thing hit her in 
the side of the leg.
 “You’ll be very alone in there,” Jack said. “I don’t 
think you’re going to hear much.  Not even Todd.”
 “I won’t hear Todd while I’m inside him?” Carlin 
didn’t like the sound, or the lack of sound really, of that.
 “Just a hunch, but I think Mr. Bough and Laurie 
would’ve poked their heads out of Todd by now if they 
could hear things.”  
 “Yes . . .” Carlin pushed her glasses up her nose, 
even though they hadn’t fallen any perceptible length. “I’m 
still going.”
 “But we’ll take an extra precaution.”
 “Just as long as we don’t take more time.”
 Jack ran back carrying a ball of orange nylon straps, 
dull steal buckles and a coil of speckled yellow and white 
rope.
 “Water skiing harnesses.” Jack handed Carlin one of 
the loose orange bundles. “You can do it, but you’ll be tied 
to me.”
 “Like a dog.” Carlin took the harness.
 “No,” Jack unfurled his ball of nylon. “Like a moun-
tain climbing team.”
 “That does sound better.”
 A lot better, she thought.  Though not much safer.  
Mountain climbers used harnesses to keep from plunging 
to their deaths.  
 She strapped on the harness.
Chapter 20  Into the Dark
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 Carlin twirled into Todd like a slow drill bit.  She 
barely made it, edging through the opening one shoulder 
at a time.  Once her arms were inside, she pushed herself 
up like she was climbing out of a manhole in the street.  
She swung her legs around and then leaned back over the 
dim, but visible, hole in the ground.  Jack was right there 
with a worried expression.
 “I’m all set,” she said. 
 “Really?” Jack asked.
 “Really,” Carlin replied. “Give me the rest of the rope 
and get moving.”
 Jack handed her the large coil of nylon cord. “All 
you have to do is tug.”
 “I know.” Carlin laid the coil off to the side, away 
from Todd’s opening.  “I’m probably better off in here than 
you are out there.”
 “Yeah,” Jack said. He didn’t seem to believe she was 
better off either, but she knew he wasn’t going to say that.
 “Good luck.” Carlin waved and backed away from 
the hole.  She really wanted him to get moving.  The more 
quickly he found Willy and shot a flare through his mouth, 
the more quickly she could get out of this place.
 Provided she found her sister and Mr. Bough.
 With that thought, she straightened up and looked 
around.  She stood on a perfectly black floor, spotted 
with the occasional piece of light.  The next closest light 
was perhaps twenty yards away and it looked more like a 
puddle than a star.  It was difficult to judge the distance, 
because there was nothing else with which to judge.  It 
was just lights on the ground for as far as she could see.  
There was no horizon, no sky, no other features of any sort.
 To further disorient you, the lights were spaced 
with no apparent pattern.  Some were close together, 
some spaced far from their nearest neighbors.  Even worse, 
they occasionally went out.  Sometimes a new one lit up.  
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It ruined any hope you had of forming little constellations 
to help you navigate, like the sailors did with the stars.  
These lights changed too quickly and too randomly. 
 This was a very easy place in which to get lost.
 Carlin checked her harness and the rope.  
Everything seemed tight and well-fastened.
 “Todd?” she said.
 Nothing.
 “Todd?” she yelled.  And waited.
 Nothing.
 It seemed Jack was right.  Todd’s voice went from 
the opening outward, not back in.  She was on her own.

 Jack doubled checked his orange nylon harness.  
He was wearing it backwards, which made him a little 
nervous, even though he was sure it would still work.  The 
speckled yellow and white rope was tied to his back.  From 
there it lead to Carlin’s harness.  The buddy system.  It 
made him feel a little better.  At the very least, he could 
always yank her out of the place inside — or behind, or 
whatever — Todd. 
 Jack glanced at the television he had found.  The 
TV that channeled Puck, if his theory was right.  “Quell,” he 
said out loud. It was not a word he used everyday.  Or any 
day, for that matter.  He knew what it meant.  To put a stop 
to something.  Jack took the remote off the top of the TV 
and slipped it into his pants pocket.
 He turned to Todd and put his hands on either side 
of him.  “Can I count on you?”
 “Would you not prefer a piece of paper?” Todd 
asked. “Perhaps a blackboard? Or one of those looms with 
beads?”
 “An abacus.”
 “No. I think ‘abacus’ is a swearword used by Monks.  
Very rare, what with their vows and --”
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 Jack spun and sat in Todd’s mouth.

 Carlin clicked on the flashlight.  The beam struck 
out as a harsh white cone, faded to gray and then, after a 
few yards, faded to nothing.  The dark of this place was so 
gooey the light failed to go half as far as Carlin thought it 
should have gone.
 She slowly turned, like a beacon.  The easiest way 
to locate her sister and Mr. Bough, she thought, was to 
make a spectacle of herself.  Instead of finding them, they 
would then find her.
 “Laurie,” she yelled, but it sounded quite quiet.  Just 
like the light, this place seemed to suck up the sound, 
making it significantly less than she expected.
 She was not in the real world anymore.  Light and 
sound were acting differently and the realization gave her 
a chill.  What else was going to be different?  Gravity?  Was 
there enough oxygen here?  Or the opposite, was the air 
full of poisons?
 Relax, Carlin yelled to herself.  This area was a 
bunch of nothing, and that meant no poison gas.  Focus. 
Find them while you have the time.
 Time.  Was that going to be different too?
 “Laurie!” she shouted with all her lungs would 
allow.  
 She swept the blackness with her beam of light, 
shinning it on nothing, and giving herself a moment to lis-
ten.
 Nothing.
 She shouted again.  Then again.  She started wav-
ing her light around all crazy, trying desperately not to 
look like any of the other blobs of light.
 Nothing.  No shouts back from the dark.  
 This was going to be a lot harder than she thought.
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 “Faster,” Jack yelled to Todd.  He didn’t have to 
worry about Carlin flying from his lap.  He could risk more 
speed.  In fact, it was more than a little bit fun.  They again 
did their best to stay low, near the rooftops, but safely 
above the power and telephone lines.  They wove through 
the treetops, missing some by less than Jack could mea-
sure.
 His stomach felt like the knot of a wet shoelace.  It 
wasn’t the ride that made him nervous.  It was the realiza-
tion that he was seconds away from Puck and his cohorts 
that had tightened up his insides.  His plan only went to 
a certain point and he was now whipping past that point.  
He did not know how to fend off Puck and Nilly and the 
invisible dragon, long enough to throw a flare into Willy. 
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 His plan was, as the saying goes, up in the air.
Chapter 21  Gone

 All Carlin’s yelling seemed to be doing was making 
her voice scratchy.  She gave it up for a second.  She kept 
the flashlight moving, though.  That wasn’t hurting any-
thing.  She checked her rope again and decided to take a 
few steps.  The ground was, not surprisingly, quite odd.  It 
was hard like a tile floor, and slippery like glass.  The part 
she was standing in seemed like a small, shallow crater, 
only a few feet wide.  Waving the flashlight around, she 
decided to take a few more steps.  The ground rose and 
fell, rippled, as if someone had tossed a bunch of rocks 
into pond and then the pond froze instantly.  
 She turned to look back in the direction she came 
from and gasped.
 There was no pool of light coming from Todd.  She 
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couldn’t immediately tell where he was at all.  She quickly 
brought the flashlight’s sweeping across the floor.  
The coil of rope and a few flares were on the ground, 
arranged nicely around Jack’s rear end. 
 All right, she said to herself.  So Todd is not a star 
and would be impossible to find again without the rope.  
Good thing I’ve got the rope.  
 But if Todd’s not one of the floor stars, she asked 
herself, just what are they?
 The nearest puddle of light was not that far away.  
She had more than enough rope to reach it.  She made 
one more turn with the flashlight and then walked slowly 
towards the closest light.  She wanted to walk quickly, but 
that was going to take some practice.  The ground was 
slick and wildly uneven.
 The closer she got to the light, the more she real-
ized it was flickering.  There was no rhythm, but it didn’t 
dance like a candle.  It was different.  And there were col-
ors.  From a distance the stars were white.  Up close, there 
were flashes of greens and reds and blues.
 Carlin stood over the light and looked down.  Her 
forehead crinkled.  Were those shapes in the light?  People 
shapes?  She knelt down and peered into the glowing spot 
of ground.
 There were shapes.  People moving.  It was like 
television, only more transparent.  You could see right 
through the moving images.  And what was right through 
them?  Carlin bent closer, putting her face right into the 
light, almost to the ground.  
 There were people on the other side.  They were 
older, grandparent-like, sitting on a couch and looking 
right at her.  They opened their mouths and pushed them-
selves back into the couch.  They turned their heads, obvi-
ously confused.  They looked at each other, then at Carlin 
again, who bent all the way over, putting her nose right to 
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the glassy floor.  It was warm and bright.
 The man got off his couch and walked closer.  
Carlin could see his knees through the images of people 
getting in a car, near a beach.  He bent down.  His face was 
right there, cocked to the side, looking kind of mad.  He 
rapped Carlin in the nose with back of knuckle.
 Carlin sat up.  The knuckle hadn’t touched her.  She 
heard the tiny sound of someone tapping glass.  She was 
on the other side of a window.
 No, she said to herself.  You are on the other side of 
a television screen.  
 You are on the other side of all the television 
screens.

 Luckily for Jack’s stomach, there wasn’t any more 
time to knead itself like dough.  They were there.
Jack and Todd rocketed out from between the two of 
the trees that surrounded Mr. Bough’s house.  There was 
not much of a clearing above the roof, but the trees were 
always trimmed well back from his roof.  They circled the 
chimney tightly, Jack just barely holding himself into the 
seat.
 He looked left, right, up, down, squinting, then 
opening his eyes as wide as he could.  
 No one was around.  Not a black shape, not a stiff 
wind.  Nothing.
 “Hold up, Todd,” he said.
 Todd slowed to a stop and hovered ten feet above 
Mr. Bough’s roof.  Jack took a deep breath.  Pine needles.  
Lilacs.  A hint of the river.  His nose found nothing dis-
gusting in the air where Mr. Bough’s house should have 
smelled it’s absolute worst.
 “We’re too late,” Jack spat.  “And who knows where 
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they are now.”
Chapter 22  Trying Something New

 Carlin held the flare as far out in front of her as pos-
sible.  She liked fireworks, enjoyed watching them on the 
Fourth of July, safely up in the sky.  Launching her own did 
not intrigue her.  Explosions.  Fire.  This was really not her 
thing, which made her hands shake a little, which made 
the whole situation even worse.  
 “Safety flares,” she said out loud. “I think I like the 
dark better.”
 She had firmly decided she wasn’t going back to 
Jack.  He had his job, she had hers.  And she could do hers, 
if she’d just stop pondering and pausing.  She squeezed 
the cardboard tube like she was trying to crush it.  She 
scrunched her eyes and mouth so tight her face was a 
mess of wrinkles.  She looked away, pointed somewhere 
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and pulled.
 For a moment nothing seemed to happen.  She 
was about to crack open an eye and see if she’d done it 
right when she heard the sizzle, crack and whoosh.  The 
flare pushed her arms in to her body and a brilliant spar-
kling ball of light took off from the end of the tube.  It was 
so bright she could see it through her eyelids.
 She yelped and looked.  The flare made a low and 
fiery pink-red arch in the sky.  She immediately wished 
she’d held it higher, even though that would have felt 
closer to her face.  It was bright, though.  She was happy 
about that.  Laurie and Mr. Bough would have to be asleep 
not to see it.  A droplet of light hung in the air for a good 
long time in terms of fire works, then got smothered by 
the darkness.

 Jack searched the night sky, looking out as far and 
keenly as he could.  He knew it was useless.  He’d never 
spot black spots on a black sky.  His whole plan was based 
on catching Puck and his cohorts at Mr. Bough’s house.
 “We lost,” Jack said.
 “What were we playing?” Todd inquired.
 Jack put his elbows on his knees and plunged his 
head between his fists.  He sat in the empty space that was 
Todd, floating above Mr. Bough’s chimney.
 “Playing?” Jack repeated.  “I don’t know.  Tag?”
 “The rules to which I am unfamiliar, it seems.”  Todd 
returned.
 “Doesn’t matter.  We lost.”  Jack exhaled loudly.
 “Are you familiar with the rules?” Todd asked. “Was 
it you that made them up?”
 “No,” Jack answered, then frowned. “I don’t know.  I 
don’t think there are any rules.”
 “Then how do you know you lost?”
 “Because,” Jack said. “They aren’t here.  I’ve lost Puck 
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and Willy and Nilly.”
 “You should find them,” Todd said.
 “Thank you for . . .” Jack let his voice trail off.  Find.  
That was an idea.
 Jack sat up and grabbed Todd’s sides.  “Take me 
down to the back door.”
 It was time to fight fire with fire.  Or, Jack corrected 
himself, magic with magic.

 Carlin held her breath.  There had been no sound.  
Until now.  There it was again.  A howling way in the dis-
tance.  There was no breeze in this place.  There wasn’t 
anything other than the glow of what she now presumed 
where active televisions.  But the howling sounded like 
wind through a cracked door.  Or an injured owl, maybe.  
Not that she’d ever heard one, but she could imagine it 
sounding like this.  A dragged-out, mournful “whooooo”.  
 Or it could be something else.  Something worse.  
Her arms tingled and got goosey, like from a draft, which, 
again, there wasn’t.  The howling reminded her of a ghost.  
She hugged herself and rubbed her arms.  Why wouldn’t 
there be ghosts here in the nothingness?  It would be 
appropriate.  The ghosts of old TV shows, of people who 
died watching TV.  Souls stolen from men and women who 
fell asleep with the TV on.  That sound was the howl of 
souls pulled into the bluish light of late night.
 “Stop it,” Carlin yelled at herself in full voice.  This 
was not a good time to let the imagination out for a jump 
on the bed.  At least, not in that scary way.  If you’re going 
to use your imagination, Carlin said to herself, imagine 
what Laurie and Mr. Bough might have done when they 
got here.  Would they explore?  Try a spell?  Sit and gab 
and wait to be rescued?
 The howling got louder and more ghostly.
Carlin took out another flare.  This time she wouldn’t be 
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afraid to use it.
Chapter 23  Hunting and Haunting

 Jack ran through the back door of Mr. Bough’s 
house and across the kitchen.  Todd zipped in behind him 
like a rectangular Frisbee.  Jack stopped and turned in 
the dining room, next to the big oak table.  He faced the 
cabinet.  Like most boys his age, Jack had a highly selec-
tive memory.  He had no recollection of his mother telling 
him, just that morning, that on Sunday they were going to 
a party at his cousins.  He had no idea it was his was night 
to do the dishes.  He did, however, remember the exact 
location of Mrs. Komanski’s Palm Pilot to within two mil-
limeters.  It was simply too cool to forget.
He took it out of the drawer, flipped open the cover and 
pulled the pencil-like stylus out of the top.
 “What an odd little mirror,” Todd said peeking over 
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Jack’s shoulder.
 “It gets odder.”  Jack pushed the clear button on 
top, which took on a dull, green glow.  The screen came 
alive.  He held the tip of the black stylus over the lower 
right-hand corner of the device, right over the word “Find”.  
He took a deep breath and tapped the word quickly, but 
gently.
 A square appeared, asking Jack what he would like 
to find.  He pushed his lips together and wrote in the word 
“Puck”.
 At first, there was no change.  Then the screen dis-
played a list of all the places it was looking.  Memos, the 
date book, its “to do” list — all of the electronic files inside 
the little machine.   Puck was not mentioned anywhere 
in the computer’s memory.  The screen stopped chang-
ing, but Jack had the impression the computer had not 
stopped looking.  This was the moment he was hoping –
 The Palm Pilot lurched for the front window.  Jack 
barely held on as it yanked him over a stack of maga-
zines.  He slipped.  Recovered.  Put his foot in a large fern. 
Stumbled.  Straightened.  It yanked again, pulling him 
through the living room.
 “Where are you going, Jack?” Todd followed, staying 
behind his shoulder.
 Jack jumped another row of plants, dodged a chair 
and footstool and slapped both hands on the Pilot.  It 
dragged him into the bleachers of plants at the front win-
dow.  The Palm Pilot hit the glass and vibrated, like it was 
determined to chip through the window.
 “We could use the door?” Todd suggested.
 The front door was ten feet to the left.  Jack tried 
to inch in that direction, but he could not budge the 
machine.  It wanted to go northeast and seemed fairly firm 
on the idea.  Jack braced his feet and pulled.  The Palm 
parted from the window, and then lunged even harder.  
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Jack thought the window might bust.  
 “It’s working better than I expected,” Jack said to 
Todd.
 “I shall take your word for it.”  Todd flittered around 
Jack, trying to see if there was anything he could do.
Jack held the little computer tightly with his left hand and 
brought the stylus, which was still in his right hand, back 
near the screen.   He tapped the word “Cancel” and the 
Pilot went limp in his palm.
 “Let’s hope it works again.” Jack stepped backwards 
through thistles and wormwort and sage.  He ran to the 
front door and out onto the driveway.  Todd flew up and 
down and back and forth and stopped next to Jack’s head, 
turned so he too could look at the Palm Pilot’s face.
 “Is this some type of Hum Drum compass, then?” 
Todd asked.
 “It’s a lot of things.” Jack pointed the Palm in the 
direction it had wanted to go a few seconds ago. “But 
humdrum is not one of them.”
 Once again Jack told the machine to find Puck.  It 
took off in front of him, pulling him like he was a wagon.  It 
led him down the driveway, onto the lawn, into and across 
the street.  It pulled Jack onto the lawn of the people living 
kitty-corner across from Mr. Bough.  It was aimed to drag 
him right into their garage.  Jack didn’t think he’d find Puck 
there.  Puck was going to be someplace on the other side 
of these homes, maybe on the other side of the island, for 
all he knew.
 “Todd,” Jack tried to shout without being loud. 
“Give me a lift.”
 Todd somersaulted in the air and dove behind Jack.  
He shoveled him up.  The garage was too close.  The Pilot 
was relentless.  Todd rose steeply.  Jack’s sneaker scuffed 
the gutter and they skimmed the roof of the garage.  
A man in the back yard sat reading by lantern light.  In his 
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head, Jack begged him not to look up.  He held his breath.  
Todd and Jack swished over him, banked to miss some cables, 
swelled over a fence, clipped a high lilac bush then rolled to 
the right, as Jack almost unseated Jack.  
 “Take it easy,” Jack hissed.
 “Are you asking that of your cursed compass?” Todd 
sounded a bit miffed. “Because it seems bent on bending you 
around something.”
“It’s not that smart,” Jack replied.
 “Curses rarely are.” 
 They continued their flight north-by-northeast, as the 
crow flies. This trip, however, was not even close to being fun.  
The Pilot was not going to let them avoid groups of people 
out enjoying the beautiful summer night, full of stars, at which 
many liked to sit back and gaze.  
 Jack wondered if any of them were ready to watch a 
13-year-old boy fly past, sitting on nothing, in the tow of a 
personal digital assistant. 

 Carlin wanted to crouch down, curl up and try not to 
be seen, which was exactly opposite of what she came in here 
to do.  Every wave of the flashlight made her wince.  
 “Awoooo.” There it was again.  That moaning.  It was 
faint, like someone shouting into a pillow . . . and not neces-
sarily someone human.
Chapter 24  At the End of the Rope

 “Aloh.” Carlin thought she heard.  Wasn’t that the stuff 
you put on sunburn?  Regardless, it was a creepy sound, from 
who-knew-what.  Her idea of using the flare to attract atten-
tion to herself was a good one, but she realized she never 
thought about whose attention she might actually get.  She 
made a mental note to think things through more thoroughly 
in the future, should she have a future.
 “Aloooooh.”  She heard again.  It was a voice and it was 
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sounding less ghost-like.  She brought the big flashlight 
up and pointed it in the direction of the sound. 
 “Er ear.” A high-pitched shriek.
 “Er ear.” A lower yell.
 “Great,” Carlin mumbled. “The ghouls have noticed 
my tasty ears.”  She tried to force a snicker, but she was 
still too nervous.  Whoever was making the noises was 
sounding more and more human, which had its good side 
and its bad.  Humans were probably better than trolls or 
goblins, but the voices did not sound like Laurie and Mr. 
Bough.
 “Er ear!” High and low at the same time.
 “I should’ve worn my hair down.”  The joke didn’t 
help.  She carefully took a few steps back along her safety 
line.  Her new plan was to get right next to Todd’s opening.  
If she didn’t like whoever or whatever was calling to her, 
she would drop down the hole like a rabbit.

 Jack could see the river.  They were headed, indi-
rectly, in that direction, away from the normal-size houses, 
as he categorized them, and towards the big ones.  In fact, 
Jack figured they were set to pass right over one of the 
biggest mansions on the island:  Carlin’s house.  
 Todd lifted them over the next line of trees.  Jack 
let himself take a breath, as there was nothing but an 
undeveloped field below them for a moment.  They flew 
over the small hills, dirt-bike paths, wild bushes and grass, 
heading for another line of trees.  On the other side was 
the beginning of the land Carlin’s family owned.  They 
dipped and rose above the tall pines.  Jack caught a 
glimpse of the lights of the LaSalle estate before his eye-
lids slammed shut.  A barrel of dusty air jammed his breath 
back down his throat, kicked up his legs and blew his 
whole body right out of Todd.  
 It happened so fast, and with such confusing force, 
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he didn’t even think about the fact that he was falling 
ninety feet.

 “Carlin?” Laurie ran as fast as she could on the 
curvy, glassy ground.  
 “Laurie?” Carlin had the beam of the large flashlight 
on her sister.   She nudged it a tad to the right.  Mr. Bough 
was running behind Laurie with the odd kind of hopping 
gate the ground demanded.  He was carrying a musical 
instrument.  It was obvious now that they had been call-
ing out to her.  The strangeness of this place acted on the 
sound and the light, though.  Things did not seem to work 
exactly as they did in the world . . . in Carlin’s world, the 
Hum Drum.
 “What are you doing here?” Laurie wrapped her 
arms around Carlin as if Carlin might blow away at any 
second.  Carlin was stunned.  Her sister had never dis-
played anything in the same general category as affection 
towards her.
 “I’m rescuing you,” Carlin managed to say from 
inside Laurie’s hug.
 “You came here by choice?” Mr. Bough stopped 
very close to Carlin.  “You’re here willingly?”
 “Not exactly.” Carlin noticed the instrument was a 
big, brass trombone. “I wouldn’t have willingly crawled in 
here if it wasn’t for you two.”
 “You shouldn’t have come.” Laurie gave Carlin some 
breathing room. “Now you’re stuck here, too.”
 “There are ways out.” Carlin pointed to the hole on 
the floor that was, more or less, Todd.  “Jack and . . .”
 Jack’s backside was gone.  Todd was empty.  The 
rope that connected Carlin and Jack was quickly uncoiling 
and rushing out through the bluish square on the other-
wise colorless floor.
 “oh no.” Carlin dove at the last remaining loop of 
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the coil.  “Grab the rope!”
 Mr. Bough had a look of puzzled horror on his 
face, but he reacted to Carlin’s command.  He tossed his 
horn and fell on the slithering yellow and white nylon, 
grabbing it with both hands.  Laurie rounded the open-
ing and thrust her hands in to help.  There was a huge 
jerk and they each almost lost their grips.  All their arms 
were yanked through the opening, sliding them together.  
Their three heads hit together with a soft conk.  They held 
on, though, and the rope began to swing beneath them.  
Carlin, now lying on her stomach, put her head through 
Todd.
 It was dark out.  She could tell they were flying 
above grass, but little else.  The rope was strung out tight 
beneath Todd.  At the end of it, swinging like the pendu-
lum of a grandfather clock, was Jack.
 Carlin screamed to him.  She heard something back 
and saw him wave at the ground.  At first she thought he 
was acknowledging someone else, then she realized he 
might not be capable of rolling over and facing her.  His 
waterskiing harness was on backwards, to he was dangling 
belly down.  
 “Todd,” Carlin said.
 “Welcome back, your fretfulness.”  Todd continued 
to circle what Carlin was beginning to think looked famil-
iar.
 “What happened to Jack?” she asked.
 “Blown from me like a crumb from a crumpet cart.”
 “You should set him down,” Carlin said.
 “You have some certainty in that?” Todd asked.
 “Yes.”
 “He seems comfortable.” 
 “He’s not.”
 “Very well then.” Todd began a slow decent.
 Carlin pulled her head back in.  Laurie and Mr. 
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Bough remained prone on the floor, turning their heads 
to follow her.  They seemed to be waiting for more of an 
explanation.  Carlin wasn’t sure she could give one.  She 
let them stare at her for a few seconds.  She really couldn’t 
think of anything other than Jack until he was safely on 
the ground.  Once they felt the slack in the rope, they 
started reeling it in.  At that point, Carlin quickly told the 
others about Todd and how the openings were connected 
and Jack’s idea about shooting a flare through Willy.  By 
the time she reached the last part, Jack stuck his face in 
the opening.  It was a strange sight because he was obvi-
ously standing outside Todd, so his face was on their floor.  
They kneeled and looked down at him.
 “It was the dragon,” Jack said. “I’m sure of it.”
 “Dragon?” Mr. Bough barked. 
 “Didn’t get to that yet,” Carlin said.
 Jack looked at her.  “I think it’s right over your 
house.”
 “Is Puck there, too?” Carlin asked.
 “Don’t know.  A Palm Pilot was leading me to him, 
but I lost it in the attack.”
 Mr. Bough grabbed his forehead as though he 
thought it might split open.  
 Another massive gust of wind knocked Jack in the 
side, flipping his hair and pushing him out of the frame.
 “Can’t you do something?” Laurie said to Mr. Bough. 
“Call in the marines?”
 As Jack set himself back in the rectangle, Mr. Bough 
traced the edges of Todd with his eyes.  “I’m not sure 
there’s enough room to get a spell out.”
 Carlin turned to Mr. Bough.  “I take it you tried to 
cast a spell from in here already.”
 “Several.” He continued to study the opening.
 “All kinds.” Laurie added.  “The only one that worked 
was the one he cast on me.”
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 Carlin tilted her head, waiting for Mr. Bough to add 
to that sentence.
 “Calming spell,” he said.  
 “oh,” Carlin and Jack said together, fully understand-
ing.
 “Spells in here work fine,” Mr. Bough continued.  
“They don’t get out, though.  I might be able to get my 
hands through this hole.”
 “And . . .” Jack tried to encourage Mr. Bough to go 
on.
 “I’m not sure yet.” Mr. Bough gave Jack his annoyed 
look.  “It might be time to call for help.”
 Carlin and Jack gave each a tiny, knowing smile.  
They both knew it had been that time for an hour or two 
now, they just didn’t want to make the call.
 The next burst of air forced Jack to close his eyes.  
He faced into the wind.  When it died down he opened 
them.
 “Those gusts are coming from your house,” Jack 
said.  “I can hear some noise, too.”
 Carlin pushed closer to the opening, but she didn’t 
hear anything. “What kind of noise?”
 “Screams and such.”  Jack poked his face back 
through Todd. “You guys back up.  I’m going to check it 
out.”
 “Jack,” Carlin started her protest, but Jack had 
stepped away from the opening.  She could see the 
ground and sky whizzing by as Todd looped and spun and 
swooped in under Jack.  Just as she realized she should sit 
back, Jack’s bottom plugged the hole like a cork.
 Carlin sat back, smoothed out her dress and 
pushed her glasses up her nose.  She gave Laurie and Mr. 
Bough a polite smile each and tried very hard to ignore 
Jack’s behind, even though they were sitting around it like 
a campfire.  
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 Laurie sat back as well.  She tossed her hair over her 
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shoulder.  “Your boyfriend seems nice.”
Chapter 25  In Between

 Jack skimmed along the grass, sitting in Todd.  He 
wanted to stay close to the ground to be sneaky, and so 
that he wouldn’t have so far to fall if another blast of wind 
gave him the heave-hoe.  Flying low and fast reminded 
him of the old saucer-sled he used to have, only without 
the frostbite.  They stayed near the pine trees that ran 
along the edge of the LaSalle property.  The back of the 
house approached.  Every light was on, giving it a soft, but 
huge yellow glow.
 More wind.  People yelled.  Glass broke.  Todd 
tilted and cupped Jack, keeping him nicely in his seat.  
They didn’t slow down at all.  Jack wasn’t sure what he 
was heading for, but he was in a hurry to get there.  Todd 
seemed to understand that fact.
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 They flew up to the back of a tool shed and 
stopped.  Jack told Todd to raise him up so he could see 
over the top.  
 “Wow,” came out without his noticing.
 The LaSalle cocktail party had taken a turn for the 
crazy.  Napkins fluttered in the air like moths.  Tables rolled 
on their sides, not a single chair or stool still stood.  Guests 
crammed to get through the patio doors and inside, gasp-
ing and chirping and elbowing each other.  The strings of 
white lights that had looked pretty before, now bowed 
and strained against their tacks.  Some had already broken 
away at one end and lashed the house, or anyone nearby, 
like the tentacles of an angry octopus.
 There was so much mayhem it took Jack a full 
minute to notice the pool.  Lights, candles and Lilly pads 
outlined a watery pentagon.  Inside the shape, the water 
bubbled and churned and gave off a sharp, green glow.  It 
wasn’t underwater pool lights, either.  Jack had seen those 
before.  This green was bigger and deeper.  It looked like 
something beneath the water was blowing bubbles, some-
thing very greenish yellow, with a fleck of red, and very, 
very large.  
 The back of Jack’s neck tingled.  His mouth dried 
up.  He felt tiny pricks on the backs of his hands and where 
each hair grew out of his head.  He didn’t have an exact 
word for the feeling.  He was pretty sure the right word 
didn’t exist.  It would be a combination of energy and fear.

 “This boyfriend,” Laurie said, pointing a thumb 
at Jack’s bottom. “Can he really get us out of here?  No 
offense, but he looked a little . . . I don’t know . . . beat.”
 Carlin scowled at her sister.  “He’s been through a 
lot tonight.  You’re not looking all that hot yourself.”
 “One of your friends ate me before I could grab my 
purse.”
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 “They’re not my friends,” Carlin shot. “If you’re so 
dim to think—”
 “All right!” Mr. Bough bellowed, starling both girls 
into silence.  “Let’s try to be productive.”  He brought his 
voice down to normal.  “If Carlin and Jack are right, there 
are several other openings to this realm.  Jack is trying to 
shoot a flare through the biggest of them.  That means 
we’ve got to watch every direction.”
 “You’re right.” Carlin turned, facing away from 
Laurie. “I’ll watch this direction.”
 “I’ll watch this way.” Laurie put her back to Carlin’s.
 Mr. Bough rolled his eyes and spun in place so that 
all three were facing out from Todd, each monitoring a dif-
ferent third of the horizon.
 “Carlin,” Mr. Bough said. “Watch carefully.  Light and 
sound don’t act the same in here.”
 “Yeah,” she replied. “I noticed that.”
 Laurie added, “We both got totally lost.  We were 
kind of tossed, you know?  And then the side was the 
ground and  . . . it’s all just wrong here.”
 “Here,” Carlin repeated, mulling it over. “Just where 
is ‘here’ anyway?”
 “Not sure,” Mr. Bough said. “I think Puck may have 
created this whole space as interim, a middle place 
between his world and ours.  From what you told me, the 
place could be the result of a spell that makes television 
channels channel spirits.  A channel that channels chan-
nels?  Something like that, anyway.  I can’t say as I’ve ever 
really heard of such a thing.”
 “So all these TV screens,” Carlin started, “the ones 
were sitting on, they can channel Puck and his friends.”
 “This floor may comprise all the TVs on Strawberry 
Island.  Perhaps other thin places too.”
 “You think Puck could come in here?” Carlin asked. 
“I think I may have seen someone, maybe him, looking 
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through a TV earlier today.”
 “It’s possible,” Mr. Bough answered. “It would 
explain how he set Jack up.”  
 “What do you mean by set up?” Laurie didn’t sound 
like she wanted to take any blame away from Jack and 
give it to Puck.
 “My theory is that Puck built a very elaborate spell 
cascade--spells set on their sides like dominoes.  He some-
how used a channeling spell to break that TV Jack found.  
When Jack cast a mending spell, he fixed a TV that was no 
longer built for getting TV signals, but enchanted to chan-
nel Puck.” 
 “I don’t know,” Carlin started to spin towards Mr. 
Bough, then stopped, remembering the need to watch the 
sky.  “These fairies don’t seem to know that much about 
our world, at least the technical parts.  Do you think Puck 
knows enough to do all that?”
 “He was in Jack’s body last week,” Mr. Bough said. 
“He might have learned everything Jack knows.  Once he 
got the idea, he started watching you two through your 
televisions and he learned even more.  He could probably 
make an opening from his world to here quite easily.  No 
counter-spells on his end.”
 “None on our end, either,” Carlin mumbled.  She 
was starting to figure out why Puck wanted a dragon to 
blow out the spells burning in Mr. Bough’s furnace.  “Which 
means he can probably make an opening to our world and 
his world.  He can link them up and walk right through.”
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Chapter 26  One Other Problem

 Jack peered into the sky.  Thanks to the bright stars 
and moon, he could make out three black rectangular 
shapes dancing in the air over the pool.  They dipped and 
swirled, bent, bowed and looped upwards again, twenty, 
thirty, forty feet into the night.  They were fast, flying like 
they had no weight at all.  It was going to be very close to 
impossible to chase them.
 However, Jack said to himself, it was going to be 
very easy to surprise them.
 “Todd,” he said out loud, “we’ve got to get closer.”
 “With respect, your dreadfulness,” Todd said, “you 
and I are about as close as we can get.”
 There was enough room for a full basketball court 
between the shed and pool.  
 “No.” Jack wanted to slap Todd’s head.  As Todd had 
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no head, Jack slapped his own. “We need to get closer to 
Willy.  Up there.”
 “Thank you,” Todd said. “That is much more reason-
able.”
 Todd dropped down behind the shed, tilted for-
ward a tad, to keep Jack in tight, and took off, banking 
around the corner.  He hugged the ground.  The heels 
of Jack’s sneakers clipped the taller blades of grass.  Jack 
wasn’t sure of the actual speed.  It was enough to paste his 
hair back, stretch his cheeks and bring a trickle of water to 
his eyes.
 “Wake up, Shu Chiao.”  Puck shouted.  “Go back and 
wake up.”
 “AAAREEEGG,” the sky screamed, sending a spark 
through all of Jack’s nerves.  He wanted to stuff himself 
right through Todd.
 “Abandon this song of a body,” Puck continued to 
shout, “and you shall have your whole body whole.”
 Jack could now distinguish between the three 
shapes circling above the pool.  Willy, Nilly and Puck were 
all there.  He guessed Puck was talking to the dragon that 
was made of sound waves, rather than modeled on a TV 
screen.  He’d have to think about it latter.
 The yelling people, the roar of the wind, the bel-
lows of the invisible dragon and orders from Puck buried 
any other sound.  Jack didn’t hear the chanting until he 
was almost touching the source.
 A human, just a little bigger than Jack, stood on 
one of the shale outcroppings of the swimming pool.  He 
or she was all in the black, with a hood, arms outstretched.  
A voice chanted.  It was a boy’s voice and the chant was, 
Jack was convinced despite his lack of experience, the 
script of a magic spell.

 “So,” Laurie began her question, “this Puck creature 
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tricked Jack into being the bad guy?”
 “Yes,” Mr. Bough said, “though Jack still shouldn’t 
have used that mending spell.” 
 “That was part of the trick, too.” Carlin snapped her 
fingers.  “That boy, Dill Vernon, who cut Jack’s newspaper 
sack.  That was done so you’d show Jack the mending spell 
again.”
 “I don’t know . . .” Mr. Bough’s voice fell away.  To 
Carlin, it sounded like he was considering the idea.
 “It was too convenient,” Carlin continued. “It hap-
pened right in front of you.  You must have been lured 
there by that Palm Pilot.  I bet Puck planted that, too.”
 Mr. Bough stretched a ‘yes’ in to three syllables, 
ending with a ‘but.’
 “Why didn’t Puck just cast the spell himself?” Laurie 
asked.
 “He needs to be in our world to cast a spell in our 
world.” Mr. Bough seemed to be troubled by what he was 
saying, like he was nearing the end of a puzzle and real-
ized a piece was missing.
 “He had to have help,” Carlin said.  “Someone on 
this side – in our world - had to cast spells for him, put a 
television where Jack would find it and . . .” She chopped 
her hand through the air. “And cut open Jack’s paper bag.”
 Carlin clapped her hands.  Her eyes narrowed and 
she pressed her lips tight together.  Puck was getting help 
from Dill Vernon.  For reasons she didn’t have time to think 
about, that made her really, really mad.
Chapter 27  The Coming Out Party

 Jack had no fear of heights.  It was the opposite, 
really.  He enjoyed them quite a bit.  Whenever he saw one 
of the TV shows where someone was stuck on a ledge or 
hanging from a wire or something and another person 
yelled “don’t look down”, Jack was always confused.  Why 
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not, he’d say to himself.  That’s half the fun.  It’s not like 
knowing where you are is going to change your situation.
 Flying out over the LaSalle’s gurgling, icky green-lit 
pool, Jack had a new appreciation for the old TV advice.  
There were situations in which it might be best not to 
know every detail.  In this one, for instance, he did not at 
all want any idea as to what was lurking at the bottom of 
the swimming pool.
 “Stick to your plan,” Jack said, barely moving his 
taught lips.  “Puck’s plan doesn’t matter.”
 His advice did not keep his heart from battering his 
breastbone, or his stomach from icing over.  He was going 
to have one shot.  Willy, Nilly and Puck were going to wise 
up after that and a second flare would be impossible.
 “As close as you can,” Jack said to Todd.  His voice 
made him sound like he was five years old again.
 As Todd and Jack swooped upwards, Jack got a 
good look at the boy in the black hooded sweatshirt.
 “Dill Vernon!” he shouted.  
 “What?” Dill looked up from the pool.  His mouth 
fell open.
 “I don’t believe it,” Jack said as they rushed up to 
meet the black shapes.  Todd did not respond.  He twisted 
like a corkscrew, trying to line Jack up with Willy.
 “Keep reciting,” Puck shouted down to Dill. “That 
man is as sharp a toadstool,” he said to his friends.
 Jack pulled a flare from his belt and aimed carefully.  
Willy was fat and flat.  He zipped through the air, circling 
with the others.  It looked like they were all caught in the 
same tornado.  Todd rose right up inside them, meeting 
Willy’s pace and general direction.  Jack stuck the flare out, 
elbows locked, looked down the tube, squeezed the trig-
ger string even more tightly and . . .
 “Hello, Jack,” Puck somersaulted in next to him.  
“What have we here?”
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 Too late to stop.  Jack yanked.
 Puck flew up and in front of the flare, presumably 
to get a closer look.  The silvery-red blast of sparks rock-
eted into the black, rectangular opening that was Puck.
 “Cakes and crackers,” Puck yelped, sounding genu-
inely surprised. “Was that a sparkling spell?  Where did you 
learn a sparkling spell?”
 “Flying fudge,” Jack said.  

 “So what’s with the trombone?” Carlin asked, star-
ing out into the lack of anything.
 “I play it,” Mr. Bough said. “I was playing with a band 
tonight when the alarm went off.”
 “What alarm?” Carlin didn’t remember any alarms in 
the story so far.
 “When Jack took an axe to my back door an alarm 
spell went off.  The house called to me.  I went outside and 
saw the trails of exploded gourds.  I leapt home, found 
Jack on the roof and then ended up in here.”
 “What kind of band?” Laurie asked.
 “Ska.” Mr. Bough paused.  Carlin got the sense that 
he wanted to end the conversation, stick to the important 
stuff, concentrate on the problem at hand.  The fact was, 
they couldn’t do much besides watch for Jack’s signal and 
they could certainly talk while they did that.
 “Do you like ska?” Mr. Bough seemed to have come 
to the same conclusion, Carlin thought.
 “From what I’ve heard.” Laurie sounded like she was 
using her ‘meeting guys’ voice, which impressed Carlin.  
That must be one powerful calming spell if it made this 
place seem like a coffee house.  “Did you always want to 
play in a ska band?”
 “Always wanted to play the trombone, actually.  
In fourth grade I thought it was the coolest thing in the 
world.  Don’t ask me why.  I took lessons, played in the 

131

The Wrong Channel



132

The Wrong Channel

school band.  It just went from there.  From there to here.”  Mr. 
Bough snickered.  “If it wasn’t for the trombone, I would never 
have had the pleasure of sitting here with you two young 
ladies.”
 “Really?” Laurie exaggerated.
 “Really,” Mr. Bough said with a laugh. “I joined the 
Air Force to help pay for college.  Played in one of their jazz 
groups, which brought me to the attention of the Branch.  
They like to recruit jazz musicians from the military.  That’s why 
the armed forces still have so many big bands.”
 “What?” Carlin fought the urge to turn around.  The 
statement didn’t make a whole lot of sense. “Why does the 
army have bands?”
 “Not just the Army,” Mr. Bough said. “The Navy, Air 
Force, Marines, Coast Guard.  I think the National Security 
Administration even has one, but they don’t play out much.  
The Branch likes jazz musicians because they tend to have a 
natural aptitude for magic.”
 “Jazz is like magic?” Carlin asked.
 “Like apples and other apples,” Mr. Bough answered. 
“In jazz you learn to do the same things different every time.  
Magic is the same way.”  
 Laurie pointed and yelled, “There.  That’s a flare.”  She 
watched it shoot through the floor and burst in the velvety 
black space where a sky should be.  She tried very hard to 
mark the area it came from with her eyes.  She picked out two 
lights that were on either side of the entrance point and kept 
her eyes locked on the space.
 They all had time to see the flare.  It got slower the far-
ther it got from the floor, like it was burning its way through 
unseen ice.  It gave Carlin the creeps.  It looked so wrong, so 
unnatural.
 Time, she said to herself. Time is not the same here. It’s 
not even the same in the sky as it is on the ground.
“Don’t lose the entrance point.” Mr. Bough grabbed his trom-
bone and stood up.  
 “I got it,” Laurie didn’t sound sure.  It was so murky in 
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here.
 “You can do it, Laurie.” Carlin tried to sound encourag-
ing, but it came out sounding like she was talking to a child.
 “Go,” Mr. Bough said. “We’ll follow you.”
Laurie got up without moving her eye from the spot she 
picked.  She walked in that direction, quickly and evenly, with 
no extra head movements.  Carlin and Mr. Bough fell in line 
behind her.
 They didn’t know they were headed for Puck.
Chapter 28  In the Hole

 Jack reached for another flare.  Maybe there was a 
chance he could shoot one more.  Through Willy?  Maybe 
that wasn’t a good idea.  If the flares came up in two different 
directions, the gang inside wouldn’t know what to do.
“I am happy you are learning more spells,” Puck spun like a 
slow propeller. “I like to think that I have been a good influ-
ence.  Have I rubbed off on you, some?”
 Jack tried to get a mental measurement of Puck.  It 
wasn’t easy with him spinning that way.  He closed his eyes for 
a second and tried to envision the TV that Puck came from in 
the first place.  Was it big enough for Mr. Bough?  Laurie and 
Carlin would definitely fit.  
 “You like to use a wand, I see.” Puck referred, Jack 
assumed, to the flare.  “I out grew wands long ago.  Put them 
in a trunk with my short pants and bibs.”
 Jack brought up another flare and yanked the string.  A 
crack of burning air.  A flash of brilliant red.  Puck curled over.  
As he had no other side, the flare soared off over the trees and 
burst somewhere over the neighbor’s back yard.
 “Yet another sparkling spell?” Again, Puck sounded sur-
prised. “What is it you are trying to accomplish?”
 “Do they hurt?” Nilly swept in behind Jack. “Sting? 
Smart?”
 “Do they nothing.” Puck hovered in front of Jack and 
Todd.
 “The boy is daft.”  Willy loomed overhead like a tarp.  
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“Shall I eat him now?” 
 Everyone had, for the moment, stopped flittering 
around.
 “Is that Jack Oliver?” Dill Vernon shouted from 
below.
 “Keep reciting,” Puck shouted back. “The dragon has 
returned so that he might return.”
 Jack didn’t glance down.  He now had a good idea 
what was in the bottom of the swimming pool.  The next 
time he heard that dragon’s cry it was going to come from 
flesh and blood lungs.  
 Puck screwed through the air in front of Jack. “You 
surprised me thrice.  That is not easily done, especially 
for a humdrum such as yourself, in possession of such an 
empty bucket of talents.”
 “Speaking of empty.” Jack could no longer resist. 
“You are nothing but a nothing.  I’d tell you to shut up, but 
I know you can’t even do that.”
 “Words, words,” Puck said. “If they were curds you 
might find a way.” 
 Willy and Nilly laughed at that.  Jack crunched up 
his mouth.  He hated talking to the faerie.  He shouldn’t 
have let himself get started.
 “Hello, Todd,” Puck said as if had a nose and it was 
sticking it up in the air. “No need to pass a greeting back.  
It is rude to speak with your mouth full.”
 Willy and Nilly laughed even harder.
 “I could sing through seven courses and not be as 
rude as you.” Todd had a lick of fire in his voice.  Jack liked 
it.
 Willy and Nilly roared at Todd’s joke, jiggling in the 
air like loose fan blades.
 “Eh hem!” Puck cleared his throat using a nasty 
edge.  Willy and Nilly ceased their laughing and froze.   
“Time has come to –”
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 “Hey, Jack.” Mr. Bough’s face appeared in Puck’s 
opening.  “Nicely done.”
 Jack wasn’t ready to accept the congratulations.  
His friends weren’t back on this side yet.  In fact, if they 
climbed out now, each would fall about 30 feet into a pool 
with a dragon at the bottom, which was not an improve-
ment over their current situation.

 “What do you see?” Carlin demanded of Mr. Bough.  
She felt bad after she said it.  It wasn’t the tone she nor-
mally took with someone old enough to be a teacher.  She 
was simply mad and she knew it.  This was her rescue mis-
sion and the man was taking over.  She should have been 
happy about that.  She should be glad to have him throw-
ing around orders.  But she wasn’t.  She wanted to look 
through the opening herself and lead the others out.
 “Jack,” Mr. Bough said, kneeling next to the dark, 
blue-black rectangular opening on the floor. “We need a 
rope.”
 Carlin knew the only rope they had was the one 
connecting her to Jack.  She wasn’t all that fond of cutting 
that tie.  Being Jack’s idea, and the fact that it probably 
saved him from a whole body of broken bones a few min-
utes ago, she didn’t think Jack was going to be too keen 
on giving it up, either.
 “I can’t fly,” Mr. Bough shouted. “That was a long, 
languid leap spell you saw me use.  It won’t work.”
 “What are we waiting for?” Laurie knelt down next 
to Mr. Bough, trying to see around him. “Let’s get out of 
here.”
 “It might not be that easy.” Carlin remained stand-
ing.  She was trying to envision what might be happening 
on the other side.  She knew they were at her house.  If Mr. 
Bough asked about rope, they must be up in the air.  Even 
though she wasn’t trusting her judgment in this place, the 
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opening looked smaller than she expected.  She was pretty 
sure it wasn’t Willy.   That, of course, left Nilly or Puck.
 That last thought was not pleasant.
 “Whoa,” she heard Mr. Bough say, as if is he were going 
to be sick.
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Chapter 29  All Together Now

 Puck spun in place in front of Jack.  Mr. Bough 
looked like he was stuck in a washing machine.  Watching 
him made Jack a little queasy.  
 “Nilly,” Puck commanded, tilting upward. “Peer into 
me.”
Nilly drifted down, not seeming to understand.  Jack, how-
ever, understood very well.  Puck had caught on.  He heard 
Mr. Bough’s voice from inside him.  Once Nilly reported 
what he saw, Puck would make sure no one ever emerged 
from him.
 “Jump!” Jack yelled.
 “Uh?” Mr. Bough somehow managed to make his 
bewildered, spinning face look even more bewildered.
 “Jump. Now.  We’ll catch you.” Jack bowed his head 
towards Todd. “Get us closer.”
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 Nilly fell in over Jack’s shoulder and looked at the vis-
ible side of Puck.
 “What do you see?” Puck asked. 
 “You,” Nilly replied. “Puck.  The Merryweather.”
 “You can’t catch me.” Mr. Bough shouted back.
 “I can try,” Jack said.
 “You bowl of porridge,” Puck growled. “Is there a man in 
me?”
 “There is a man in you,” Willy boomed as he tipped 
behind Jack and Todd.  “’Tis the one I ate earlier.”
 “Ha.” Puck stopped on a point.  He hovered, poised like 
a diamond. “The sparkling spell led the bumbling Mr. Bough 
the edge of my mouth. Ha. Carols and barrels and all things 
fun.” He bounced once. “Jack, did you set out to be my most 
favorite nemesis in a hundred Junes?”
 The gusher from below took Jack by surprise.  He’d 
forgotten about Dill Vernon and the spell he was concocting 
in the LaSalle’s swimming pool.  The top of the waterspout 
sprayed up and around everyone.  While not enough water for 
a soaking, it was more than enough to get everyone’s atten-
tion.  Nilly and Willy faced down at the pool.  Puck stopped 
spinning to do the same.  Todd even flinched in that direc-
tion, like someone trying to look at his watch with a drink in 
his hand.  He stopped before spilling Jack into the swimming 
pool.
 It was at that moment that Jack had his thought.  There 
was no time to decide if it was a good one or not.  He had an 
instant.  He simply acted.
 Jack jumped from Todd into Puck’s gapping blackness.  
He threw his arms out in front of him like Superman, knowing 
full well he couldn’t fly.  He wanted to wrap his arms around 
Mr. Bough’s neck.
 Mr. Bough managed to get out a “Ja” sound before 
Jack’s shoulder stuck his jaw.  They grappled and tumbled 
sideways into the girls.  The change in the direction of gravity 
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blunted Jack’s momentum.  He made it inside Puck, but 
only up to the waist.  His hip plowed into Puck’s rim.  He 
was falling back out when he hooked his arms around Mr. 
Bough’s neck.
Carlin and Laurie squeaked in surprise.  Mr. Bough lost 
most of the air from his lungs and, thanks to Jack, wasn’t 
getting any new air down his throat, so he didn’t make 
much noise at all.  
 “Grab him!” Carlin exclaimed.  The girls each seized 
one of Jack’s arms, and pried it away Mr. Bough’s neck.
 All four rolled and straightened, sat up and took 
breaths.  Carlin checked his rope, which was still secure.  
That meant it ran from Jack’s back, out through Puck, in 
through Todd and across the floor to Carlin.  The mechan-
ics of it bothered her.  A big loop through space.  It wasn’t 
right.
 “Are you OK?” Laurie asked Mr. Bough.
 “Fine,” he said, moving his jaw from side to side, 
checking to make sure it still worked.
 “Sorry about that,” Jack said.
 “Quite an entrance.”  Mr. Bough rubbed his left 
shoulder and cranked the arm around, presumably seeing 
if that still worked too.
 “You said you needed a rope,” Jack said.  “I had one 
attached to me, so . . . well, here I am.”
 “It was foolish.” Carlin adjusted her glasses.  “You 
could have been killed.  Or very nearly.  Again.”
 “You did such a good job catching me last time, I 
was never worried.”  Jack smiled.
 Carlin didn’t.  “Now we’re all in here.”
 “Yeah,” Jack leaned back over the hole that was 
Puck.  “There is that.”  He couldn’t see too much.  The view 
was a dark blue-green blur.  
 “Part of your plan worked,” Carlin said. “Laurie and 
Mr. Bough saw the flares.”
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 “That was smart.” Mr. Bough reached over and tugged 
on Jack’s waterskiing harness.  “I’m not sure about anything 
else just yet.”
 “So we can’t just climb out of this hole?” Laurie knew 
the answer, but she seemed to want to hear it again.
 Jack turned back to the others. “It’s a nasty fall.  Trust 
me on that.  Puck seems to be moving fast.  No idea why.  And 
then there’s the dragon in your pool.”
 “What?” Laurie’s mouth hung open.  Carlin looked liked 
she expected to hear something to that effect.  
 Mr. Bough smacked his forehead again. “He’s opened 
another portal to Faerie.  We’ve got to get out of here.”
 “Not we,” Carlin said to Mr. Bough.  “You’ve got to get 
out of here.  Maybe you can fix things from out there.”
 “I can’t leave you kids.”
 “We’re not kids,” Jack snarled.
 “It’s an expression,” Mr. Bough returned. “And I’m still 
not leaving you.”
 “Then we’ll all leave.”  Carlin stood up. “I fit through 
Todd.  I bet Laurie will too.  Probably easier than me.” She took 
the buckle of Jack’s waterskiing harness and unclasped it.
 “Carlin, don’t” Jack tried to reach around his back.
 Carlin whisked the harness off Jack and thrust it at Mr. 
Bough.  “Put this on.  You can jump out of Puck’s mouth and 
we’ll keep you from smashing into the ground.  Just like we 
did for Jack.”
 Mr. Bough stared at the harness like it was a worm he’d 
been asked to eat.  “No offense, but I’m not sure you kids can 
hold me.”
 Laurie put out her hand so that Mr. Bough might help 
her up. “I’m starting to take offense to the kid thing, too.”
 “My apologies.” He tugged her to a stand.
 “Unless you weigh more than 250 pounds,” Laurie pat-
ted Mr. Bough’s flat stomach, “the three of us can keep you 
from a grass stain.”  She pointed at Jack. “Besides, we can put 



141

The Wrong Channel

the other end on him and he doesn’t fit through that other 
hole.”
 Jack didn’t like the image he got in his head.  He pic-
tured himself across Todd’s opening, bending in two, with Mr. 
Bough hanging below.
 Carlin dropped to her knees and leaned through Puck.   
“Todd,” she yelled. “Are you there?”
 “No, your heinous,” Todd yelled back. “I am here.”
 “Close enough.” She watched Mr. Bough strap on the 
waterskiing rig and test the clasps and rope.  She was glad 
she would not need to argue any more.  She took off her har-
ness and handed it to Jack.  As he strapped it on she took part 
of the rope in two hands.  Laurie took a section after Carlin’s.  
Jack checked the buckles and grabbed the cord.  It now ran 
from him, past Carlin and Laurie, out through Todd, back in 
through Puck and ended at Mr. Bough.
 “As soon as I’m down,” Mr. Bough said, picking up his 
trombone and tucking it close to his body. “I’m going to unfas-
ten this rig.  Don’t let it slide back in or you might lose your 
way to Todd.”
 “Aye-aye.” Carlin made one, quick nod.  Mr. Bough 
replied with one shake of his head.  He didn’t need to say any-
thing.  Everyone knew there were too many questions for the 
time they had.  Was this going to work?  Would they get out of 
there?  Would they even want to, given the dragon and all?
 Mr. Bough saluted Carlin and jumped through the hole, 
feet first.
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Chapter 30  The last to Go

 Carlin, Laurie and Jack planted their feet against the 
curves in the floor.  They held the nylon cord tightly, leaning 
back like they were in a tug-a-war.  Of course, they couldn’t see 
an opposing team.  It was just feathery black nothing, trying to 
yank, twitch and swing the rope from their hands.
 “He’s heavier than I thought,” Laurie admitted. 
 The yellow and white cord cut into their hands.  It slid, 
let up for a second, then pulled twice as hard.  Jack had to 
check to make sure his hands were not actually on fire.  The 
tension let up.  The cord twitched again.  Then there was 
no tension at all.  The all fell back on to each other and the 
ground.  The hard, glassy, highly ridged floor hurt more than 
the rope. 
 “Stop!” Carlin barked. She stopped, her eyes locked on 
the still cord.  “We don’t want to pull the rope all the way in.”   
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 She turned to Jack. “Alright.  I’m going to the other end.  
I’m going to put on the harness.”
 “You might be better off without it,” Jack said. “You 
might need to get as far away from this mess as you can.”
 Carlin narrowed her eyes. “We’re still a team.”
 “Still a team.” Jack smirked.
 He watched the girls hop, run, skip away.   He hadn’t 
tried to walk much on the floor, so he wasn’t aware of how 
hard it was to do with any speed.  To him, it was just funny.
 As Todd’s hole wasn’t far from Puck’s hole, they reached 
the end of the rope quite quickly.  Carlin shouted and waved 
the flashlight.  Jack strained his eyes to see what they were 
doing.  The pudding-like black air between them made it 
tough to tell.  He could watch the flashlight, though.  He could 
see that.
 Until it vanished.  
 Jack stood there, on a floor of stars, under perfect 
night, next to a hole in the world.  Only one, full second, had 
passed but he already felt more alone than he’d ever felt in his 
life.
 He sat down next to Puck’s opening and his hand 
touched something unusual.  Everything here was unusual, 
but this was unusual even for here.  He picked it up and 
laughed.  The Palm Pilot.
 “I guess you found Puck.”
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Chapter 31  Dragon

 Carlin believed there were two kinds of fires: Christmas 
Eve fires, warm and safe in their places and devilish, house-eat-
ing fires that start with a mistake. The sides of Shu Chiao the 
dragon were the color of a fire that destroyed all your family 
pictures, memory boxes and the teddy bear from when you 
were two.  His belly was the yellow a kid might pick to draw 
lightening.  His back, the green of a swimming never cleaned.  
Longer than two buses, his body was segmented like a worm’s, 
but thick and scaled like a snake’s.  He had short legs and short 
feet, on the end of which were three talons.  Each one started 
out as big as trash can and ended as pointy as a spike.  The 
feet, however, were nowhere near as frightening as the head.
 Carlin was entranced by the awfulness of the dragon’s 
head.  Every part of him looked deadly, even the eyebrows.  He 
had the form of an alligator’s snout, but with spear-like whis-
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kers, smoking nostrils and a green, forked whip for a tongue.  
The teeth were yellow, bent, and each about the size of Carlin’s 
leg.  She could not look away.  Her blood seemed to have 
frozen solid inside her making her, pretty much, a lawn orna-
ment.
 Shu Chiao was high on his hind feet, tail slashing 
around behind him.  He was focused on Mr. Bough, who was 
on the grass in front of him.  Next to the beast he looked like 
an old action figure you might find at a garage sale.  He had 
been played with too much and with too little care.  
 The dragon pounced.  
 Laurie’s scream was what Carlin had heard described 
somewhere as blood-curdling.  She wasn’t sure what ‘curdling’ 
was supposed to mean, but her own blood got going again.
Mr. Bough pointed his trombone and blew.  The note was 
enormous and clear and powerful enough to push Shu Chiao 
back to an upright position.
 Carlin turned.  Todd was behind her, eye level, with a 
yellow and white nylon cord running out of his mouth. 
 “Todd,” Carlin said. “You’ve got to get me to Puck.”
 “Could you pick someone different,” Todd replied. “Your 
mum, perhaps.”
 “Scoop me up,” she ordered.  “We’ve got to get Jack 
back.”
 “You are certain he wants to come back?” 
It wasn’t a great time, Carlin had to admit, but time was impor-
tant. “Mr. Bough will fix -–”
 A crash of wind toppled her.  That’s what an 800-pound 
pillow might feel like, she thought, laying on the ground.  
She poked her head up.  Laurie also laid flat on her back.  Mr. 
Bough had disappeared.  The dragon’s mouth had opened so 
far that his teeth stuck straight out, instead of down.  Carlin 
had the kind of realization people sometimes have in a dream, 
a bit of logic that works, but really has no place in the awake 
world.  Shu Chiao was not a fire-breathing dragon.  He blew 
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gusts of wind, like little hurricanes.  He burped storms.
Carlin scrambled to her feet, searching for Mr. Bough.  Once 
up, she could see that he was also on his back, up near the 
tree line.  He wasn’t moving.
 The dragon was.  His tongue flicked out and slithered 
around its snout.  He bent over and reached for Mr. Bough 
with both front claws.
 Carlin reached into Todd, pulled out a flare, aimed 
and ripped the trigger string.  A sizzling ball of sparkles shot 
up and exploded a foot from the monster’s left eye.  The 
beast threw up his arms, staggered backwards and howled.  
The sound seemed to give Carlin’s spine an electric jolt. Her 
instincts screamed at her to drop to the grass and cover up.
 “Not yet,” she said out loud. “Todd!”
 “As you wish.”  Todd the hole slid through the air, came 
up behind Carlin and lofted her into the night sky.
 “Laurie!” Carlin shouted.  Her sister looked up.  “Take 
this.”  She tossed down her last flare.
 “I don’t . . .” Laurie let her voice trail off.  Carlin figured it 
was because there was so much she wanted to put on the end 
of the sentence that the words got stuck, like a logjam. 
 Carlin and Todd raced through the air, a roller-coaster 
with no tracks.  She held his rim as best she could, trying to 
keep herself from falling farther in or tumbling out.  Her dress 
flapped, her ponytail fluttered and she decided this had been 
more comfortable with Jack as a cushion. 
 Puck, Willy and Nilly darted and dashed in the vicinity 
of the pool.  Dill Vernon stood at the edge, holding his arms 
out as if he were warming his hands.  He chanted some non-
sense.  The water inside the pentagon rolled and frothed.  A 
snotty yellow glow came from beneath the surface.
 “No,” Willy said, “you first.”
 “I am never first.” Nilly sounded angry. “Nor second. 
Always, all the time, ever third.  Number three.  Following two, 
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is what I do.”
 “He has a point,” Puck said.  The three black shapes 
circled above the pool like horses on a carousel.  “Take the 
turn, Willy.”
 “Why not take the turn yourself?” Willy asked.
Carlin rose up in the middle of the faeries.  Todd spun in 
pace with the other shapes, keeping Carlin facing Puck.
 “Jack!” she yelled as forcefully as she could. 
 “I’m right here.” Jack peered out from inside Puck.
 “Why,” Puck whined, “could you not have been 
named Jill?  This whole scene would have been so much 
more classical.”
 “Count to . . .” Carlin glanced at the porch behind 
the pool. “To fifty.  Then jump.”
 “You’re sure?” Jack titled his head.
 “And the next scene,” Puck continued. “Would be 
even better.  You know the falling and the bumping.”
 “I’m sure,” Carlin said. “Start now.”  Carlin pounded 
Todd’s rim to signal she wanted him to go lower.
 Puck stopped moving. “And the best of all, Jack 
breaks his crown.”
 Carlin urged Todd to the upper part of the back 
porch.  It was littered with cups and glasses and tipped 
over tables.  She jumped out, slipped on a lemon wedge 
and caught her balance.   A flare exploded high in the sky, 
followed by a deep, reptilian hoot.  Was Jack a fast coun-
ter?  Had she figured right?  Carlin ignored it all, ripped off 
her waterskiing harness and wrapped it around the railing.  
She tucked it through itself and it pulled tight into a knot.  
The nylon rope was now secure.  She didn’t know how 
long that took.  
 “Todd.” She stared at the rope, hoping this would 
work.  “You’ll have to keep Jack from crashing.  Can you do 
that?”
“Happily,” Todd said, sliding up and down the rope. 
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“Providing he affords me the chance.”
 And she stared, expecting the rope to go taut any sec-
ond.  Jack would leap.  Todd would act like a pulley, taking up 
the slack in the rope, lowering him to the soft grass.  It was a 
great plan.  Why wasn’t it working?  Where was he?  How long . 
. .
 Carlin stopped herself.  Time was different in there, 
behind Todd and Puck and the others.
 “What was it again?” A voice came from just beneath 
her.  She looked down and saw Dill Vernon looking up.  Puck 
was swirling above him faster and crazier than ever.  He wasn’t 
going to make it easy for Jack to jump, whenever he got 
around to it.
 Puck shouted something to Dill.  Carlin couldn’t make 
it out.  It wasn’t English, or anything that really sounded like 
English, but there was more noise.  She glanced over her 
shoulder.  Her skin prickled.  The dragon walked slowly and, 
oddly enough, quietly in her direction.  Her exact direction.  
His eyes, though big and still a couple hundred feet away, 
seemed fixed on her.
 Dill repeated what Puck had said, pointed at the yel-
low and white nylon cord and snapped his fingers.  Halfway 
between the railing and Todd, the rope burst into flame and 
split.
 “Alright!” Dill exclaimed. “Teach me another.  Tell me 
how to blow something up.”
 Carlin said, “but.”  It had been a good plan.  It had also 
been the last plan.  She took in a deep breath and cupped her 
hands on either side of her mouth.
 “Todd,” she yelled. “Tell Jack the rope’s been cut.”
 “Todd,” Puck yelled.  “Tell Jack he shall be a prisoner 
in my gullet for as long as I fancy.”  Puck sailed over to Carlin, 
diving right in front of her face. “And I can fancy a good, long 
time.”
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 Carlin threw out her arms to grab him.  
Puck bent in at the sides and slid upwards.  “Poor sugar and 
spice, ’Tis sad to lose a friend.  Allow me to introduce you to a 
new one.”  
 “Carlin!” she heard Todd cry.
 “Run!” she heard her sister’s voice from behind her, and 
above.
 It was a little late for running.  The dragon’s tail 
wrapped around her middle and lifted her off the ground.  
It flipped her and dragged her through the air.  Shu Chiao 
brought Carlin up past Laurie, who he held in his left hand.  
She could see Mr. Bough was snug in the dragon’s right hand, 
a talon crunched over the man’s mouth.  
 To her credit, Carlin didn’t scream until Shu Chiao held 
her up to his mouth and his tongue shot out at her like slimy, 
green lightning.
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Chapter 32  The Last Course

 The thought of being eaten by a huge, flame-red 
monster was too absurd for Carlin.  She told herself that this 
couldn’t be real.  Dragons weren’t real, so none of this was real.  
The cold, metallic cut of the saucer-sized scales, the snake-like 
clench of the tail, the tongue flicking in the air almost too fast 
to see.  
 “Mr. Bough,” Laurie pleaded. “Do something.”
Carlin could hear the tears in her sister’s eyes.  She could see 
parts of Mr. Bough.  He was on the other side of Shu Chiao, 
wrapped in a three-clawed fist, held the way one might a tube 
of toothpaste.  It appeared that only his eyes and feet from the 
ankle down were still able to move.  
 Laurie pleaded some more.  Carlin felt bad for her, 
thinking this was real and that they could still do something 
about the whole situation.  With great difficultly, she took her 
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eyes from the dragon’s mouth and looked off towards her 
house.  There was no one around.  In fact, the house shim-
mered.  No, that wasn’t right.  The windows and the doors, 
all the glass had been replaced with mirrors.  Carlin added 
it to her list of things that didn’t make sense.
 Jack was still in trouble.  She couldn’t dismiss that 
fact.  Not that she was in any position to help him.  The 
dragon tail held her so tightly she could barely breath.
 “The lass was the last of the trouble,” Puck said.  He 
dipped and dodged and spun like mad.  “Open the gate, 
Dill Vernon, and let everyone through.  Tonight, magic 
shall rule the Hum Drum.”
 “Or not.” 
 The voice came from the edge of the pool.  Carlin 
stretched her neck to peer over the coiled tail and down.  
Jack stood there, hands in his pockets, like he was out for 
an evening stroll.
 Puck halted mid-twirl.  “How?” 
 Willy and Nilly slid in on either side of him.  
 “Sorry,” Willy said. “He just popped out.”
 Dill Vernon stood with his arms out over the glim-
mering pool.  He did not seem to know what to do next.
 “Gobble him up again,” Puck snapped. “It should be 
easy as crying now.”
 Jack quickly glanced up at Carlin. “Is everyone out?”
 “For what it’s worth,” she called down.
 “Get him!” Puck shrieked.  Three shapes sliced 
through the night air like black knives.  No fancy dips.  No 
funny quips.  They spread out so Jack had no escape.
 “Good bye, Puck,” Jack said.
 The shapes came fast.
 Jack pulled a television remote from his pocket.  He 
pointed it at Puck and pressed the channel-up button.
Willy, Nilly and Puck vanished with a small ‘pop.’
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 Jack pointed the remote at the dragon.  Shu Chiao 
hissed and slapped its tongue against its nose.  It shook Laurie 
and Mr. Bough like maracas.
 “Put my friends down or your next,” Jack shouted.
Shu Chiao bent forward, swinging Carlin back behind it.
 “I’m giving you a chance,” Jack said.  “Put them down 
and go back through the pool or I make you disappear.”
 The monster stretched its lips.  The lights from the pool 
glinted on its spiky teeth. 
 “I’ll count to five.” Jack put both hands on the remote to 
hold steady it.  
 Shu Chiao leaned all the way over the pool.  Its body 
made a big, red arch, bringing its mouth to with in three feet 
of Jack’s head. A puff of mist huffed through each nostril.  The 
fumes stung Jack’s eyes.  He didn’t blink.  He let the sting grow 
a puddle in each eye.  
 “One,” he whispered. “Two.”
 “SSS,” the dragon said, and rolled Laurie and Mr. Bough 
onto the grass like they were dice.  His tail slithered away 
from Carlin, leaving her tumbling on the ground.  Shu Chiao 
straightened up then dove back through the pentagon in the 
center of the swimming pool. The splash was huge and clunky.
Jack plopped to the ground with the water.  
 He rubbed his eyes and said, “OK, then.” 



153

The Wrong Channel

Chapter 33  Lies Ahead

 Carlin sat down next to Jack and smoothed out her 
dress.  She patted down some of the hair that escaped her 
ponytail and re-set her glasses on her nose.  They both 
watched Mr. Bough rip apart the light strings that formed 
a pentagon in the center of the LaSalle’s swimming pool.
 “What,” she finally said in a voice without much 
breath, “was that?”
 “The end, I guess.” Jack made a little smile. 
 “A remote control?”  Carlin raised just her left eye-
brow.
 Jack shrugged his shoulders.  “As I understood 
things, Puck was using that TV I found to channel himself, 
right?”
 “Yeah,” Carlin said. “Like a medium at a séance.”
 “Once everyone was back from the black, I changed 
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the channel.  I didn’t know what was going to happen, but it 
had to better than what was happening.”
 “They all disappeared.  Even Todd.”
 “I think I may have changed the whole channel . . . the 
whole space on the other side of the TVs.”
 Carlin nodded.  She thought she partly understood.  
She stopped nodding and frowned. “The dragon wasn’t com-
ing through that channel.  He had nothing to do with the tele-
visions.”
 “I’m . . . well. . . .” Jack starred at the pool.
 “You bluffed,” blurted Carlin. “You couldn’t make that 
monster disappear.  You couldn’t do anything but let him bite 
you in two.”
 “He didn’t know that,” Jack said.
 Carlin put her hand on Jack’s.  The way he looked out 
at the pool, his eyes full and glassy, she thought he might 
just now be thinking about what could have happened if Shu 
Chiao had called his bluff.  His imaginings were probably not 
pleasant.
 “It was very brave,” Carlin said. “And totally crazy.”
 “It was better than my other idea,” Jack said.
 “Which was . . .”
 “Cry like a baby and run.”
 Carlin patted Jack’s hand then pulled it away.  He wasn’t 
her boyfriend after all.  “So the dragon that came through the 
pool was the same one that kept blowing us around?”
 “Yes,” Jack said. “The real Shu Chiao came through that 
door Dill made in your pool.  A pentagon-shaped door to 
Faerie.  The first Shu Chiao wasn’t really a dragon, like the black 
shape wasn’t really Puck.”
 “But Puck was a hole made from a TV.  Why wasn’t Shu 
Chiao a whole the size of the movie screen at movie night?” 
“I think Shu Chiao was supposed to be a black hole like the 
others.  Puck and Dill didn’t get that part right.  With television, 
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sound and pictures are sent over the airwaves.  At movie 
night, the picture comes from a projector and only the 
sound comes over the airwaves.  So Shu Chiao was just 
sound waves . . . or a place where sound was supposed to 
be . . . which is weird.  Anyway, that’s my best guess.”
 “That just barely makes sense.” Carlin looked up 
at the back of her house.  It was still all mirrored, every 
pane of glass.  Laurie walked towards them.  Naturally, she 
looked fine.  Tired, Carlin thought, but like she was coming 
home from a prom, rather than another dimension.
 “How are you doing?” Laurie stood in front of them, 
pulling blades of grass and dirt out of her hair.  Carlin 
laughed.  She suddenly felt wonderful.  Grass in Laurie’s 
hair.  That made everything OK. 
 “How much do you think mom and dad saw?” 
Laurie asked.
 “I’m not sure.” Carlin watched Mr. Bough.  He faced 
the patio and waved his hands.  The silvery mirror stuff 
began to wipe away from all the glass surfaces, as if he 
were using a huge, invisible eraser on the back of the 
house.
 “I hope they saw nothing,” Laurie said.  “Because I 
don’t want to talk about this.”
 “Mr. Bough will be happy to hear that,” Jack said.
 “We’re not supposed to talk about magic,” Carlin 
explained.
 “No problem there.” Laurie sighed. “I’m going to try 
very hard to forget this night ever happened.”
 Carlin grinned. “I don’t think it’s going to be too 
easy.  Once you believe in magic, the world changes.”
 “Neh,” Laurie shook her head. “Just the way you see 
the world changes.  There’s a big difference.”
 Jack nodded. “There certainly is a big difference in 
way I see Dill Vernon now.”
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 Carlin scanned the back yard.  Dill Vernon was gone.  
She had a few dozen questions for him.  How did he hook up 
with Puck?  How long has he been playing with magic?  What 
did he think was going to happen by helping to bring a drag-
on to Strawberry Island?  Was that supposed to be funny or 
something?
 Carlin’s father rushed onto the upper porch. “Carlin!” he 
called out. “Laurie!”
 Laurie held her hand out to Carlin, to help her to her 
feet. “We better go before he calls the FBI.”
 “We may already be too late.” Carlin took her hand and 
pulled herself up.  “Coming, Jack?  It might be interesting.”
 Jack got up and followed.
 “I was sure you weren’t coming out after that rope 
broke,” Carlin said.
 Jack took the Palm Pilot out of his pocket. “I told this 
to find me another way out and it dragged me to Willy.  Then 
I waited until Willy got low enough so I wouldn’t break my 
legs when I jumped.  He didn’t know I was in him, so he wasn’t 
trying to trap me like Puck was.  He made a low pass over the 
lawn and I rolled out.”
 “That was a little crazy, too.” Carlin said.
 “Ha,” Jack let out. “I still had it better than you.”
 Carlin’s dad grabbed her by the shoulders and looked 
her up and down.  He did the same to Laurie as Mr. Bough 
approached.
  “I’m with the US Geological Survey,” Mr. Bough extend-
ed his hand to Mr. LaSalle.
 “And my yard is of interest to you?” Mr. LaSalle shook 
the hand, but looked pretty suspicious.
 Carlin and Jack exchanged glances.  
 “Very much so tonight, sir.” Mr. Bough put his hands 
on his hips and gazed up into the sky.  “Tracking some highly 
unusual weather through here.  Microbursts.  Quite a phenom-
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enon.”
 Carlin could not help but smile at how quickly and 
easily Mr. Bough lied.  He seemed like such a nice guy to 
be such a big liar.  As her father and Mr. Bough discussed 
the weather, Carlin tugged on the back of Laurie’s dress.
 “Well?” Carlin asked as if it were a whole question.
 “Am I going to keep your secret?” Laurie paused 
and hummed a measure. “Yes.  It’s way too big a secret.  
Let someone else deal.”  She turned and joined the men.
 Carlin motioned Jack back a few steps. “Thanks, 
Jack,” 
 “For what?  Creating a massively dangerous mess?”
 “No,” she replied. “For cleaning it up.”
 “It’s the least I could do.”
 “Don’t feel too bad.  You were set up.”
 “Seems that way, doesn’t it.” Jack’s eyebrows dark-
ened and his nose crinkled. 
 “Puck and Dill Vernon,” Carlin continued. “They 
tricked you into using that mending spell.”
 “But why go through the trouble?”
 “Puck doesn’t like you.” 
 “The feeling is mutual.”
 “As for Dill,” Carlin said, “I can’t say.”
 “He’s never liked me either.” Jack looked Carlin in 
the eyes. “This wasn’t a practical joke. Those two didn’t get 
together just to bug me. Although the whole thing does 
bug me.”
 “Mr. Bough and the Branch will take Dill away now.” 
Carlin tried to sound convinced.
 “And everything will be peachy.” The left side of 
Jack’s mouth twitched.  It happened, Carlin realized, when 
he did not believe a word he’d just said.
 “If Puck didn’t like you before . . .” Carlin started to 
say.
 “Or you,” Jack cut in. 
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 “If he didn’t like us before, he’s going to like us even 
less, now.”
Jack laughed.  “You’re right about that. What did Todd call 
you?”
 “I hope Todd’s all right,” Carlin said. “He helped stop 
Puck, too.”
 “He’ll be fine.  This was all one faerie playing mischief 
on another.  Probably happens every day over there.”
Carlin looked out towards the pool.  Jack was very likely right.  
She hoped, anyway. 
 “Your Heinous,” Carlin said. “Todd called me Your 
Heinous.”  Jack laughed some more.  She chuckled along.  It 
was kind of funny, now that she had time to think about it.  
Puck telling everyone in Faerie that she was some heinous 
witch.
 “And Spoiler Jack,” Carlin remembered. 
 Jack laughed even harder.  “Well good night, Your 
Heinous.”
 Carlin curtsied, “Till tomorrow Spoiler Jack.”
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