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F O R  F R A N C E S C A





C H A P T E R  1

A  S P O T  O F  light skimmed the crest of a crashing wave 
as birds dashed and dived over the ocean. Hundreds 
were flying in formation above Sandy Beach, riding the 
wind on their wings as Shelpa McStorm rode the waves 
on a surfboard. He sped over the top of a rising wave 
and then dropped onto its face. The wave curled over 
his head, forming a tube that sucked him inside, where 
hundreds of fish the size of his fingers raced to keep up 
with him. Water sprayed all around him as he dipped 
forward and shot out of the tube. He cut back toward 
the wave, charged up its lip, and launched off the peak 
into the air. After flipping several somersaults, he landed 
with all ten of his toes hanging over the front end of 
the board. One foot was too far forward, though, and 
he managed to hang ten for only an instant before he 
slipped sideways and splashed into the water.
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Shelpa paddled to shore, removed the surfboard’s 
leash from his ankle, and tucked the board under his 
arm. Walking along the water toward where his fam-
ily had laid down their towels, he watched as a purple 
bird plunged into the ocean right in front of him. After 
resurfacing with a peanut butter and jelly fish twitch-
ing in its beak, the bird bolted back into the sky but 
dropped its meal, which flopped on the sand at Shelpa’s 
feet. Shelpa picked up the peanut butter and jelly fish, 
cold and slimy in his hands, and tossed it into the air. 
The bird swooped down and snatched its food. As the 
bird ascended, one of its feathers came free. Shelpa 
caught the falling feather, adjusted his grip on the surf-
board, and tucked the feather behind his ear.
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CHAPTER 1

Waves washed up on the shore in front of Big Toe 
Hotel, leaving bubbling holes where sea spiders bur-
rowed into the sand. Shelpa stopped to inspect the 
various shapes and colors of the seashells on the beach. 
He knelt next to a star-shaped red one and slid a fin-
ger over its textured exterior, not noticing the large 
wave racing toward him. Next thing he knew, he was 
tumbling head over heels. He rolled like a bowling ball 
until the wave receded, leaving him flat on his back 
with a mouthful of sand.

After sitting up, wiping his eyes, and coughing up 
half the beach, he saw Smiley Ray staring at him with 
her sapphire blue eyes. The hint of a smile betrayed her 
amusement. When she saw he was okay, she wagged her 
blossom head and lay back in her lounge chair, turning 
her red-petaled face toward the sky.

Shelpa’s shining eyes glowed as he laughed and wiped 
sand off his arms and neck. He retrieved the surfboard 
and returned it to the rack of rentable equipment not far 
from where his mother sat. As soon as he reached her, 
he glanced at the table next to his towel. “Hey, Ma, my 
ice cream coming?”

Mrs. McStorm was covering herself with lotion. 
She set the bottle on her lap, and her radiant white hair 
slid to the side as she tilted her head. “The waiter said 
they’re out of ice cream.”
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Shelpa’s cheeks puffed, and the shine radiating from 
his body grew brighter. “You gotta be kidding me! How 
can they be out of ice cream?”

“Isn’t it early for ice cream?” Smiley asked.
Shelpa’s eyes widened incredulously. “It’s never early 

for ice cream!”
“It’s not the end of the universe,” Mrs. McStorm 

said. “You can order something else—preferably some-
thing healthy like raisin oatmeal or spinach soup.”

“Yuck!” Shelpa said, flicking sand grains off his 
towel. “Anyway, I don’t see how you can just sit around 
here. Let’s go build a sand castle or catch sea spiders or 
something.”

“Or get clobbered by a wave.” Smiley giggled be-
tween the tips of her leaves.

Shelpa looked at Smiley and wondered if she needed 
to be watered—and if so, how often. “Very funny. Had 
I seen that wave coming, I’d have surfed it to the tip of 
tomorrow.”

“But you didn’t,” Smiley said, smirking, “and it 
knocked you to the trough of today.”
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“ T H E  T R O U G H  O F  today,” Shelpa repeated while 
he wrapped a towel around his waist and slipped out of 
his wetsuit. “That was so funny I forgot to laugh.” He 
grabbed his blue-gray overalls from under the table, put 
them on, and tightened both straps. Then he plucked 
the purple feather from behind his ear and slipped it 
into one of his hip pockets.

Hearing voices, Shelpa turned to see his father 
approaching. He was as luminous as a lightbulb and was 
glowing so intensely his lightning-white skin sparkled 
right through his T-shirt and jeans. He was reading from 
a ring-bound booklet, with Smiley’s father—a tall, lanky 
rose—at his side, lumbering along on his roots. Though 
Mr. Ray was a hand taller, Shelpa’s father’s shine made 
them appear the same height.
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Mr. McStorm licked his twinkling thumb and flipped 
the page. His hair puffed out like white smoke as he read 
aloud: “‘The Xyzyx—half sun, half moon—is a rare star 
composed of gases and other materials that magnetically 
channel into its hollow core the thoughts, memories, 
dreams, and fantasies of every mind in its vicinity. As clouds 
crossing the sky are sculpted by the wind, condense, and 
make rain, these transformed thoughts and experiences 
return to Panacea as fantastic events, incredible creatures, 
and never-before-imagined flora and fauna.’”

Mrs. McStorm cut in. “What did you find out at the 
reception desk?”

Mr. McStorm looked up and smiled, revealing glow-
ing white teeth and shimmering eyes. “There’s an orien-
tation in ten minutes. We don’t have to attend, but it’s 
highly recommended.”

“What’s it about?” asked Mrs. McStorm.
“The details about staying safe and stuff. But I don’t see 

why we need to go. We’ve got this guidebook that explains 
pretty much everything. Basically, just stay on the beach.”

Mrs. Ray was plucking wilted petals from her blos-
som. “Hear that, kids? Nobody leaves the beach.”

“Yes, Mama,” Smiley said.
“Does going in the water count as leaving the 

beach?” Shelpa asked.
“I don’t think so,” Mr. McStorm said, setting the 
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CHAPTER 2

booklet on the table. “You can go in the water if you want.”
Just then, a gorilla leaped up from the sea with arms and 

legs outstretched. The ape sailed through the air and then 
belly flopped on the water with a great splash. A dozen or so 
other guests on the beach whistled, applauded, and cheered.

“Did you see that?” Mr. Ray asked, his voice squeaking 
like a loose wagon wheel. He clapped his leaves. “This is 
going to be great! You never know what to expect here—
all kinds of fun stuff. Like the guidebook says, everyone’s 
experience is different and never the same twice.”

A knife approached them, hopping on its handle and 
wearing a black-and-white tuxedo. Bowing, the knife said, 
“Welcome to Panacea. I’ll be your host for this morning’s 
orientation. The meeting starts soon, so please head on 
over to the lounge. We’ll walk together from there to the 
assembly room.”
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Shelpa moaned. “Do we have to?”
“Actually,” the knife said to the parents, “the kids 

can stay here if they like. If they need anything, there’s a 
lifeguard on duty at all times.” The knife bent forward, 
pointing the tip of its blade at the lifeguard station.

Glancing over his shoulder toward the center of the 
beach, Shelpa saw a lifeguard tower with marine-green 
panels and banana-yellow railing. A white ladder rested 
against the side, and a huddled form slumped on the 
platform, which was also accessible by a ramp.

“Fine, then,” Mr. Ray said. “We’re on our way. Thanks!”
The knife nodded and hopped away.
Mr. McStorm squared his shoulders and said, “Okay, 

kids. We’ll be back as soon as possible. I don’t imag-
ine orientation could last too long. Until then, Shelpa, 
you’re in charge.”

Shelpa’s jaw dropped, and his eyes shot open. Beads 
of sweat formed on his brow. His muscles seemed to 
deflate inside his overalls. He looked at his mother and 
saw her staring at his father. He also caught Smiley’s 
parents exchanging a glance.

“Got that, son?”
Shelpa gulped, and his fingers and toes tingled. “Yeah, 

Dad. Okay.”
“If you kids need anything,” Mr. McStorm said, “get 

what you want, and charge it to the room.”
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“And, Smiley,” Mrs. Ray said, “remember to water 
yourself. She indicated a silver container with a curved 
spout that sat on the sand by Smiley’s chair. “You don’t 
want to wilt like last time.”

“Don’t worry, Mama. I’ll be fine. After all, what 
could go wrong?”
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A S  T H E I R  PA R E N T S  walked away, Shelpa saw his 
mother lean into his father. She was whispering, but he 
heard her say, “Are you sure about this?”

“It’s about time,” Mr. McStorm said. 
“He deserves . . .”
Shelpa missed the rest, and soon the lounge doors 

slid shut behind his parents as they entered the hotel.
Smiley scooped up some sand and eyed Shelpa while 

sifting grains between her leaves. In a sweet, melodic 
voice, she asked, “Having fun yet?”

Shelpa scratched his nose and sniffed. “I wouldn’t 
mind some ice cream.” He looked over at Big Toe Hotel, 
a white-and-silver building shaped like a huge foot, with 
the reception area and most of the patio located in the 
big toe. He could see the forest on either side of the 
hotel, and far beyond the hotel, deep in the forest, rose 



CHAPTER 3

17

a brown mountain, its highest peak obscured by clouds.
“I know we just met an hour ago, so pardon my man-

ners, but it’s a funny thing, the way you shine like that.”
“On Shine, where I’m from, everybody does.”
“Why?”
Shelpa stretched out on his towel, hands behind 

his head. “For one thing, shining regulates our body 
temperatures.”

“How hot can you get? Hot enough to boil water 
with your hands?”

“No. Shining doesn’t work like that.”
“What happens if you shine too brightly? Can you 

burn up?”
“Of course not.” Shelpa stared up at the sky. “At least 

I don’t think I can.”
“So how does it work?”
“It’s a chemical reaction that happens in our skin. 



THE SHINING ADVENTURES OF SHELPA MCSTORM

18

Something to do with enzymes and oxygen. I’m not 
really sure.”

“Can you control how brightly you shine?”
“Sort of. Sometimes. It depends. Like when I’m 

anxious or excited, I shine more, and when I’m tired or 
depressed, I shine less.”

Smiley grabbed her watering can. She tilted the noz-
zle above her blossom, sprinkling water on her petals and 
leaves. Smiley was from Pix, a garden paradise inhabited 
by flowers. “How long have you surfed?”

“Since before I can remember. My mom says I was 
born surfing.”

“Looks like fun.”
“Have you ever tried?”
“Nope.”
Shelpa turned onto his side and propped himself up 

on an elbow. “Well, it’s definitely fun, but it takes time 
to learn.”

“Oh, I think I could do it.”
Shelpa sat up and twisted all the way around. He 

watched Smiley set the watering can on the sand. Beaded 
with hundreds of glistening drops of water, she looked 
at him and winked. Shelpa shook his head. “I’ll tell you 
what. Feel free to tackle those waves whenever you like. 
You’ll see what I mean. Afterward, if you need a tip or 
two, I’d be happy to help.”
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Shelpa grabbed the guidebook from the table and 
flipped to the first page. After skimming through several 
sentences, he read the next one out loud: “‘Please report 
any injuries to the first-aid station located in the hotel’s 
pinky toe.’” Speaking over his shoulder to Smiley, he 
said, “They ought to call it the stinky toe, considering 
you have to go there for injuries. Let’s hope we never see 
the inside of that place, right?”

Smiley shrugged her stem and then rested her blos-
som on a leaf. “Obviously.”

Shelpa read on: “‘Open fires are permitted but 
must comply with the guidelines listed under Park 
Parameters.’” He turned toward Smiley. “You know 
what we say on my planet? It takes one tree to make a 
million matchsticks, but one matchstick to burn down 
the whole forest. Interesting, eh?”

Smiley yawned, and her whole body sagged as she 
slouched in her chair. “Yes, Shelpa, interesting.”

“Listen to this: ‘All sockets are solar-power com-
patible.’ Wow, how many sockets in the universe aren’t 
solar-power compatible? I’d imagine that’s a given 
nowadays.” At the bottom of the page, Shelpa noticed 
the word WARNING printed in all capitals and high-
lighted in red. Again, he read out loud: “‘Never leave 
the group during forest excursions. If by chance you 
become separated, do not wait to be found. Find your 
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way out of the forest immediately. Guests stranded in 
the forest after nightfall will be trapped forever. They 
will forget who and where they are, and they will wan-
der in circles for the rest of their lives, with no chance 
of escape or being rescued.’”

Shelpa slapped the guidebook shut and set it on the 
table. “Wow! What do you think of that, Smiley?”

There was no response.
“Smiley . . . ?”
He spun around. Smiley’s chair was empty.
Shelpa jumped to his feet and scanned the beach 

area, then all around Big Toe Hotel. Not seeing her, he 
was about to scream for help, but then he spotted her 
in the ocean. She was gliding on a surfboard along the 
face of a wave. Shelpa was sure she would wipe out, 
and he grinned as the wave broke over her. He took a 
step toward the lifeguard tower, laughing to himself and 
expecting to see her topple, blossom over roots. But 
then Smiley sailed out of the tube, just as he had done 
earlier. Blinking repeatedly, he watched as she angled up 
the wave’s face, dropped onto its shoulder, and cut back 
into the breaking mix of bubbles and froth.

Then Smiley did something Shelpa had never seen 
before. She pitched around to the right, slipped past 
the breaking wave she had been riding, and reentered 
the tube from behind. Once again she shot out of the 
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barrel’s mouth, and this time she launched into the air 
with her stem flat against the board and her leaves grip-
ping the rails as she spun in circles. After splashing back 
on the water, she popped up onto her roots, bent for-
ward, balanced her blossom on the board, and lifted her 
roots in the air. Pushing up on her leaves, she moved 
into a handstand position and rode into shore, skidding 
into the wet sand.

Shelpa’s jaw had fallen open so wide he could have 
caught a fish in his mouth. After Smiley had dragged the 
surfboard back to the rack, she sat down in her lounge 
chair behind his towel.

Shelpa wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. 
Light-headed and short of breath, he managed to utter 
one word. “How?”
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S M I L E Y  G R A B B E D  T H E  watering can and started 
rinsing the salt water off her roots. “Watching you, I 
understood you’ve got to synchronize with the wave, 
with the ocean—with all of nature. Well, I’m a flower. 
I am nature. You are, too, actually, but your vibrations 
aren’t harmonized. That’s why you slipped and fell.”

Shelpa massaged his stomach, trying to calm the 
butterflies in his belly. Smiley’s expertise with the surf-
board had made him feel queasy. “What do you mean, 
my vibrations aren’t harmonized?”

“I mean you have to be in sync with yourself to be 
at peace with everything around you. If you reject any 
part of yourself—an emotion, a memory—you won’t 
be in harmony, and that can affect other areas of your 
life. When you’re not in harmony, you’re off balance, 
like a song that’s out of tune.”
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Shelpa scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t 
understand.”

“Think of it this way. A damaged key will have trouble 
opening a lock, and it might not work at all. Harmonized 
vibrations are like a perfectly shaped key. When you’re 
harmonized, instead of scraping against nature, you flow 
along with it. Being in harmony can unlock doors you 
didn’t even know were there, which explains how I was 
able to surf so well without any experience.”

As Shelpa pondered Smiley’s words, he heard a 
wave rush up the sand and felt the white water bubbling 
against the bottoms of his feet. He looked at the cres-
cent-shaped beach in front of him and then at the forest. 
As he gazed at the trees, an eerie sensation raised the 
hairs on the back of his neck. Several trees were waving, 
beckoning him with their branches. “Leave the beach,” 
he heard them saying. “The forest can help you.” Shelpa 
rubbed his eyes and blinked. When he looked again, he 
saw normal trees swaying in the breeze.

His eyebrows arched. “Did you just—”
“Let’s take a walk,” Smiley interrupted.
Shelpa waved his hand through the air as if erasing 

words written there. “Not a chance. Stay here where I 
can keep an eye on you.”

“I don’t understand why your dad put you in charge. 
You’re not much older than I am.”
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“Sure about that? How old are you?”
Smiley sat up straight. “Thirty-six.”
“Thirty-six? You’re not thirty-six! Thirty-six what?  

Weeks?”
“Thirty-six seasons.”
“Oh, okay, seasons. That I understand. By Shine 

standards, I’m three years, or twelve seasons, older than 
you. That’s probably why I’m in charge.”

Smiley rubbed the side of her blossom against her 
chair, causing a petal to come loose. “Ouch!”

Shelpa pointed at the detached petal tumbling in the 
breeze. “What’s up with that?”

“Nothing. It’s normal.”
“And it hurts?”
“Just a little, like a pinch.”
“Don’t you worry about that?”
“Course not. They grow back, and it sort of tickles 

when they do.”
Shelpa’s shine increased. “Cool.”
“Anyway, I meant both of us taking a walk. Together.” 

Smiley reached forward and grabbed the guidebook. 
She flipped through the pages.

Shelpa turned toward her. “Wait until our parents 
get back, please.”

“Look at this.” Smiley pointed at a paragraph. “The 
guidebook says, ‘The heat, haze, and illusory properties 
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of the Xyzyx light can play tricks on your senses. For 
this reason, guests are warned to question what they 
see, smell, and hear, as certain events may be unreal. 
This phenomenon is one of Panacea’s main attractions, 
but also one of its primary dangers. What appears to 
be a solid trail could turn out to be a perilous cliff, or a 
seemingly harmless boulder could be a huge, constrict-
ing snake. If you would like to venture into the forest 
or other areas, excursions led by our expert survival 
guides can be booked at Big Toe Hotel’s reception desk.’ 
Awesome! Let’s go check out the forest.”

“Are you kidding? Didn’t you just hear what you 
read? We need a survival guide for that.”

Smiley fixed Shelpa with her piercing blue eyes. “It 
can’t hurt to peek between the trees, right? Let’s just look.”

“Not right now. When your parents return, you 
can go wherever you want.” Shelpa turned again to 
face the sea. He could see several birds playing hide-
and-seek inside a cloud. Most of the birds were 
clearly visible to Shelpa—a purple wing here, a blue 
tail there—and he chuckled as the searching red bird 
struggled to find its friends.

“Come on,” Smiley said. “Where’s your sense of 
adventure?”

“It’s out there in the water, which counts as the 
beach. Not in the forest.”
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“Okay,” Smiley said. “If you don’t want to go, fine. 
Nobody’s forcing you.”

Shelpa raised his voice. “Sorry, but I have my rea-
sons. If we had a pair of binoculars, you could look into 
the forest from here. If you want, I’ll go ask the life-
guard if there are some we can use. If not, maybe we can 
rent them at the reception desk. How’s that for a fair 
compromise?”

Glancing toward the forest, Shelpa thought he saw 
a scoop of vanilla ice cream floating above the trees. 
Shielding his eyes from the Xyzyx light, he realized he 
was looking at a distant cloud drifting over the treetops. 
He nibbled the edge of his thumb and lay on his back 
again. Answering his own question, he said, “I’d say it’s 
more than fair. Of course, if nobody has binoculars, 
we’ll just have to wait until after our parents get back.”

A gust of wind sent sand grains flecking his neck and 
shoulder. Sitting up and turning toward Smiley, he saw 
her chair was empty.

Shelpa again jumped to his feet, muscles flexed 
and nerves in a knot as he scanned the ocean and 
beach for her.
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S H E L PA’ S  H E A R T  H A M M E R E D .  He took rasp-
ing breaths. Then he saw her, the size of a pea, strid-
ing toward a sign that stood where the forest met the 
beach. He started after her but stopped. Remembering 
the knife’s words, he turned and marched toward the 
lifeguard station. “Obviously, she won’t listen to me,” he 
said to himself, “but maybe she’ll listen to the lifeguard.”

He discovered that the lifeguard was a wrinkled 
old walrus with gray-brown skin pocked with scars 
and spotted with blemishes. Sprawled on its back with 
its massive belly bulging in the air and fins dangling to 
the sides, it was snoring like a chainsaw slicing through 
a tree trunk. The walrus’s tusks were chipped and 
chewed, its whiskers frayed. Its lifeguard shirt seemed 
about to burst at the seams.

Fish heads and clamshells littered the platform. 
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Cringing at the stink, Shelpa stepped forward. “Excuse 
me. You see that flower over there by the sign? Her 
parents said she’s not supposed to go over there and 
that I—”

The walrus interrupted him with a snore like nuts 
and bolts rattling in a toolbox. Spittle bubbled between 
its flabby lips, and its whiskers went straight as pencils.

Shelpa poked a luminous finger into the walrus’s 
belly, hoping to wake it up, but his finger sunk into the 
creature’s blubber as if he had reached into a bowl of 
jelly. Shelpa glanced over his shoulder at Smiley. She was 
gazing up at the sign now. He could see her blossom face 
moving from side to side as she read its words.
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Turning back to the walrus, he removed his hand 
and shouted, “Lifeguard, please, I need your help.” 
Shelpa pinched the lifeguard’s fin. The walrus chuckled 
in its sleep and then rolled onto its side, presenting its 
enormous backside to Shelpa’s face.

Shelpa gave up, surveyed the area around Big Toe 
Hotel, and noticed that all the silverware—forks, knives, 
spoons—were gone. 

Probably participating in the orientation, he thought. 
He turned to the only other guests still on the beach. 

The first was a huge gargoyle crouched over its bony 
legs and clutching its knees to its chest. Half man, half 
monkey, with shriveled skin and hooks at the ends of 
its arms, the grotesque creature stared at the sea with 
a stony expression. As an insect flew near its face, the 
gargoyle’s tongue shot out and slurped the bug into its 
fanged mouth.

The second guest was a red-scaled dragon as big as 
a fire engine. It had smoking nostrils and razor-sharp 
spikes lining its spine. The monstrous beast held a bottle 
of lotion in one front paw and was slathering lotion onto 
one of its webbed wings with the other front paw.

Best not to get either of them involved, Shelpa thought. 
He considered heading over to the hotel and asking 

for help at the reception desk, if anybody was there, 
but then he saw Smiley moving toward the trees. “She 
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wouldn’t,” he said to himself, watching with wide-
open eyes.

Just then, she pulled aside a curtain of dangling vines 
and disappeared into the forest.

“Oh boy!” Shelpa said, his shine sparkling intensely. 
He smacked the lifeguard’s flipper and screamed, “You 
fat lard! Get up off your blubber!”

Still snoring, the walrus exhaled with the sputtering 
gargle an old engine makes when struggling to start.

Shelpa turned and ran. “Smiley! Get back here!”
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S H E L P A  T R I P P E D  A N D stumbled over the soft 
sand, his heart bouncing around like a stone in his chest. 
“Not again!” he said to himself. “NOT AGAIN!” The 
more ground he covered, the more distant the trees 
seemed.

Shining like the midday sun, he finally reached the 
sign. As he fought to catch his breath, he read: DANGER! 
DUE TO UNPREDICTABLE CIRCUMSTANCES CAUSED BY THE 
XYZYX, WE REQUEST THAT YOU REMAIN ON THE BEACH AT ALL 
TIMES. KINDEST REGARDS, THE MANAGEMENT

Shelpa whistled through his teeth. “Boy oh boy, this 
can’t be happening!” He brushed back a strand of his 
silvery hair and charged into the forest. He scrambled 
over toppled trees and wove between thorny bushes, 
passing other signs: STOP! GO BACK! ENTER AT YOUR OWN 
RISK! YOU’D HAVE TO BE CRAZY TO CONTINUE!
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The air was cooler in the shade of the forest, but 
Shelpa’s quick pace warmed him as he squished over 
soggy patches of crushed leaves and splintered sticks. 
Slivers of light penetrated the web of limbs and leaves 
overhead. Humming insects and strange quacks and 
oinks echoed all around. He smelled wet wood and 
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rotting vegetation.
Shelpa glowed steadily. He worried about falling off a 

cliff or being attacked by a boulder as he passed. Though 
he had never practiced any martial arts, he brought his 
hands up in a karate chop stance, ready to defend him-
self. Then he moved forward cautiously, glancing above 
and behind, occasionally slicing the air with a sponta-
neous chop, and jumping at every strange sound from 
the surrounding trees.

After several minutes and half a dozen karate chops, 
he started to relax and search for signs of Smiley—
root prints, a petal—while calling her name. “Smiley! 
Smiley!”

In a clearing, he found what he was looking for: a red 
petal lodged between two stones. This was a sure sign 
that Smiley had been there, but two trails led in different 
directions. The first zigzagged off between white trees 
as curled as corkscrews. The second curved away into a 
dark grove where swarms of wasps hovered around sev-
eral hives, and a green, poisonous-looking mist clouded 
the air. “No chance of Smiley going in there,” he said to 
himself. “Boy oh boy. I hope nothing happens to her—
or to me.” He took a deep breath and headed toward the 
trail leading through the white trees.



C H A P T E R  7

S H E L PA  H I K E D  O V E R  the zigzagging trail, run-
ning his hands through his hair and scouring the ground 
for fresh signs of Smiley. White moss covered the trees, 
clumping at the tops to resemble giant cotton balls. The 
trail was white, too, blanketed with dust. Kicked up 
by Shelpa’s feet, the dust rose in clouds and powdered 
the bushes. The air was lighter here and smelled like 
peppermint.

The tall stalks of snow-white grass glistened with 
dew, and when Shelpa plucked a sticklike branch from a 
nearby tree, water soaked him from head to toe. Dripping 
wet and gritting his teeth, he tramped along the path, 
stripping the stick of its leaves. Bushes with fluffy white 
flowers like dandelion seed heads grew thigh-high on 
both sides of the trail. Shelpa gripped the stick until his 
knuckles whitened, and then aimed a cutting sweep at 
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the flower on his right. The flower exploded in a cloud 
of petals and white fluff.

Impressed with the results, Shelpa continued along, 
swinging the stick back and forth. “Where in the uni-
verse is she?” He aimed the stick at another flower and 
slashed sideways. Kaboom! Another blast fogged the air.

“I’m going to squeeze the red out of her petals when 
I find her.” He stopped and looked around. Then he 
shivered and added, “If I find her.”

He attacked more flowers, punishing any plant that 
chanced to grow too near the path.

Slash!
“I can’t believe this is happening!”
Thwack!
“Why me?”
Swish!
“This vacation is turning into a nightmare!”
Fwap!
As he walked through the haze of petals and fluff, 

Shelpa’s throat started to sting. He felt he was chok-
ing, invisible hands strangling him. He snapped the stick 
in half and hurled one half at the bushes and the other 
against a wall of corkscrew trees. His ears pounded as 
blood flooded his head.

He rushed forward out of the mist until he could 
breathe more normally. His jaw ached from grinding his 
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teeth, and his hands had cramped from clenching his 
fists. “Getting angry’s no good,” he said to himself. “I’ve 
got to relax. Think strai—”

Just then, a sharp pain stabbed into his heel. 
“Arghhhhhhhhh!” he howled, and jumped around on 
one leg while holding the injured foot with his hands.

A voice as quiet as a whisper said, “Got him!” and 
then, booming, screamed, “HIDE, STAPLES, HIDE! 
THE STAPLER IS HERE! THE STAPLER IS HERE!”

Bushes rustled, branches swayed, and tiny voices 
screamed, “The stapler! Run!”

Looking down, Shelpa saw a little tack glaring up 
at him. Holding a megaphone at its side, the tack said, 
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“Shame on you! What kind of scoundrel terrorizes help-
less staples?”

“What?” Shelpa asked, cupping a hand to his ear 
and crouching. “I’m sorry. I can’t hear you.”

“Don’t play stupid with me, stapler. I know what 
you’re up to.” The tack turned to the surrounding forest. 
Holding the megaphone to its mouth, it shouted, “STAY 
WHERE YOU ARE, STAPLES! DON’T BE TRICKED! 
REMEMBER WHAT HAPPENED LAST TIME!”

With the tack’s words amplified through the mega-
phone, its voice was deafening. Shelpa covered his ears.

The tack stared up at him. “Don’t try any tricks on 
me. I’ll poke your eyes out before you can say ‘bulletin 
board.’ Now get out of here!”

Shelpa placed a hand on his chest. “I’m not a stapler. 
I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I was just 
passing through when you stuck me in the foot.”

“If you try to pass through here, partner, you’ll get 
more than a prick in the foot! Now hear this: These 
staples are under my protection. If you try any funny 
business, I will stick you where it hurts the most!” The 
tack kicked up a small cloud of dust.

“I promise not to harm the staples. I don’t even 
know where they are. Just let me pass, please.”

“What do you take me for, a fool? If you think I’m 
going to let you at them, then you are one stupid stapler!”
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“Fine. Tell me one thing, and I’ll go. I’m looking for 
a friend. She’s a red flower. I’ve got to get her back to 
the beach. Have you seen her?”

“What do you take me for, a fool? Why would a 
flower want to go to the beach? The beach is dry sand 
and salt water. Flowers need wet soil and fresh water! 
Stapler, your presence here is intrusive and undesirable. 
I’m not going to warn you again. Leave!”

“I’m not a stapler! Why do you think I am?”
“Why do I think . . . ?” The tack paced back and 

forth before Shelpa’s feet. “I’ll tell you what. I’m willing 
to make a deal. You turn around and go away, and I’ll let 
you live.”

Shelpa’s heart was racing. He breathed in and out 
several times, then turned around and started walking 
away. “Fine. If I can’t pass, I’ll go back to the beach.”

The tack followed him a few steps, hopping along 
until convinced Shelpa was sincere. When Shelpa 
glanced over his shoulder and saw the tack returning 
to its post, he whirled around and ran back. He heard 
bushes shudder and leaves shake as the hiding staples 
panicked, alerting the tack. The tack turned to strike, 
but Shelpa leaped into the air, sailed over the tack, and 
landed safely. He sprinted a good way down the trail 
before stopping to look back. Breathing heavily, he saw 
that the tack was nowhere in sight.
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Hunched over with his hands on his knees, Shelpa 
shook his head. Smiley was gone. And what if he never 
found her? At least half an hour had passed since they had 
left the beach. Their parents were surely back by now and, 
finding neither him nor Smiley, were probably going bon-
kers. Should he turn around, let them know he was okay? 
He cringed at the idea of facing the tack again.

The tack would stick me, for sure, he thought. And who 
knows where? Even if I got past the tack, what would I tell 
my parents, and hers? That Smiley was lost in the woods, 
and I abandoned her? No, I have to find her at any cost.

Just then, he heard a chortling sound above him. 
Looking up, he saw a stork carrying a bundle in its beak. 
The stork flapped lower, steering toward Shelpa, and 
dropped the bundle. A parachute mushroomed open as 
the bundle drifted down, and then two feet appeared. 
As it landed, Shelpa saw that it was a blue-furred baby 
kangaroo.

The kangaroo hopped around him, gathering leaves 
in its paws and laying the leaves one by one on the trail 
by Shelpa’s feet to spell out the word CLEVER. Seeing the 
word sent a jolt of electricity through his veins. Did the 
kangaroo mean the way he had outsmarted the tack? As 
Shelpa grinned, the kangaroo poked his shin with the tip 
of its tail, then aimed its tail upward. Shelpa glanced into 
the canopy of branches, twigs, and leaves above his head. 
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He rubbed his chin and narrowed his eyes, and when he 
looked at the ground again, the kangaroo was gone.



C H A P T E R  8

S W I N G I N G  H I S  A R M S , Shelpa continued down the 
path. His feet sank in and then bounced back as though 
he were walking on a sponge. The air felt warmer and 
smelled of cinnamon. He saw an occasional petal and 
what seemed to be root prints, but he could not be sure 
they were Smiley’s. A rodent with triangular eyes, an 
elongated neck, and a twisted tail scurried across his 
path and then dove into the foliage.

Soon he heard someone singing in a whining, 
throaty voice. The sound grew louder until, after round-
ing a bend, he saw a sombrero standing at the side of the 
path, sticking out its thumb.

“Hey, buddy, got room for a hitchhiker? I don’t 
bother nobody. Juzt zit on your head and keep quiet. I 
don’t mean to zay I ignore you or nothing, juzt that I can 
be a bit of a chatterbox.”
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Shelpa hesitated. He was in a hurry. But then again, 
maybe the hat could help. After all, four eyes were better 
than two. Nodding, he said, “Okay, sure.”

The sombrero slapped itself on the brim and said, 
“Fantaztic!”

Shelpa picked up the hat and placed it on his head. Its 
brim covered his eyes, so the sombrero tipped back and 
forth like a ringing bell, tightening itself to fit. Finally com-
fortable, the hat leaned forward and examined him. “You 
zeem to be a nize fellow. By the way, where you headed?”

“I’m looking for someone,” Shelpa said, continuing 
down the trail. “Have you seen a red flower?”

“A red one? All I know iz the lazt time I waz looking 
for a flower, I ended up in the middle of No Man’z Land. 
There waz thiz two-headed giant zleeping in a cave, and 
az I entered, zuddenly the headz woke up. I tried to run, 
but one of itz handz caught me before I could ezcape. 
The handz tugged me back and forth, fighting for who 
would wear me. Az they zcreamed and zpit, one zaid it 
found me firzt while the other shouted, ‘Zo what! I zaw 
him zecond, and two iz bigger than one!’”

As the hat rambled on, Shelpa only half listened, 
concentrating on where he was going. In time, he started 
to feel tired, and the hat began to weigh on his head. He 
noticed a bush with sparkling leaves and remembered 
having passed one like it.
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“Haven’t we been through here already?”
“Here? No zir!”
“Are you sure? I’ve seen that bush.”
“That bush iz one of hundredz! Keep your eyez 

open. You’ll zee many more.”
Shelpa’s mouth scrunched to the side. He consid-

ered ditching the hat but decided to wait. “Please let 
me know if you see any red flowers, or red petals even.”

“Will do! But let me finish my ztory about the two-
headed giant. Finally, while the headz were fighting 
about how many fingerz it takez to make a fizt, I fell 
to the floor and znuck away. Ever zince, I alwayz refuze 
to ride with anybody who haz more than one head. 
That’z why when I zaw you, I zaid to myzelf, ‘Now here 
comez zomebody that lookz like a good kid, and only 
one head.’”

Shelpa’s legs felt rubbery. He was breathing harder 
than he should have been. The hat continued to blab, as 
if any thought that came into its mind was worth sharing.

After a while, Shelpa noticed the bush with spar-
kling leaves again. This time, he also noticed a clump of 
rust-colored weeds he had seen before. When he rec-
ognized a heart-shaped rock he was about to step over, 
he said, “I’m sure something’s wrong. We’ve passed this 
place twice already.”

The sombrero said nothing.
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“Did you hear me? I said we’ve passed this place 
already. Two times at least.”

“You think zo?”
Shelpa stopped in his tracks, feeling weaker than 

ever. “Yes, I’m sure of it.”
“Well, uh, where’d you zay you waz going?”
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“I didn’t. I said I was looking for a friend, and you’re 
supposed to be helping.”

“I’m on the lookout! You can count on me.”
“But we’re going in circles.”
“Zo? What’z wrong with circlez?”
Shelpa yanked the hat off his head. Holding it firmly, 

he jabbed a finger into its brim. 
“Hey! What’s going on here?”
The hat struggled to free itself from Shelpa’s viselike 

grip. “Circlez are zafe. They lead you back to the zame 
place every time, zo you never get lozt.”

“I knew it! Where are we?”
“Right back where we began.”
“Are you sure?”
“Zee the trunk of that tree?” The sombrero pointed 

with its thumb. “I carved my initialz into it while I waz 
waiting for a ride.”

“Now what?” Shelpa set down the hat, which by 
now weighed as much as a pile of bricks, and trudged 
over to the tree to finger the grooves. “Maybe I should 
go back.”

“You can’t go back. Not more than a few ztepz any-
way. Forward’z the only way through the forezt. Haven’t 
you notized?”

“But if we keep going in circles, we’ll never get 
anywhere!”
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“Exactly, going iz the important thing, not the get-
ting there.”

“What if I plow through those trees and forge into 
the forest?”

“You can do that, I zuppoze. But heed my advize: 
You don’t want to go in there. Truzt me, ztick to the 
trail. Come on. Let’z go. I’ll tell you a ztory about a 
beard I met that made friendz by cracking jokez.”

“Not a chance,” Shelpa said. “You’re wasting my 
time.”

“Nothing of the kind. I’m juzt trying to help.”
“If you want to help, wish me luck.”
The sombrero stared at Shelpa while wagging its 

brim. “Luck? You’re going to need more than that.”
Shelpa squeezed through the trees that formed 

the forest’s wall. The white moss, at first silky against 
his skin, grew coarse edges, and limbs reached out 
with sticklike fingers, catching the straps and pock-
ets of his overalls. Branches and jutting roots crossed 
at various heights and angles, forcing him to fight to 
move forward a few inches. Brambles scratched his 
arms, and barbed-leaf bushes blocked his progress. 
Twigs snapped, branches broke, thorns scraped his 
neck and shoulders, and a stick ripped a pocket off 
the side of his overalls. When he ducked beneath the 
limbs of a splintered tree, a jagged branch gashed his 
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shoulder. He winced at the pain.
Shelpa stopped to catch his breath. Surrounded 

by corkscrew trees and twisted nettles, he could see 
only inches in front of his face. Too committed to turn 
back, he continued forward. Weeds wrapped around 
his ankles, and creepers seized his calves. He yanked 
the weeds from the ground and tore out the creepers 
by their roots, pressing one foot forward at a time and 
occasionally reaching out a hand to grip a branch and 
pull himself along. Sweat coursed down his face as he 
battled for every step.

He heard cracking sticks and crunching leaves 
beyond some shrubs about five feet ahead of him. As he 
pushed forward he heard twigs snap, and saw a blue blur 
dash between bushes. He crawled around a tree, and 
there he saw sticks on the ground arranged to form the 
word DETERMINED. Shelpa sparkled with pleasure. The 
kangaroo? Was that what that blue blur had been? He 
shrugged his shoulders and, after one more push, broke 
through the wall of vegetation.
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