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On tiptoes, Tommy sneaked quietly, secretly down the long tunnd of darkness. A distant, dim
flicker of light beckoned him onward. He eyed it curioudly, suspicioudy, wondering what it could be, if it
threatened him. No matter, whatever the menace ahead, he would not turn back.

"Tommy! Tommy!"

Cadting afearful glance over his shoulder, Tommy quickened his pace. Nothing behind him but
darkness, yet out of that horrid black his mother's voice came.

"Tommy, please come back!"

He began to run toward the light and away from that voice asfast as he could go. Though hisfeet
were bare, he could fed no floor, and that vaguely troubled him; nor could he see any wadlsor even a
ceiling. Just along tunnd of darkness and that smdl, wavering light.

"Tommy, you come back here thisingtant, you hear me?"

His mother's scream rocketed down the tunnd after him, smashed him in the back like agiant hand,
and sent him toppling. Tommy screamed his own high-pitched scream of terror. Head over hedshe
tumbled through the blackness, out of control, scrambling for any handhold or foothold, finding none.

"Tommeeeeeeeeee!"

Covering his head protectively with hisarms, he drew hislegsup into afetal ball, afraid to answer,
afraid she might find him even here. Y &, he continued down that tunnel, no longer running, but
falling—floating actudly toward thelittle light, which he could seejust over the tops of his bare knees,

His mother continued to call, but her voice faded and faded away. A sound like weeping dmost
caused him to look back again, but fear flooded his small heart, drowning that impulse. Stubbornly,
screwing up hisface, he pressed his pams againgt his ears to shut out the last quavering echoes of his
name.

Thedigtant light grew brighter, closer. It hdd awarm, yellow color, an inviting golden glow. Hefelt
better, braver when he looked at it. "Pretty,” he murmured so low he was sure no one could have heard
him. He put out a hand toward it.

Asif in response, the light reached for him, becoming brighter, warmer gtill. The darkness melted
likewax, and Tommy gave alittle gasp.

Hewasnt faling at dl. Instead, he found himself standing in astrange, but pleasant, room of
oversiuffed velvet chairsand tall, dender-legged tables, a huge old desk, and abig wooden cabinet. A
thick purple carpet tickled the soles of hisfeet, and asmell like old pipe tobacco teased his nose. Shelves
lined thewadlls, full of mysterious books, and afire—thelight that had beckoned him?— crackled merrily
in an enormousfireplace.

Immediately, he dived behind achair and crouched out of Sght. For along time he hid, holding his
breeth, trembling, afraid to look out. He listened for a sound, any clue that some grown-up wasin the
room with him. Findly, gathering atiny measure of courage, he peeked over one of the chair's plushly
upholstered arms. Slowly, he stood up.

"Alone" he whispered, wiping hisbrow with relief.

Walking to thefire, he hugged himsdlf nervoudy. Fear gave way to agrowing wonderment. It wasa
magnificent fireplace with agleaming oak mantd and a huge mirror stretching aboveit to the ceiling. But
gazing into the flames he wondered, who fed the fire?

Once again, fear seized him and he began to shiver. Someone had to be around. Someone must live
here. They'd be mad to find him standing in the middle of their house. They'd think he brokein, that he'd
done something wrong.

He'd better get out quick while he could!



But the room had no doors. No windows, either. Tommy whirled about nervoudy, clenching and
unclenching hisfigts, hisheart hammering. | can't get out! he thought, inapanic. | can't get out!

But then he thought, No one can get in!

He relaxed considerably. In fact, he began to fed quite safe and secure. Little by little, he started to
explorethe room. He sat in the velvet chairs, enjoying the lush cushions that sponged up againgt his
bottom. He ran hisfingers over the smoothly polished surfaces of the tables. He pulled severd books
from the lower shelves and ran his hands reverently over their cloth-bound spines and covers.

He turned his gaze upward toward the highest shelf. He would need aladder to reach it. And every
wall had shelvesjust likethis, dl full of books. Hundreds of books, thousands! "I may cometo likethis
room very much," he whispered to himsdlf, looking around. "If | don't sarve.”

He put a hand to his stomach. He was not hungry yet, but he thought he might be soon. Maybe hed
find some candy in one of the desk drawers or in that big cabinet.

The cabinet stood in one corner. It had two tall doorswith gleaming brass handles that he could
barely reach and asingle narrow drawer at the bottom. Rising on tiptoe, he caught hold of the handles
and flung the doors open.

It was not a cabinet, but awardrobe, and a suit of clothes hung on the only hanger. They were
peculiar clothes, though. The soft brown pants and jacket were made of velvet like the chairs, and the
crisp white shirt had ruffles al around the neck and deeves.

Pinned to the jacket's [apdl, he found a handwritten note that said, Wear me.

"Noway," he said, making adisgusted face. He knelt down in front of the drawer. Maybe he'd find
somejeans and a T-shirt ingde. Instead, opening it, he found some funny-looking dippers and apair of
slk stockings. Frowning, he glanced up at the suit on the hanger. "Maybeit's aHalloween costume,” he
sad doubtfully.

On theingde of one of the doorswas anarrow mirror. Standing up, helooked at himself, and his
frown degpened. A dark bruise discolored one eye and the whole right side of hisface from hisjaw to
the edge of hisunruly blond hair. More bruises showed on hisribs and shoulders, and the scar of a
cigarette burn glowed lividly on hisleft forearm.

For amoment he stared at the skinny nine-year-old boy in dirty underwear that he saw in the
mirror. Then tears began to leak from his eyes, huge wet tearsthat streamed down hisface and fell to the
rich carpet. He didn't make a sound, not even a sob, though, and quickly he wiped the tears away.

His parentsdidn't like it when he cried. Bad things aways resulted. And even if he was doneright
now, it was better to stifle hiscrying.

He blew his nose and wiped his hand on the backside of hisbriefs. Abruptly, he noticed an
unexpected wetness under hisfeet. Hewiggled histoes. The carpet was soaked. A fine sheen of saty
tears covered the entire floor!

Tommy watched wide-eyed as one of the velvet chairs, buoyed on the shallow pool of histears,
floated dowly by. He shot a glance toward the lowest bookshelves, relieved to discover the books were
safe.

"I'd better put on those shoes after al,”" he murmured, shaking water from onefoot as helifted it.
"And the rest of those weird clothes, too."

Hewriggled into the shoes and the outfit, surprised to find how wdl it fit him. Still, brushing his
hands over the ruffled collar around histhroat, he thought, | look like a geek. Who wear s this stuff?

The trousers fastened with little buttons around his knees. Frowning hopeesdy, he adjusted the
fastenings and tried to tug the hemslower. Without warning, the dick soles of his shoes dipped on the
tear-drenched carpet, and he tumbled backward into the wardrobe. The doors dammed shut.

Tommy screamed in the darkness, panic filling hismind, his heart racing in terror. "Let meout!" he
cried, banging hisfists and heels on the old wood. "Daddy, let me out! Let me out!" He grew suddenly
slent and hugged hiskneesto his chest. Don't shut me in again, he pleaded wordlessly.

One of the wardrobe's doors popped open a crack. The ribbon of light that shimmered on the edge



had anew quality. Shivering, Tommy sat up, leaned forward, and put an eye to the opening. He pushed
the door wider.

Sunlight streamed down through the leafy branches of sweeping treesto dapple the ground. The sky
above was bluer than blue, and apair of fluffy white clouds sailed oniit like shipsat sea.

A light, warm breeze blew on Tommy'sface as he stepped out. He caught another glimpse of
himsdf inthe mirror. "Wow, thisismorelikeit!" he exclamed softly at hisimage. Hisweird cothes had
changed into jeans and awhite T-shirt, and on his feet were brand new Nike hi-tops.

But how had they changed? And how had the wardrobe come to this meadow? He backed up a
few paces, puzzled. The wardrobe looked like it had been standing there for ages. In fact, it looked like
someone had been using it for ahouse. A small white picket fence surrounded it, and agarden of flowers
grew to one side. A mailbox even stood out front. Y et, it was plainly just awardrobe.

Tommy backed suspicioudy away; then turning, frightened again, he began to run blindly. Holding
back histears, he cried inside as he dodged past trees and jumped over bushes, and ducked under
low-hanging limbsin recklessflight.

At lagt, breathless, he collapsed. Lying on hissidein the grass, he pressed hisface againgt hisknees
and squeezed his eyestightly shut. Though he fought againgt crying, hissmal body shuddered with deep
sobs.

After awhile, he stopped. Maybe he dept alittle. Hewasn't sure. But an oddly pleasant smell
wafted under his nose, and he had the feding he wasn't quite done. Carefully, he peeled one eye open,
then the other. Unmoving, he scanned asfar ashisfield of vison alowed.

A trio of white smoke rings rose languidly into the air from just above his head. Tommy craned his
neck to scan quietly around some more. It appeared that he had collapsed in the shadow of some kind of
giant mushroom. Ancother trio of smoke rings drifted by.

Fear gave way to curiosity. Tommy uncurled dowly and stood up. A tuft of blond hair, then his
forehead, then hislarge brown eyesrose over the mushroom's edge.

A plump blue caterpillar, stting up in an unlikely position, puffed nonchaantly on ahookah whileit
knitted away at ashimmering slver cloth with itslower hands. The needlesflew at arapid pace, and the
cloth grew even as Tommy watched. He could not tell exactly where the thread came from.

"Oh, gross” Tommy muttered to himself in amazement. "A smoking worm."

Turning huge eyes upon him, the caterpillar winked. " Quite unique, don't you agree?"

Tommy jumped back, surprised and alittle frightened to find the creature could talk. "Who are
you?' he asked in the barest of whispers.

"Why, whoever | want to be," it answered curtly. "It depends on my mood, and the direction the
wind is blowing, and whether there was one ring around the moon last night, or two, or three." Pausing, it
inhaed deeply from the hookah again. "Want some?" it offered politely.

Tommy shrugged and looked at his shoes. "I'm supposed to just say no." He swallowed nervoudly.
"Canyou tdl mewherel am?'

The caterpillar rolled its eyes|eft to right, up and down. "Here and there," it said. "Everywhere and
nowhere. Where do you think you are?"

"l was in ahogpital,” Tommy murmured in alow voice, feding confused and fearful once again ashe
remembered aword: "coma." Hed heard it asif through athick curtain, from far away, just before hed
fled from hismother into that dark tunnel with theinviting light at the end. He didn't know what the word
meant, yet it scared him. "But | can't be there and here at the sametime. Y ou must be adream.”

The caterpillar smiled thinly. "Perhapsit isyou who are the dream,” it suggested, waving the hookah
inagrand gesture.

Tommy cringed, covering his head asthe pipe svung hisway.

The knitting needles stopped. The caterpillar leaned forward in concern. "My, you are a pretty
sght," it said. "All black and blue. Almost as blue as me. It'srude of you to be prettier than me, you
know."



Tommy blushed with embarrassment. The caterpillar hadn't tried to hit him with the pipeat dl.
Straightening, he put on a sheepish face. "But you're only abug,” he said.

"A bug?' The caterpillar bristled indignantly. Inhaling deeply from his hookah, he blew three smoke
rings. They settled over Tommy's head and oscillated up and down hisform before disspating. "A bug,
indeed! Wdll, | am abug with afuture!™

The knitting needles resumed their clacking. The caterpillar worked at afurious pace, and the slver
cloth grew by severd rows.

Fedling ignored, Tommy asked in his softest voice, "What are you knitting?"

The caterpillar gave him astern look. " Speak up, young man. Y ou must learn to spesk up. If you
don't speak up, how shdl anyone know you are there?’

Tommy pushed out hislower lip at this scolding, and his voice became even softer, abare murmur.
"I don't want peopleto know I'm here," he answered. "'l just want them to leave me done.”

The knitting needles stopped again. The caterpillar looked at Tommy for along time before he
spoke, and Tommy began to squirm.

"Except for the occasond passing girl or boy," it said findly, "or adormouse or that damnable
Cheshire Cat, I've been very much done on this mushroom for along time." It jabbed the hookah in
Tommy'sdirection. "Believe you me, being doneisnot dl it's cracked up to be." 1t took another puff
from the hookah and exhaed the fragrant smoke in along stream. "I you really wanted to be alone, why,
you'd have passed me right by without so much as a hello-how-are-you. So the question is, if you don't
really want to be alone, what do you want?'

Tommy scratched his head, inwardly irritated with himsdlf. Hed felt supid before, but never in front
of acaterpillar. "I know | don't want to go home," he said.

The caterpillar nodded. "Then stay right here just aslong as you want—nobody will make you
leave." Finishing off another row, it set the needles aside, broke the threads and tied them off. "Excuse
me for amoment,” it said suddenly. Severd pairs of hands shook and fluffed the slver cloth. Then, with
an adroit movement, the hands flipped the cloth high into the air.

Like aglimmering piece of gossamer, the cloth settled lazily down over the caterpillar, draping him
completely. The hookah disappeared just under the cloth's edge, and gray smoke filtered from benegth.
The caterpillar coughed, "Guess I'll haveto give thisup now," it said in a somewhat muffled voice.

"Wow!" Tommy exclamed, staring at the gleaming shroud with a sudden redlization. "I sthat your
cocoon? | thought you made it from spit, or something!™

"Pleasel" the caterpillar answered disdainfully, giving alittle shiver under itsblanket. "I am far too
sophisticated and well bred a caterpillar to go spitting al over mysalf. And the proper term is not cocoon,
but chrysdis™

Leaning on the mushroom, Tommy reached out and touched the cloth. It felt silky, cool againgt his
fingersas he gently stroked it.

"Ooh, that'sgood!" the caterpillar said. "A little higher on theleft. Yedl™

"How long are you going to be in there?" Tommy asked curioudy as he continued to rub where
directed.

"Until I'm ready to come out," the caterpillar answered matter-of-factly. "One should never emerge
from one's cocoon until oneis perfectly ready.”

Tommy paused. "l thought you cdled it achrysdis™

Insde the dslver cloth, the caterpillar shrugged. "Cocoon, chrysdlis, whatever. At atimelikethis,
semantics lose their meaning.” Another cloud of smoke seeped from benesth the cloth's edge, stinging
Tommy's eyes. He backed a step away as the caterpillar sighed. "It is so warm and secure in here. Quite
snug and comfy.”

Tommy hung his head. Sitting down on the ground, he plucked a blade of grass and idly shredded
it. "I wish | had such anice cocoon," he said.



"But you do," the caterpillar laughed. "And you'rein it now."

A strange commotion began under the slver blanket. The hookah suddenly dipped from under the
edge, sreaming asmdl thin trail of smokefromitslip.

"l don't understand,” Tommy murmured as he watched.

"Everyone has acocoon,” the caterpillar replied. The silver blanket shivered and stirred and
quivered asif some kind of wrestling match were going on benesth. " Some people have lots of cocoons.”

Tommy scoffed and tore at another piece of grass. "Y ou just think that because you're a caterpillar,”
he accused digpiritedly.

"Oh, my!" the caterpillar exclaimed. "Would you mind? Grab a corner there and giveit ayank!™

Tommy roseto hisfeet and, grasping a corner of the silver cloth, he pulled the blanket away.

A wondrous, large-eyed butterfly perched on the mushroom, fanning wings of black and blue and
gold and silver, where the caterpillar had been. "Not bad!" it said in the caterpillar's voice. "Not bad, if |
do say so mysdlf.” It gave alonging look at the hookah lying nearby. "Again,”" it asked, looking from the
pipeto Tommy, "would you mind? Just onelast time—for auld lang syne, asthey say."

Tommy noticed that the caterpillar's hands were gone, and the butterfly's legs could not grasp the
pipe. Carefully, heraised it to the butterfly'slips.

"Thank you," the butterfly said. Inhaing for afind time, it blew threefind smoke ringshighinto the
air. Together, butterfly and boy watched asthe rings sailed away like clouds into the blue sky. "And now
we put aside old things to seek new wonders.”

"L et me comewith you!" Tommy cried, suddenly frightened a the thought of being left done.

The butterfly winked one large eye. "Y ou have nowingsyet," it said. "But in time, perhaps. Intime.”

It sorang into the air suddenly. Testing itswings, it circled over Tommy and the mushroom. Then it
climbed higher and fluttered away above the trees. Tommy watched, his mouth agape, and the butterfly's
voice came back to him, snging:

Full leisurely we glide,
Our wings are open wide;
The beauty kept inside
Nevermore to hide—
Nevermore to hide!

Tommy listened until only an echo of the song remained in his head. For amoment, he stood
expectantly watching the treetops, but the butterfly didn't return.

Alone again, hefdt atoo-familiar sense of abandonment. A single tear glittered on the lashes of one
eye, but he brushed it away, stubbornly refusing to cry. After awhile, he sat down on the grass and
ripped up yet another blade of grass, and tried to think what he should do next.

Then hiseyesfdl upon the beautiful slver cloth lying upon thelawn. Gathering it, he hugged it
againg his chest and face and wrapped its silky smoothness around his shoulders. The sense of
abandonment faded. The caterpillar—that is, the butterfly—had left him something.

Sowly, hegot to hisfeet and stared at the mushroom. A sudden urge possessed him, and with a
little effort, he climbed up on top of it and settled himsalf in across-legged position. How different it all
looks from up here! he thought as he gazed about.

His hand brushed the hookah. A bit of smoke continued to seep fromitslip. He looked nervoudy at
the hookah, wondered what exactly it contained and if he dared totry it. "Intime, perhaps,” he said with
thetiniest amile, doing his best to mimic the caterpillar's voice as he fingered the dender pipe. "Intime."

He thought about the caterpilla—redly such ashriveled, bluelittle thing—and how it had
transformed. There was something to contemplate, and he would figureit al out in time. He wondered
what it would be like to open his own cocoon someday and find asplendid pair of wings.

Intime, perhagps held learn.



Dreaming of that, he drew the silver cloth closer about his shoulders and huddled down insideits
folds. For now at least it was enough to fed warm and secure, snug and comfy, and to know that the
butterfly was out there somewhere, waiting for him.



