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When Ben Silverstein is sent to the rundown town of Buttonville 
to spend the summer with his grandfather, he’s certain it will 

be the most boring vacation ever. Then his grandfather’s cat brings 
home . . . a baby dragon? Amazed, Ben enlists the help of Pearl Petal, 
a local girl with an eye for adventure. They take the wounded dragon 
to the only vet’s office in town: Dr. Woo’s Worm Hospital. But as Ben 
and Pearl soon discover, Dr. Woo’s isn’t for worms at all—it’s actually 
a secret hospital for imaginary creatures. And a big, hairy surprise 
awaits them inside.
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1 
story bird

the weird shadow swept across the sky.
Ben blinked once, twice, three times, 

just in case an eyelash had drifted onto his 
eyeball. But it wasn’t an eyelash. Something was 
moving between the clouds—something with an 
enormous wingspan and a long tail. Ben pressed 
his nose to the passenger window. “Grandpa? Did 
you see that?”

“So, you’ve got a voice after all,” his grandfather 
said. “I was beginning to think you’d swallowed 
your tongue.”
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Benjamin Silverstein, age ten, had not swal-
lowed his tongue. But it was true that he hadn’t 
spoken since being picked up at the airport. He’d 
shrugged when his grandfather had asked, “How 
was your flight?” He’d nodded when his grandfather 
had asked, “Are you hungry?” He’d looked away 
when his grandfather had said, “I bet you miss your 
parents.” But not a single word had come out of Ben. 
After a while, his grandfather had stopped talking, 
and they’d driven down the lonely two-lane highway 
in silence. There’d been nothing interesting to look 
at, no houses or gas stations or billboards. Just 
trees. Lots and lots of trees.

But then the shape had appeared, circling and 
swooping like a wind-kissed kite. “I’ve never seen 
a bird that big. It’s got a tail like a rope.”

Grandpa Abe slowed the car, then pulled to the 
side of the highway onto the gravel shoulder. “All 
right, already. Where is this bird?” he asked after 
the car came to a stop.

“It darted behind that cloud,” Ben said. They 
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waited a few minutes, but the bird didn’t reappear. 
The fluffy cloud drifted, revealing nothing but 
twilight sky.

“How big was it?”
Ben shrugged. “Big. Maybe as big as a heli-

copter.”
“As big as a helicopter? And a tail like a rope?”
“Uh-huh.”
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“Hmmm. That doesn’t sound right.” Grandpa 
Abe scratched one of his overgrown gray eyebrows. 
“I’ve never seen a bird like that.”

“Well, I saw it.”
They waited another minute, but nothing flew 

out of the cloud. “Is the helicopter bird one of 
your stories?” Grandpa Abe’s eyes narrowed with 
suspicion.

“What do you mean?”
“Your mother said you’ve been making up 

stories.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ben 

grumbled. But he did know. That very morning, 
he’d made up a story that the pilot had called the 
house to cancel Ben’s flight because he’d lost the 
keys to the plane. Then Ben had made up a story 
about losing his suitcase so he wouldn’t have to go 
on this trip. Neither of those stories had worked. 
His parents had gone ahead with their plans and 
had sent Ben away.

Sometimes, Ben’s stories worked to his advantage, 

★4★
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like the time he’d claimed that a California condor 
had snatched his math homework, when actually 
he’d forgotten to finish it. After his teacher pointed 
out that California condors don’t usually do such 
things, Ben changed the bird to a pelican. Because 
pelicans are known troublemakers, the math 
teacher gave Ben an extra week to make up the 
assignment.

The way Ben saw it, stories were always more 
exciting than the truth.

Grandpa Abe sighed. “I should live so long 
to see a bird the size of a helicopter.” He set his 
crinkled hands on the steering wheel and merged 
back onto the highway.

Ben sank into his seat and hugged his hamster 
cage to his chest. The hamster, a Chinese striped 
variety named Snooze, lay curled beneath a pile 
of chewed-up newspaper. The pile expanded and 
contracted with the hamster’s deep, slumber- 
ing breaths. Ben wished at that very moment 
that he could be a hamster. Life would certainly 
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be easier if the entire world were a simple plastic 
rectangle. It didn’t matter if the rectangle 
was set on a windowsill in Los Angeles or in 
the backseat of an old Cadillac driving down a 
highway in the middle of nowhere. The world 
inside the rectangle always stayed the same—
stuff to chew, stuff to eat and drink, a wheel to 
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waddle around in. No worries, no troubles, no 
changes.

“My grandson, the storyteller,” Grandpa Abe 
mumbled.

“The bird wasn’t a story,” Ben said. “It was real.”
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