
Inside, a chair scraped against the floor. Steps shuffled toward the door, and then the door 
creaked opened. The head of an old lady poked out. 

“Karen?” The lady swung the door open, grabbed my arm, and pulled me inside. “Where 
have you been? I’ve been worried sick!” 

“Um, my name’s Pepper.” I tried to pull away, but her bony fingers stayed clamped to my 
arm. “I’m sort of lost.” 

“Oh.” Her face had smoothed out with happiness when she thought I was Karen, and now 
it shriveled, deep with wrinkles like a shelled walnut. She released my arm and clutched her 
sweater around her neck. She looked as if she were made of strings: the cords in her neck, the 
ropey veins in her hands, her gray hair that hung like pieces of twine around her bony face. “Look 
at you, you’re wet and cold. Come stand by the fire.” 

I hesitated. There was no welcome in her voice or on her face. Something about her didn’t 
feel right. Her eyes, still full of worry, darted over my shoulder, looking for Karen, I supposed. 
But I was wet and cold. A few minutes wouldn’t hurt, and maybe she could tell me how to get 
back to the lodge. 
 
 

Barefoot, I tiptoed out the door and dragged my hand along the balcony railing as I made 
my way to the stairs. My parents had left on a small lamp that sat on one of the dining tables. Glints 
of light from the lamp danced on the creek. It was sort of cool having a creek inside your dining 
room. 

Suddenly, a circle of ripples spread across the water, as if a pebble had dropped in it. Then 
something white and round appeared in the water. It rose closer to the surface. Eyes. Nose. Mouth. 
Again! Only this time, I really did see a face, a girl’s face, staring up at me. Then her whole body 
came to the surface, arms and legs floating stiffly, rocking in the flowing creek. Her long hair 
streamed behind her. I gripped the railing and squeezed my eyes shut, hoping when I opened them 
she’d be gone. But she was still there. Then, her mouth opened wide. No sound came out, but her 
eyes—pleading, begging—locked onto mine. Her hand reached up to me, her fingers stretched, as 
if she were trying to touch me. Should I go to her? Should I get Mom and Dad? Should I run back 
to my room, dive under my covers, and forget the whole thing? 

Before I could decide, she sank back into the water, lower, lower, until just the tips of her 
fingers were visible. Then, she was gone. 

 
 
I followed the path to the cabin then ducked below a window on the back wall. No light or 

movement showed through the torn, lace curtain, so I grabbed my bag. I checked to make sure my 
pinecones were inside. Lying on top was a carving of a girl. I glanced again at the window then 
pulled out the carving. It was about eight inches tall. The details were amazing. The girl was 
laughing, her cheeks rolled up beneath her eyes, which were crinkled at the corners; her smiling 
mouth was open and revealed one front tooth slightly shorter than the other. She had a “ski-jump” 
nose and twines of hair that flowed down to her shoulders. The long-sleeved dress had a large 
collar, wide cuffs, and a bow in front. 

I looked at the other carvings. All of them had the same intricate detail: birds with soft-
looking feathers, tiny feet, and partially opened beaks; plants I’d seen in the woods—ferns with 
fronds I wanted to run my finger down, bushes with twisted branches, small rounded leaves with 
veins, delicate flowers, some with their petals just beginning to open; and animals: a deer with its 
fawn, so lifelike, I imagined them flicking their tails or twitching their noses. I picked up a carving 
of a squirrel. It was as if I held the real thing in my hands. I could almost feel its warmth, its beating 
heart, hear its chirping voice. 
 


