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This is for Anya, with love







The Catskill Mountains
stand in the eastern part of New York State. In 1819, Washington
Irving wrote a short story set in the Catskills. This story was
“Rip Van Winkle.” In this tale a man went into the mountains with
his dog, was enchanted by a mysterious character, and fell asleep
for many years. He awoke to find himself and his world changed.

What if that same mysterious character still
lived in the Catskills, waiting to enchant others who came his
way?
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Chapter 1

Timothy Tinker sat
on a cold, craggy boulder in the woods, halfway up the side of the
mountain. His dog, a little brown mutt with big black eyes,
wandered around in the trees nearby, sniffing at everything that
moved.

“Watch out for skunks, Buddy,” the old man
said to the dog. “Or you’ll have to sleep in the garage
tonight.”

The little dog glanced up briefly from the
weeds then began sniffing again.

Timothy was sixty-eight years old, a retired
game warden who lived in a house next to the rugged wilderness
called Catskill Park. He loved to hike in the mountains to study
wildlife. Sometimes he would walk for hours, peering through his
binoculars, enjoying the sights. Watching squirrels, painted
turtles, timber rattlesnakes, and red-spotted newts hopping or
crawling through the leaves on the ground was a wonderful sight.
Catching glimpses of the twilight fluttering of an Indiana bat or
the morning flight of a bald eagle made his heart soar, too.

Since Timothy usually took the same route
from the bottom to the top of the mountain, he had worn a small
path through the trees. This was a good thing, because he was
becoming just a little bit forgetful. Knowing he had something to
follow back home was a comfort.

“Let’s go, Buddy,” Timothy called, standing
from the boulder and brushing pine needles off his pants. The dog
bounded from the undergrowth and up the side of the boulder, where
Timothy waited. Then the two continued their stroll upward through
the shadows of the tall trees.

Suddenly, Timothy heard a strange noise. He
stopped and held his hand to his ear, hoping to figure out what the
sound was. It was a steady thumping, like drumming, from somewhere
out in the trees. Buddy didn’t seem to notice. He had found a
cricket and was following it with his nose through the leaves on
the ground.

“What’s that noise?” Timothy asked.

Buddy didn’t know or care. He continued to
chase the hopping cricket. Timothy walked several yards into the
woods in the direction of the sound then paused to listen more
closely. Was it someone stomping? Or chopping? He didn’t think
anyone had permission to be cutting trees here. Timothy pushed
thorny vines aside, stepped over small stones and fallen branches,
and moved even closer. Then he recognized the sound.

Hammering.

Someone was building something here on this
mountain. That was against the law. This land was protected. It was
a state park.

“Buddy,” Timothy called softly. “Come on,
boy.” The dog barked at the cricket then followed after his owner.
They sneaked along, trying to spot whoever was hammering without
being seen. Having been a game warden for so long, Timothy knew
that you had to approach some people carefully. Some were
unreasonable or even dangerous. Others didn’t like being told what
they could or could not do.

And then Timothy saw it. He tiptoed around a
thick-trunked oak tree and peered out. Buddy stood quietly beside
him, his tail wagging uncertainly.

In a clearing, standing in tall, yellowed
grass, was a peculiar wooden building. It was only half finished,
with rough boards scattered all around the ground. The sides that
were up leaned terribly, like playing cards propped up and ready to
fall. Whoever was constructing it surely didn’t know what he was
doing.

Buddy began to whine and Timothy rubbed him
on the head. “Quiet, boy,” he whispered.

The dog held still, his ears perked up.

A man walked around from behind the building,
holding a wooden bucket in one hand and a wooden wedge in the
other. He was short, with black hair and a thick beard. He was
dressed rather peculiarly, in a floppy, gray hat and striped
knickers that buttoned at his knees. His white shirt had an
enormous, fluffy collar and wide, floppy sleeves. Around his waist
was a faded red cloth sash. The man was smiling. He looked like a
happy but confused clown.

What does that man think it is,
Timothy thought nervously, Halloween?

Timothy knew he would have to go down and
talk to someone at the park station, to tell them about the
strangely-dressed man and the odd, un-sound structure he was
building.

The little man moved to a sawhorse standing
in the grass and picked up a large board. He balanced the board and
placed the wedge against it, ready to split the wood down the
middle.

And then Buddy barked. The man looked up from
the board. He stared at the tree where Timothy stood.

Maybe he doesn’t see me, Timothy
thought, pulling farther back into the shadows.

But the man put down the wedge and held up
his hand. “Hello, there!” he called, grinning broadly.

Taking a deep breath, Timothy stepped from
behind the tree and walked into the clearing. Buddy stood by the
tree and didn’t move.

“Welcome, my friend!” said the little man
with the beard and strange clothes. He bowed deeply at the waist.
“It’s so very good to have you here!”

Timothy put his hands into his pockets and
cleared his throat. Yes, the man was strange, but he didn’t seem
dangerous. “I’m sorry, sir,” said Timothy, “but you can’t build
here. It’s a forest preserve. The land is protected.”

Still grinning, the man said, “Oh, it that
so? I did not know that. Am I doing wrong, then?”

Timothy looked back for Buddy. The dog stood
by the tree, looking like he wanted to follow Timothy but was
afraid to come into the clearing. “Come on, boy,” Timothy called.
Buddy took a few steps in Timothy’s direction, but then sat down
and whined.

“Nice dog you have there,” said the little
man. “What’s his name?”

“Buddy,” said Timothy.

“I like dogs,” said the man.

“Come here, Buddy!” Buddy remained seated,
but barked.

Timothy frowned. “He seems scared for some
reason. Or confused.”

“Poor pup,” said the little man.

Timothy walked back to the tree line, scooped
up his dog, and carried him back to where the little man stood.
Buddy squirmed in his grasp.

“Listen,” Timothy said, pointing at the
half-finished building. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to tear that
down.”

“Certainly. I will do that,” said the little
man.

Timothy’s eyebrows drew together. The man was
agreeing to tear his building down?

“You will? You’ll tear it down?”

“I don’t want to do wrong. I’ll tear it down
as soon as I have a rest. I’ve been working hard, don’t you know?
I’ll have a little drink of water, too. Would you like a little
cool water, sir?”

Timothy was, in fact, very thirsty. He said,
“Yes, that would be nice.”

“I was going to put this out by the path but
now there’s no need.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, nothing. Nothing to worry about now!
Because here you are!” The little man picked up the wooden bucket
and took a long swig. Then he lowered it and wiped his mouth with
his sleeve. He handed the bucket to Timothy. Timothy, not caring to
put his lips to a splintery bucket, dipped some water out with his
hands and took a drink. Then he gave the bucket back.

“Now, Mr....?” began Timothy.

“Let me think.” The little man tipped his
head and rubbed his chin. “Let’s just say my name is Irving
Mansfield.”

“Mr. Mansfield,” said Timothy. “I’ll hike
down to the park station and let them know what you’re doing. But
I’ll also let them know that you’ve agreed to tear the building
down. They’ll come up to check on you, of course.”

Mr. Mansfield didn’t say anything. He just
crossed his arms and smiled at Timothy.

“Mr. Mansfield,” Timothy said. “Do you
understand what I’m saying?”

Then Mr. Mansfield began to laugh. It was a
creepy, nasty-sounding laugh. He laughed so loud that his hat
wobbled and birds flew out and away from the nearby trees. Then he
stopped laughing and said, “Don’t worry about me understanding
you,” he said. “I think you’re about to understand me, and that’s
all that matters.”

And suddenly, the world began to spin beneath
Timothy’s feet. He felt dizzy, sick. He stumbled and dropped to his
knees. “What...?” he managed to ask.

Mr. Mansfield stood next to Timothy. He
grinned down, and the grin above the huge, ridiculous collar was
wide and terrifying.

“Don’t worry,” Mr. Mansfield said. “We’ll
have a long time together, and you’ll figure the whole thing out.”
Then he threw back his head and began to laugh again.

Timothy felt himself fall forward into the
sharp weeds as Buddy leapt from his arms and hit the ground with a
squawk. And then the world went dark.

 



Chapter 2

The hotel room was
big and bright, with blue spreads on the beds, prints of birds on
the walls, and clean, white curtains at the window. Carrie and
Taylor Rodeffer, identical twins, put their suitcases on the beds
then looked at each other.

“It’s going to be great here,” signed Taylor,
her graceful fingers making words in the air. “It’s been so hot
back home that it’ll be nice to have some cool mountain air for a
change.”

Carrie made a face and shook her head. She
spoke in Taylor’s direction, so her sister could read her lips.
Though Carrie was fluent with sign language, Taylor, who could not
hear, liked to practice her lip reading and was very good at it. “I
think it’s going to be boring,” Carrie said. “And we have a stupid
old curfew! I hate having a curfew!”

“Carrie,” signed Taylor, “It’s not going to
be any fun if you stay mad at Mom the whole time.”

“I’ll stay mad at Mom if I want to,” said
Carrie. “Nothing you can say will change my mind. So there.”

Taylor sat down on her bed and crossed her
arms. Carrie sat down on her bed and crossed her arms, too. It was
like mirror images of the same girl, both wearing wrinkled t-shirts
and shorts. Both wearing the same expressions of frustration.

Taylor took a deep breath, and then signed,
“You’re such a grump.”

Carrie shook her head. “We’re twelve years
old, Taylor. Mom thinks we should be back in our rooms every night
by eleven. That’s just crazy!”

Taylor shrugged. “It’s better than last year.
We had to be in by ten.”

Carrie got up off her bed and went to the
window. She pushed aside one white curtain panel. From this room on
the seventh floor, she could see a lot of the grounds of Mountain
View Resort. Just below was a large patio with bright tables,
chairs and umbrellas. To the left was a swimming pool with three
diving boards. The mid-morning sun sparkled on the rippling water.
To the right was a small white building with a striped awning.
Here, you could get snacks and drinks to eat at the tables by the
pool. In the distance, partially visible through the trees, was a
golf course. And beyond that, on a knoll with just the red roof
peeking up behind the pines, was a stable.

This is a nice place, Carrie
thought. I just wish Mom would stop thinking of Taylor and me as
little kids!

Carrie felt thumping on the floor. She turned
around. Taylor had tapped her heel to get Carrie’s attention.

“What?”

“You want to go out and look around?” Taylor
signed.

“I guess,” said Carrie. “Let’s put our
clothes away first, though. I don’t want Mom and Dad fussing about
that, too.”

The girls swung their suitcases onto their
beds and began to put their things into the chest of drawers.
Carrie insisted on the top two, Taylor took the bottom two.

It was mid-July, and even though it had been
almost unbearably hot back home in the little town of Derry, New
York, it was cooler up here beside the Catskill Mountains. Carrie
and Taylor’s parents worked at the Derry News Leader. This
vacation in the mountains was really a conference Mr. and Mrs.
Rodeffer attended each summer, the New York Press Association
Convention. Different summers brought them to different vacation
spots. One year it had been a beach on Long Island, another year it
had been way up north in Buffalo. There were always meetings for
Mr. and Mrs. Rodeffer, but the convention planned activities for
the kids, too. Parties, movies, sporting events, contests. But
nobody, nobody twelve and over went to the kids’ events, as
far as Carrie could remember.

So, of course, Carrie and her mother had had
an argument in the car as the family drove toward the
mountains.

“Mom,” Carrie had said. “It was fun when we
were, like, seven or eight. The pool parties and hayrides were
pretty cool. But Taylor and I are older now. We should be able to
do what we want when you and Dad are in meetings. And we should be
able to stay out late.”

Mrs. Rodeffer had draped her arm across the
back of her seat and looked at her twin daughters. She smiled,
although the smile was tired. “We’ve been through this already,
Carrie,” she said. “You know your dad and I trust you and Taylor.
It’s just that we don’t always trust circumstances. Other people,
other situations.”

“I don’t think you do trust us, Mom,” said
Carrie.

“Well,” Mr. Rodeffer added with a shake of
his head. “I can think of a number of times that we’ve asked you to
do things, Carrie, only to find you’ve forgotten or decided it
wasn’t important.”

Carrie took a deep, sharp breath. “So you
don’t trust me! That’s it, isn’t it? Do you trust
Taylor?”

Mr. Rodeffer shrugged. “We aren’t discussing
Taylor. And your record speaks for itself, Carrie. But regardless
of all that, there is plenty for you to do during the day. And
eleven is still a reasonable, even generous, curfew. I think you
can live with it.”

“Dad!” Carrie shouted.

Taylor, seated next to Carrie in the back
seat of the car, watched the conversation between her mother and
sister. She was eating the remnants of the sausage and egg biscuit
she’d gotten when the family stopped for a late, take-out breakfast
about fifteen miles back. She held the cup of orange juice between
her knees since there were no cup holders in the back. Carrie had
finished eating in a matter of minutes, then had wadded up the
trash and dropped it on the floor at her feet. When she was upset,
she ate
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