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			Chapter 1 
Once Upon a Bridge

			It all started with a trip to Pine Texas State Forest when I was 11. The forest and campgrounds are somewhere east of Dallas. My brother Jerry said we drove five thousand two hundred and eighty feet, which is stupid. I’m only a year younger than he is and I know how long a mile is. But it was a really long drive in Dad’s SUV. Mom stayed home because she had a women’s ministry meeting that Saturday. I could have stayed with my friend Beka at her house, but no, Dad said I had to go fishing and camping.

			Going on an overnight with the Girl Scouts is one thing but camping for a whole weekend with my Dad and my aggravating brother is another. “Dad, why can’t we stay at the Holiday Inn? What’s wrong with a nice bathroom and a bed? Who cares about camping?”

			Dad said, “Winnie, camping is more fun than theme parks.” Now that’s the most ridiculous statement in the history of the world, because NOTHING is more fun than theme parks. I mean, you get a whole day at the park, snack when you feel like it, ride the rides as many times as you want, and watch about a million people.

			So, Dad was driving the SUV, maps and papers in the front seat, and Jerry and I were in the back seat. Jerry made me sit behind Dad so he couldn’t see me, and Jerry could just look innocent for Dad.

			The road was curvier than I expected. Dad is so impossible, in a funny kind of way, because he wouldn’t use his cell phone for directions. He makes pronouncements like, “No Distracted Driving” even for the GPS app on his phone. I wasn’t using my phone either, but Jerry was.

			Jerry said, “Dad, my Map says this isn’t the way to Pine State Forest.”

			“I know a better way! My friend, Julius Johnson…”

			I said, “Officer Johnson?”

			“Yes, that’s right. You know him, he knows all the back ways to avoid all the traffic and the crowds.”

			So, we were driving the back roads in the wrong direction, and not a Holiday Inn to be seen. I was trying to arrange my stuff. Binky, my purple hair troll doll is probably my favorite because of the little shiny gemstone she has over her heart. My other dolls don’t have such a nice one. I wanted to put the scout leader outfit on Binky, so I took off the police uniform, and when I put the doll down, Jerry grabbed it.

			

			“Hey, give me that back!” I yelled.

			“Come and get it,” he said.

			“Dad!” I called.

			Dad kept looking from the map to the road, and back to the map. There was no way he could see the road, but here we go, as if Dad knew exactly what he was doing.

			“There’s a signpost. Ah, seven miles. ALL RIGHT! We’ll be there before night.”

			“That’s what you said the last time,” said Jerry. “And we’re still lost. Why don’t you use the CB radio?”

			“Ha! Who needs it? We’re practically there,” Dad said.

			I grabbed Jerry’s music player so he would give me my troll back.

			“Hey, give that back,” he said.

			“Give me Binky first”.

			“You have a hundred of these. You won’t miss this one.” Jerry was playing with Binky in the window—the OPEN WINDOW–on his side of the car, singing these stupid made up songs.

			Oh, I’m going for a stroll, La La La 
Cause I’m a little Troll, Ha Ha Ha 
I’m really very old, Ga Ga Ga!

			I unbuckled my seat belt and tried to get Binky.

			“Come on, stop that. Be careful. Give it back to me,” I said.

			

			We were obviously bothering Dad. “We’re really close now kids.” Then he glanced back. “Jerry close the window.”

			I couldn’t believe it. Jerry closed the window just enough so that the doll was held between the glass and the frame, stuck there by the power window. And Jerry kept on singing.

			I’m so strong and bold, Ra Ra Ra. 
I’m never gonna fold, Ya Ya Ya 
It’s getting very cold, Wa Wa Wa.

			I was SO mad. “Stop it, Jerry, before he falls out! Give it!”

			Dad was mad then, too. “Winnie, keep it down. Jerry stop aggravating her.”

			Then we almost died.

			On the bridge the car swerved and hit the curb on my side. I thought for sure we were going off the road down the steepest hill I had ever seen. Then as Dad struggled to recover, the car hit the curb on Jerry’s side, and Binky fell out of the car window into the ravine. I was reaching for it, and without my seat belt on, I fell against Jerry. For a second, I thought I was going to fall out the door after the doll. I screamed

			Dad got control of the car again and stopped just on the other side of the bridge.
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			“Winnie, keep quiet! Look what you two made me do. I can’t believe it! You’re not buckled in!”

			Jerry chose that moment to be Mister Innocent. “I didn’t do anything.”

			“He threw my doll out the window,” I said.

			“It wanted some fresh air,” said Jerry.

			“It did not!” I said, as I threw open the car door.

			“Hold it,” Dad said. “What are you doing? Close your door.”

			“My doll. It fell out the window,” I said. “Thanks to him.”

			“Look, the doll is lost. That ravine goes all the way to the valley floor. Nobody can climb it. Be sure your door is closed and locked and buckle your seat belts. We’re almost there.”

			So that’s how I lost Binky. I couldn’t believe Jerry could be so mean. I couldn’t believe Dad wouldn’t let me look for my doll. And I couldn’t believe that this stupid trip was starting out this badly.

			I wondered what happened to Binky.

		

	
		
			
				
				

			

			Chapter 2 
The Discovery

			Oola and Humphrey heard the sounds of something falling from above the valley floor. Humphrey heard it first, the tipping of the branches and leaves. Falling things make a specific sound that Humphrey knew, and this was a falling thing, not a climbing thing or a crawling thing. Neither Humphrey nor Oola actually saw it fall, but the thud it made on the ground just beyond was clear enough.

			“What was that?” said Oola.

			“It sure wasn’t an acorn,” said Humphrey.

			They peeked out from the branches. Oola peeked first, her sun-lightened amber hair forming a dip above her head. Then Humphrey, with his wild lime green strands that seemed to go in every direction, peeked next. Humphrey saw it in the dirt face down. “It’s a troll!”

			“Poor fellow, he’s down,” said Oola.

			“Let’s go!” said Humphrey.

			Oola and Humphrey stepped closer to the troll on the ground. Oola spoke out. “Hey, are you okay? Hey.”
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			Humphrey said, “Hey, buddy, wake up. Wake up, friend.”

			Humphrey touched the troll with the purple hair and recoiled in horror. That scared Oola, and they both backed up a few steps.

			“What’s the matter?” asked Oola.

			“He’s cold. He’s so stiff. Oh, I touched him,” cried Humphrey. “What are we going to do, Oola?”

			“We’d better do something. If one of those rattlesnakes gets a taste of him, they might come looking for us next,” said Oola.

			

			“Oh, no! Rattlesnakes! Maybe he’s already been bitten. Maybe the snake is already looking for seconds. Maybe he’s told other snakes. Maybe all the snakes are looking for us.”

			“Well, listen for snakes,” said Oola.

			“I can’t hear them. My ears are failing. It’s getting dark! My eyes are going too,” said Humphrey.

			Oola grabbed Humphrey by the shoulders and put her face right in front of him.

			“HUMPHREY! Look at me. Can you see me?”

			“Well, of course I can see you, Oola.”

			Then Oola whispered, “Can you hear me, too?”

			Humphrey looked confused and looked around and then back at Oola. “Yes, I can hear you. Why are we whispering?”

			“To show you, your ears are FINE!”

			Oola led Humphrey back to the troll. Oola bent down and took a tentative touch. Humphrey shivered, but Oola girded her strength and lifted the troll. She was surprised how light it was and dropped it right away.

			“What’s the matter?” asked Humphrey. “What is it? Is he alive?”

			“This isn’t a troll.”

			“What is it? A dwarf? An elf? A pixie?

			“It’s a doll,” said Oola.

			“A doll shaped like a full-grown troll?”

			

			“It’s made of rubber or something.” Oola turned the doll face up and saw the plastic jewel. She gasped in surprise. “Look, a moonstone!”

			Humphrey rushed to look but squinted his eyes at the jewel. “That’s not a moonstone. It’s a fake. It’s like glass. It’s a bauble.”

			“What’s a bauble?” asked Oola.

			“It’s a fake glass moonstone, that’s what it is. It hardly shines at all, and it’s not sparkly, and its junk. Too bad, too. I wish it had been a moonstone.”

			Suddenly, Oola was excited. “Let’s bring it to Mayfield and show everybody.”

			Humphrey was confused. “The bauble?”

			“No, silly. The doll”

			Humphrey put his hands on his hips. “What for? What is everyone going to do with this dumb doll?”

			Oola moved to the side of the doll. “It’ll be fun. Come on. You pick up that side, and I’ll get this side.”

			Oola and Humphrey lifted the doll and began walking. “I think they will care more about the bauble,” said Humphrey.

		

	
		
			
				
				

			

			Chapter 3 
The Deserted Camp

			Dad really thought he had everything under control. He thought we didn’t see anything unusual in the Ranger check-in station. So what if there were no other cars or RVs in the park. So what if the sign said, “Open April through September” and it was October 3rd. Dad thought we were just going to believe anything and everything he said.

			Jerry was throwing the football with me. That’s how bored I was; I was actually throwing it back. When Dad returned, Jerry went up to him. “Dad, this place is deserted,” he said as he got back into the car.

			“It’s spooky,” I said.

			Dad had an answer for everything. “That’s the beauty of it. Just us and nature. No other noisy campers to bother us. The Ranger said they usually don’t get campers this weekend.” Then Dad turned red because he realized he didn’t mean to say this.

			Jerry caught it right away. “Wasn’t he expecting us?”

			I said, “Didn’t you mail the reservations?”

			

			Then my brilliant Dad, a Captain in the Dallas police force, turned an envelope on the front seat face down, as if we just didn’t see it at all. “Sure, sure. Of course, I did. But, ah, the ranger said this is a very light weekend. We should have lots of fun.”

			We started seeing the campground signs:

			pool closed 
tennis court closed 
no running 
no fishing 
no swimming 
no football throwing 
no campfires

			Now I was really upset. This trip was going downhill fast. Binky was gone. The camp was a ghost town. And no campfires? “Dad, how can we have a marshmallow roast without campfires?”

			“They mean no unauthorized campfires. I have a permit right here. Cost me ten bucks.”

			So, we drove down the hill, looking for this one particular campsite that’s practically at the bottom of the world. I mean, the whole place was empty, right? And we had to find this one spot, and the lower we went, the darker it got. And we finally saw the tiny, broken sign that said, “115”, so Dad pulled in and turned off the car.

			It got suddenly quiet, like my ears quit working. I couldn’t hear anyone breathing. We stepped out of the car, and for some reason, nobody said anything. There didn’t seem to be any crickets, or birds, or tree frogs, or any other sounds except—except nothing. We were standing right in front of the car when “BAM” the car made a huge explosive hissing sound, and everyone screamed. I thought my heart was going to jump out of my throat.

			I screamed, “What was that?”

			Dad said, “Calm down, I think it’s the radiator.”

			Jerry said, “Oh, great. Now we’re really stuck here.”

			I couldn’t believe it. If this was a reality TV show, it would be “Camp Irony”.

			Dad said, “Tomorrow I’ll look at the problem, and if I can’t fix it, I’ll hike up to the Ranger station and get a ride into town to see about it.”

			We didn’t know then, but at that very moment, the Ranger was locking up the Station and putting up a sign that read:

			campground services 
closed until april 1
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