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  Chapter One


THE SUMMER OF 1963

It all started the year I turned ten. Summer vacation held the promise of adventure. I’d gotten a new bicycle for my birthday, and it was the first time I had the freedom two wheels could bring.
I stood to leverage my weight as I rode up the grassy hill at the edge of town, pumping the pedals of my new Schwinn Panther. Its fire-engine red paint shone in the summer sun. My muscles burned, but I was determined not to stop until I reached the top. My best friend, Scoot, grunted as he struggled up the hill behind me. My legs ached when I reached the top, but it was always worth it. This was my favorite place. I could see all of Farrington from here. Farrington was smaller back then, with a little over a thousand residents. It was a sanctuary during a time of unrest. Everyone I knew was black. White people were like mythical beings I only saw on television with perfect families and no real problems that couldn’t be solved in a tidy thirty minutes, or they were the monsters who sicced dogs on people who looked like me, who just wanted to eat a meal in a restaurant and get the same education as them. I had a hard time understanding why any of it was happening, and I was glad it wasn’t happening in Farrington.
I looked down at the roofs of a few nearby houses and felt like I was on top of the world. The azure sky above me was wide open and full of possibilities. Though I couldn’t see it, I knew beyond the clear sky, the darkness of space lingered. That was where the deepest mysteries lay waiting. I thought one day I’d be up there, orbiting the Earth like John Glenn.
Scoot panted as he stopped his bike next to mine. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the bottom of his green-and-white-striped T-shirt. “You left me behind.” His round, tawny cheeks were flushed from exertion. 
“I wasn’t going that fast.” I thought of all the times he’d pedaled as fast as he could while I ran after him. 
“You’re just showing off because your bike is new,” he pouted. 
I shook my head and sighed heavily. Usually, he liked to come up here too, but now that he was the one huffing and puffing from the effort of the climb, he didn’t like it as much. Scoot’s life was harder than mine. His dad had died two years ago from lymphoma. After his dad died, Scoot’s mom tried to ease his grief and hers by baking. She made some of the best cakes, cookies, and pies I’d ever eaten, but both of them wore the evidence of her delicious pastries on their frames. There weren’t a lot of overweight children back then, and Scoot’s weight gain made him a target at school. We were friends before all of that though. I assumed he would always be my best friend, but childhood assumptions are often proven wrong. 
“I don’t know why you like coming up here,” he grumbled, sweat glistening on his forehead.
I didn’t want him to be in a bad mood, and I knew exactly how to remedy it. “Because it’s so much fun to race down,” I said, before pedaling over the ridge and down the slope of the hill. 
“Wait up,” Scoot called after me. His tires bumped over the rough, grassy terrain close behind. He was gaining on me, and I decided to let him. I slowed down. The clatter of his old bike got closer. Within a few moments, the wind whooshed as he sailed past me. I smiled as he flew down the hill, his handlebars wavering as he went. “Whoo-hoo!” he yelled when he reached the bottom. He skidded to a stop, sending up a cloud of dust. “I’m still the champion. You can’t even beat me with a fancy new bike,” he said, pumping his fists in the air.
I wanted to tell him I let him win, but held my tongue. My mom had once told me that sometimes being kind was more important than being right. Instead of telling him the truth, I started toward town. I made a point of riding too fast for Scoot to taunt me and keep up with me at the same time. 
Downtown was small, but it was a big part of my world. Only a few businesses lined Main Street: the general store, the bank, the pharmacy, a doctor’s office, and Xavier’s Garage—that was dad’s place. He was the only mechanic in town. Working on cars was hard, but it served our family well. All of us kids used to hang out under the shade of the maple trees in the park at the center of town, playing games, chatting, and teasing each other. Even the high schoolers would laze away their days there during summer break.
Scoot and I coasted into the park. The kids gathered in groups on the plush grass. The younger kids ran back and forth, playing tag. The older kids sat on the ground talking. On the park’s far side, boys and girls who were going steady sat in pairs, making googly eyes at each other. I was still at the age to think that was gross. I didn’t realize my feelings would change soon enough. 
Christina stood in the center of the park, playing Miss Mary Mack with some girls from our class. They clapped their hands together in time as they chanted the song. The ones who weren’t playing stood around in a circle, watching. When Christina saw Scoot and me ride up, she broke away from the group and ran over to us, leaving her companion’s hands hanging in midair. “Hey, where are you going?” the girl asked Christina.
“I’ll be right back,” she said, but it didn’t take long for another girl to take her place. 
Christina wasn’t as neatly dressed as the rest of the girls.  She had a spot on her yellow blouse and a streak of dirt on her shorts. Her leg was scraped, exposing the raw pink flesh beneath her deep brown skin. “Where have you been?” she asked. “I went to your house, and your mom said you were already gone. I thought you were going to wait for me this time.”
Christina preferred spending time with us to spending time with the other girls at school. It was weird, but it didn’t matter because we liked her. She was funny and didn’t mind getting dirty. 
“Sorry,” I shrugged.
“Don’t say sorry.” She frowned. “Just don’t do it again. When you say you’ll wait for me, wait for me.”
She was so sure of herself that sometimes I felt like she was scolding me like a grown-up would.
“Do you have your bike?” Scoot asked.
She pointed to her yellow bicycle lying in the grass beside the girls. “Why?”
“Hey, it looks like the losers club is back together,” Hank said. He was the biggest kid in class. If he punched me, I’d fly across the park. Five other boys stood in a tight cluster behind him. They all laughed like he’d said the funniest thing in the world. “What are you losers doing today?”
My face grew hot with anger, but saying anything back to them would be an invitation to a fight. This group of boys had started making fun of us before the school year let out. I wasn’t sure why. It was like Hank woke up one day and decided to put us on his hit list. Once he made a decision, the rest of his crew followed along. 
I stared daggers at him and was about to say something when Lewis came over. He was a lanky boy who was two years older than the rest of us. “They’re going out to the lake with me,” he said. His hands were in his pockets, and he had the kind of casual confidence I wished for. “Isn’t that right?” he asked.
The three of us stammered our answers, a confused, collective version of yes.
Hank narrowed his eyes at him. “Are you sure about that?” He frowned, but we all knew there was no way he’d try to fight an older boy. Even though Lewis was thin, he was almost as tall as a full-grown man.
“Are you guys ready to go?” Lewis made eye contact with each of us.
“Sure.” Christina stepped forward.
“If you want to hang out with a bunch of losers, that’s on you,” Hank told Lewis. “I bet Scoot won’t even make it to the lake.”
Scoot looked at the ground as Hank and his cronies turned around and walked to the other side of the park.
“Don’t listen to him,” Christina said.
“Hank is the loser. That’s why he’s always bullying people.” Lewis glanced at Hank and his friends across the park. 
Lewis was effortlessly cool and made you feel like you had known him your whole life, even though his family was one of the newer transplants in town. Normally, that would put a target on your back from bullies like Hank and his crew, but somehow, it didn’t for Lewis. He could get away with things no one else could. Most importantly, when Lewis was with us, Hank left us alone.
Christina ran over and retrieved her bike from the grass, and before I knew it, we were following Lewis through town and into the woods toward the lake. We rode up the dirt path that veered off Franklin Street. The path started out pretty wide, but as it narrowed, we had to ride in single file. Crooked branches arched overhead, forming a tunnel over us. The forest swelled with wildlife. Birds chirped overhead, hidden from sight by the thick canopy of leaves. After we’d been riding for about fifteen minutes, the path forked. Scoot and I always took the path that forked to the right to go to a clearing at the edge of the lake, where we would look out at the calm water and skip stones. 
When Lewis took the narrower path to the left, I looked back at Scoot, who was at the end of our procession of bikes. 
“We usually go the other way,” Scoot called, but Lewis ignored him. He sped forward, pumping his legs as he pedaled down the rocky path. 
We followed him, tree branches whipping toward us as we rode. Eventually, we reached a clearing. Lewis stopped his bike in the tall grass. We all stopped beside him and looked at the shack standing at the lake’s edge. It was a ramshackle structure with uneven walls, patched with mismatched scrap metal and wood. Rusted tin covered the slanted roof. Boards were nailed over two of the windows. Its crooked, splintered door faced us. 
We all knew Toad lived there. That’s why Scoot and I never came down this path. Toad wasn’t his real name. We called him that because his wide, flat face reminded us of one.  
We stood under the cover of the trees, watching the shack, wondering if Toad was inside. He was a curious figure who rarely went into town. His withdrawn nature and unusual appearance made him terrifying. 
“Do you think he’s home?” Lewis asked. His hushed voice barely carried over the sound of the breeze in the lush foliage overhead.
I shrugged and looked at Scoot and Christina. Christina gripped her handlebars as she stared at the small shack. “My mom told me not to come out here. She says she doesn’t trust him.”
My parents never told me any such thing. My mom had even scolded me when she overheard Scoot and me talking about Toad one night in my room. She told me we had a responsibility to be nice to people like Toad, but she referred to him by his real name, Elias. 
“Yeah,” Scoot said. “We never come out here.” 
“Maybe we should go around to the other side of the lake,” I suggested, even though I knew Lewis would never listen. 
Twisting around on his bike, he looked at the three of us. His eyes flicked from me to Scoot to Christina before finally settling on Scoot again. A devilish grin slid across his face. “I dare you to knock on the door.”
Scoot looked at me before returning his gaze to Lewis. He placed his hand on his chest. “Me?”
Lewis nodded. “Yeah, you.”
The last thing Scoot wanted to do was knock on Toad’s door, but he also didn’t want to look weak in front of one of the coolest guys in school. Scoot looked at the shack in front of us. “Why?”
Lewis’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Because I dare you to.”
Scoot was afraid, but those simple words were enough to make him drop his bike and step into the clearing next to Lewis.
Seeing that he was getting somewhere, Lewis continued to egg him on. “If you’re too much of a chicken, you don’t have to do it.” He made a clucking sound and flapped his arms like a bird. The pantomiming was for our benefit because Scoot didn’t even look at him. His eyes were still trained on the shack. Dark sweat stains dotted the back of his T-shirt. He opened and closed his fist and took a deep breath.
“You don’t have to do it,” I told him.
“I’m not a chicken.” Scoot stood up straight, his arms rigid at his side. Without looking back at me, he marched right up to Toad’s weathered, gray door. He raised his pudgy hand, hesitating for a moment before summoning the courage to knock. His knuckles tapped against the wood, the sound barely audible amidst the whisper of the rustling leaves. 
We waited, standing perfectly still, anticipating what would happen next. Three loud, solid knocks rattled the door. Something inside the shack was knocking.
Scoot let out a high-pitched yelp before turning and running from the shack. He nearly fell over as he picked up his bike. With Lewis now at the back of the pack, we sped away, our legs pumping fast. We didn’t look back, but I swore Toad was right behind us, chasing us with an axe. I could imagine the scene so clearly, Toad’s thick legs carrying him up the path after us with an axe raised over his head. Tree branches whipped by us as we rode up the trail.






  
  Chapter Two


Dusty sunlight streamed through the kitchen window, casting shadows on the black-and-white linoleum floor. My mom stood in the kitchen, stirring a simmering pot. She wore a red gingham apron over her sleeveless shirt and Capri pants. Our neighbor, Mrs. Jenkins, sat at the kitchen table in a bright, floral housedress. She leaned forward on her elbows and watched my mom cook. 
I caught a glimpse of them through the kitchen door when I came home.
“I haven’t seen him yet, but Anna May told me she thinks he’s single,” my mom said.
Mrs. Jenkins chuckled. “Of course, that’s all Anna May cares about. That woman needs to calm down. She’ll find a man soon enough.”
“She’s not getting any younger.”
“None of us are,” Mrs. Jenkins quipped. “I hear he’s living in that raggedy shack out by Mystery Lake with Elias. So, he must not be a catch.”
My mom laughed. “That’s for sure.” I was surprised when she laughed because if I’d said anything about the look of Toad’s shack, she would’ve reprimanded me.
I couldn’t imagine why anyone would stay in that old shack with Toad. I wondered if Toad had killed the stranger already. Maybe he was chopping him up and preparing to cook him in a stew pot at this very moment. I crept into the kitchen doorway, hoping to hear more, but Mrs. Jenkins saw me. 
“Look who’s home.”
“You need to get washed up for supper, Douglas. Then I want you to set the table.” My mom held a wooden spoon in one hand. “Your dad will be home soon.”
“Who were you talking about?” I stepped into the kitchen.
“Are you listening in on grown folks’ conversations now?” Mrs. Jenkins looked at me with her full, round face. She leaned forward and pushed herself to her feet. 
I shrugged. I desperately wanted to tell them that we went to Toad’s shack that afternoon, and he’d chased us up the path, swinging an axe. My mom wouldn’t approve of us knocking on his door though. “I only listen to grown folks’ conversations if they sound interesting. Most of the time they don’t.”
Both women let out a hearty laugh. 
“And what we were saying sounded interesting to you?” My mom opened the oven, and a wave of heat came out. I stepped back.
“Who would want to live in such a scary-looking shack?” My stomach growled at the smell of food. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.
My mom drew her eyebrows together. “There’s nothing scary about Elias’s home. It’s rundown because he can’t afford anything else.”
“But Mrs. Jenkins just called it raggedy.” I looked at Mrs. Jenkins, hoping she’d back me up. “And you laughed.”
“This boy is something else.” Mrs. Jenkins patted my shoulder on her way to the kitchen door. “I need to get home. You already have dinner ready, and I haven’t started thinking about mine. Roger isn’t going to be very happy when he gets home.”
“When is Roger ever happy?” My mom smiled as she said this, and I knew it was a joke. It wasn’t a very funny joke because Mr. Jenkins was the grumpiest man I’d ever met. He never smiled. It was strange that they were married, given that Mrs. Jenkins was always so happy.
Mrs. Jenkins grinned and shook her head. “You don’t have to tell me. At least it takes the pressure off because no matter what I do, he’ll still always have the same crabby expression.” She stopped and, standing in the kitchen doorway, looked at the ceiling as if in thought. “Seriously, though, he is a good man. He’s not unhappy. His face is just stuck that way.” She snorted.
My mom laughed again. “Well, I’ll see you later, Loretta. Tell that grumpy old man of yours I said hello.” 
“I will.” Mrs. Jenkins made her way to the door. She spent so much time at our house that she let herself in and out like family. 
“Didn’t I tell you to go wash up?” My mom’s gaze shifted to my grubby hands. “You look like you’ve been digging a hole with your hands. Make sure you use the nail brush.”
I had so many questions about who was staying in Toad’s shack, but if I wanted answers, I needed to do what she asked. I ran to the bathroom and washed my hands so quickly that I didn’t even wait for the water to get hot. 
My mom was turning off the stove when I returned to the kitchen. “Go ahead and set the table. Your dad will be home at any minute.”
I pulled the green quilted placemats out of the drawer and placed them neatly on the table in front of each chair. I had set the table so many times before that I didn’t need to think about it as I worked. It was one of my first chores. I started doing it when I was five years old. At ten years old, I was a master table setter. I was even big enough to get the plates down from the cabinet by myself. I stood on the step stool my mom kept in the kitchen and got a stack of thin white plates down. “Who is staying in the shack out by the lake?”My mom spooned green beans into a serving dish. She always made sure the table looked nice every night for dinner. We’d sit around as a family, spooning vegetables and potatoes onto our plates. My parents would talk about the day, and I would mostly listen. 
“Mmmm?” she said.
“Mrs. Jenkins was talking about someone living with Toad by the lake when I came in.”My mom stopped spooning the string beans out of the pot and frowned at me. Her smooth brown skin wrinkled as she drew her eyebrows together. “How many times do I have to tell you that his name is Elias, but you should call him Mr. Arnold? It’s rude to call him Toad. Just because someone is different doesn’t mean you can be mean to them.”I was frustrated because she still hadn’t answered my question, but I couldn’t let my frustration show. I put the plates on the placemats. “Who is living in the shack with Mr. Arnold?”
“I haven’t met him, but I hear his name is Michael Turner. He is from down south somewhere.” She put the bowl of green beans in the center of the table. “Since when do you care about who is visiting Farrington?” She took the dishtowel from her shoulder and wiped her hands. 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I was just wondering.”

      ***I wouldn’t have to go on wondering about Michael Turner for very long. We were in the park the next day when his long, red car pulled up in front of my dad’s garage across the street. The car door swung open, and a tall, thin, dark-skinned man emerged. He didn’t look like someone who should be living in a shack by the lake. He wore brown slacks and a dark blue button-up shirt. Even from a distance, I could tell he was well-dressed. I watched as he walked into my dad’s garage.
“I bet that’s the new guy in town.” I pointed across the street, but Scoot and Chrintina didn’t care. They continued playing jacks on the sidewalk. I pretended to be interested in the game, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the stranger.
Scoot was bouncing the red rubber ball on the cement when a shadow fell over us. He missed catching the ball, and it rolled down the sidewalk, stopping at the tip of a pair of shiny brown shoes. Those shoes were attached to the long, slender legs of Michael Turner. My eyes followed the line of his body all the way up to his face. The sun, shining from behind his head, made it difficult to read his expression. “I saw what you did yesterday,” he said. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t do it again.”
None of us spoke. I swallowed the lump in my throat, and I swore it was so loud that everyone could hear.
He glared down at us. 
I shielded my eyes from the sun with my hand. Even though I didn’t want to look at him directly, my instinct told me I needed to remember his face. 
“We didn’t do anything.” Scoot’s voice wavered.
Michael Turner narrowed his eyes at Scoot. He blew a puff of air from his nose. “You have the nerve to deny it when you are the biggest offender of them all. Weren’t you the one knocking?”
Scoot looked at the ground.
“We’re sorry,” Christina said. “We didn’t mean anything by it. We were just messing around.”
Michael Turner’s gaze moved methodically from me to Christina to Scoot as if he were carefully considering something. “You think terrorizing a handicapped person is funny? That makes you laugh?” He paused as if waiting for an answer. When none of us spoke, he continued. “If you ever do it again, you will pay.” He looked up, scanning the other children in the park. “Give the other boy you were with the message too. If I catch him near Elias’s place again, he’ll be in trouble.”
“Yes, Sir,” we all said in unison.






  
  Chapter Three


Even though it was morning, the air was already muggy. The heat settled in on us as we pedaled our bikes up the forest path. Scoot, Lewis, Christina, and I rode in a line through the trees. We were going back to the lake, this time to swim. 
We’d told Lewis about what happened with Michael Turner. The threat made him want to go back to Toad’s shack, but Christina had convinced him it wasn’t a good idea. It was hot, and the lake was big enough to go swimming without going anywhere near Toad’s shack. So, that was what we decided to do. 
Sun filtered through the leaves, casting shadows as we bumped over the rocky path. The canopy was so thick we could only see glimpses of the blue sky overhead. Lewis led the way as usual. He stopped his bike at the fork in the path so suddenly that we all nearly collided.
“What are you doing?” Christina asked.
“That guy had no business telling us what we can and can’t do.” Lewis looked down the path leading to Toad’s shack. “I’m going to tell him what I think.”
I scrunched my face with concern. Lewis was smart, charismatic, and popular, but he was also extremely stubborn. We all knew this was a bad idea, but he wasn’t going to listen to us.
Scoot spoke up first. “That’s crazy. If you go, we’ll all get in trouble.”
“That’s stupid. Why would you get in trouble if I’m the only one there?” Lewis looked at us with determination in his eyes. He’d already made up his mind.
“I know you guys are chickens, so you don’t have to go with me.” Lewis mistakenly thought calling me a chicken would be enough to change my mind. It wasn’t enough for any of us this time. We all looked at him blankly. He stood, resting one foot on the pedal of his bike, his handlebars turned to go up the path leading to Toad’s shack. When none of us responded, he continued. “I’ll go and give him a piece of my mind, and then I’ll meet up with you to swim. You guys don’t have to come. I can take care of it myself.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Christina said.
I nodded a little too vigorously. “Why don’t you just come swimming with us now? Forget what that guy said. It doesn’t mean anything.”
Lewis pursed his lips and shook his head. “If it didn’t mean anything, you wouldn’t be afraid to come with me.”
He had a point, but none of us wanted to admit it. He started pedaling up the path to Toad’s shack. We stood together in silence, watching him go, his bicycle tires crunching along the dirt and fallen sticks.
“Should we go with him?” Scoot asked.
Christina shook her head defiantly. “I’m going swimming. If my mom finds out I’ve been going to Toad’s shack, she’ll be so mad I might never get to go outside again. If Lewis wants to be hard-headed, let him. I’m doing what we planned on doing.” She pedaled up the other path that led to our favorite swimming spot on the lake.
Scoot looked at me as if wondering what to do. I answered by following Christina up the trail. She was right. It wasn’t worth getting into trouble with our parents and spending the summer grounded. Besides, I never wanted to see Michael Turner again.
Even though it was hot, Mystery Lake was ice cold. Scoot and I stood in waist-deep water, splashing each other. Christina stayed closer to the shore. When I splashed her, she yelped. “Don’t,” she squealed, “If I get my hair wet, my mom will kill me.”
We didn’t want to get her in trouble, so Scoot and I continued to splash around, leaving Christina to look for smooth stones in the shallow water.
“Do you think Lewis is okay?” Scoot asked, water dripping from his chin.
I shrugged. “Hopefully,” I said. I had been wondering the same thing.
As if on cue, Lewis came riding up. He dropped his bike at the edge of the path.
“What happened?” Christina asked.
“Nobody was there.” He kicked off his shoes and pulled off his T-shirt before running into the water.
“Don’t splash me!” Christina put her hands on her hips.
He cupped his hand and sent a spray of water at her.
“I’m serious,” she shrieked, holding her hands up to shield herself. 
He splashed Scoot and me as he hurried past us, the deeper water slowing his pace. Once he got out to chest height, he went under. His kicking feet broke the surface as he swam away from us. He was a few yards away when he popped up again, treading water. 
“Come on,” he called. He went under again and swam a little farther out.
Scoot and I looked at each other. “I’m not going out there,” I said. We always played in the lake, but neither of us was a strong swimmer. We knew better than to go out too far.
Christina waded out a little farther, the murky water wrapping around her thighs and wetting the hem of her shorts.
Lewis went under again. When he came up, he looked annoyed that none of us had joined him. 
He doggy paddled, his head bobbing up and down in the distance. The usually still water rippled around him. Sunlight sparkled on its surface like glittering jewels.
“You said you wanted to swim. Come on. Let’s swim,” Lewis called.
His invitation was tempting. I wished I could swim out to him.
I was thinking about trying when I noticed something strange a few yards behind him. The water began to bubble and churn like a pot coming to a boil. The disturbance was minor at first but steadily grew. Thick shadows darkened the water’s surface as clouds rolled in from nowhere, covering the sun.
“What’s that?” I asked. I didn’t wait for an answer before starting to back out of the water. Lewis turned around and saw it too. Christina, Scoot, and I got out of the water as fast as we could. 
We stood in silence. Water dripped off us as we watched the lake bubble and heave. A slick, black dome broke the surface. Rising out of the water, it glistened with a viscous slime that trailed off it like oil.
“Oh my God.” My throat constricted, and a chill ran through me. 
Christina grabbed my arm as she stared at the dome with wide, frightened eyes. She took a step back and nearly fell. I reached out to catch her, and we both almost toppled over. 
“What is it?” Scoot whispered in awe. 
Lewis stayed in the water as if mesmerized by the sight of it.
The dome-shaped thing undulated and pulsed only a few feet from him. A single amber eye opened in its center, confirming it was a living being. The eye blinked once, slowly and deliberately. I felt an inexplicable connection to it, as if the thing in the water peered not at me but into me.
Scoot and Christina yelled in fear. 
“Are you seeing this?” Lewis, who was still in the lake, looked back at us with a gleeful expression. “It’s amazing.” 
“Run!” Scoot yelled back at me as he got on his bike. Christina was already riding away.
“Are you crazy? Get out of the water.” I called to Lewis.
“You guys are chicken,” I heard Lewis say as I jumped onto my bike, leaving my shirt and shoes lying on a rock.
I rode as fast as I could to catch up with Christina and Scoot. They had stopped not far up the path. Scoot was panting, his eyes wide with fear. He and Christina were looking down the path, waiting for us.
“Where is Lewis?” Christina yelled before I even reached them.
I came to a stop and looked behind me. The path was empty. I listened, hoping to hear his bike approaching. I didn’t hear the clattering of bicycle tires. Instead, I only heard birds chirping in the trees and wind whispering through the canopy overhead.
“Where is he?” Scoot asked.
We waited in silence, thinking that Lewis would appear at any moment, riding casually around the bend while calling us all chickens, but he never came.
“Something’s wrong. I think we should go back.” I turned around, hoping to see him.
They must have agreed because Christina rode past me, hurrying to the lake. Lewis’s bike still lay at the edge of the path. Our abandoned T-shirts and shoes were scattered around the rocks, but Lewis wasn’t there.
The lake was as still as glass—the water a dark mirror reflecting the trees overhead. There was no sign of Lewis or the creature we had seen. I jumped off my bike, dropping it into the dirt.
“Lewis!” I called. I ran to the water’s edge.
“Lewis!” We all called for him together.
I stepped into the still water, my heart hammering in my chest. My muscles tensed with every step as I waded across the slick rocks beneath the murky water. I kept imagining something reaching for me, wrapping itself around my legs, and pulling me under. The large yellow eye from the creature we’d seen in the lake flashed in my mind. What was it? Did it have Lewis?
“He’s not here,” Scoot stated the obvious.
“I can see that.” I hated to think about what could have happened to Lewis. Did the thing we saw in the lake eat him?
Christina walked into the woods calling Lewis’s name. “This isn’t funny. Come out.”
She obviously thought it was a prank, but I knew better. The thing we had seen in the lake was like a monster from one of my comic books, but it was real. We had all seen its slick, dark body rise out of the water. I had looked into its large, single eye and knew it didn’t have good intentions. There was no way this was a trick. It would’ve been impossible for him to pull something like this off. Lewis wasn’t hiding anywhere in the woods, laughing at how scared we were. Lewis was somewhere under the water with that thing. 
“We have to tell someone what happened.” I ran out of the water and grabbed my shoes. We had to get back to town fast.






  
  Chapter Four


They searched the lake for Lewis. The whole town and beyond helped. People I’d never seen before showed up in wetsuits and diving gear to look for him at the bottom of the lake. I wondered what else they might find. I hoped they would find the monster, but there was nothing. No matter how many times we insisted there was a creature in the lake, no one believed us. 
“Stop.” My mom reprimanded me when I tried to bring it up again. “These games aren’t appropriate. Your friend is missing.” Her words cut. How could she not realize that I found this just as terrible as everyone else?
“I’m telling the truth. We’re all telling the truth. We saw something in the lake, and then Lewis was gone.” I couldn’t stop my voice from quivering. A whirlpool of emotions swirled inside of me. I was angry and scared all at once.
Noticing I was struggling, my mom put her hand on my shoulder. Her face softened. “Maybe you did see something. At least you think you saw something, but I assure you, we’ve searched the entire lake, and there is nothing unusual there. It’s only a lake with a few fish in it. That’s all. The more you insist you saw a monster that somehow got Lewis, the harder you make it for his family.” She leaned over to look into my eyes. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”
I nodded, a tear running down my cheek. “But we all saw it.”
“I know you think you saw something, but there was nothing there.” She pulled me in and held me to her. I couldn’t hug her back. I couldn’t do anything. I felt more powerless than I ever had.

      ***A cold drip on my face woke me from a deep sleep. When I opened my eyes, my pillow was damp, and I could hear the slow sloshing of water somewhere in my room. My bedroom door was open a crack, and my parents had already gone to sleep. The warm glow of the nightlight in the hallway pushed itself into the darkness, lighting up my room enough to see the outlines of the furniture.
Slosh. Slosh.
I held my breath, listening. The noise was coming from somewhere directly above me. I closed my eyes tight, not wanting to see the source of the sound.
Slosh. Slosh.
I turned my head, so my face was aimed at the ceiling, but my eyes were still shut tight. Reluctantly, I opened them as slowly as I could, knowing I had to see what was happening around me. The monster from the lake was right over me. It looked like a black, gooey orb. Its tar-like flesh rippled above me. I pressed my body into the bed, fearful of what it might do to me. Its large, yellow eye blinked open. The pupil was a narrow black slit like a cat

      ***
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