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“Hello, folks!” said the large man on my screen. “I’m Howard Lovett, owner of Donut Love.” 

The donut shop appeared, with a big sign above it reading: Donut Love — Handcrafted Goodness. 

And next to it stood another sign on a giant pole: a larger-than-life cartoon face wearing a paper soda jerk hat, smiling a gigantic toothy grin. 

Suddenly Howard Lovett jumped into view again, his hands wide open. “Handcrafted Goodness is our motto! And getting delectable treats to everyone in town is our only goal!” 

The commercial jumped to a smiling employee in a white apron carefully dropping donuts into a large silver fryer. Howard Lovett stood in the background watching, nodding enthusiastically. 

Then it jumped to an open box of fresh donuts, and Howard Lovett’s voice piped up: “Be sure to visit us this week during our grand opening!” 

Then Mr. Lovett smiled again. “And remember, folks... Donut Love donuts are the greatest!” 

Howard Lovett stood there on my cell phone screen smiling his weird toothy smile. 

I stared for just a moment, then tapped the “skip” button. This commercial was getting annoying. It was playing in front of nearly every single video I’d been watching for the past week. It even popped up on TV! 

And Howard Lovett’s weird smile gave me the creeps. It was like he was too happy. 

But everyone around sure seemed to love his donuts. The new donut shop had been open for less than a week, but people were obsessed with the place. Like, weirdly obsessed. 

It’s all people seem to talk about now, I thought. Grownups, teachers, little kids, the mailman... 

It was getting pretty annoying, actually. 

I mean, how good can their donuts really be? 

It was Saturday morning. I looked out my second-story bedroom window, staring across my neighborhood toward the center of town where I knew the donut shop was, and shook my head. Stuffing my phone in my jeans pocket, I grabbed my baseball cap and mitt, then headed out my bedroom door. 

Pulling my bike out from the pile in the garage, I jumped on, and quickly peddled down the sidewalk. “Bridger!” Mom yelled after me. “Where are you going?”

Glancing back, I yelled, “Just to the park!”

Mom was in her gardening clothes and gloves. “Be back in time for lunch!”

I didn’t really want to be back for lunch. Mom was on a health-food kick — lots of organic kale and stuff. 

“Text me a reminder!” I called back.

I was hoping she wouldn’t.

“And be careful riding your bicycle!” said Mom. I rolled my eyes. She’s been saying that since I was six years old — I’m twelve now.

I flew down the street in the clear morning air under giant shade trees. The neighborhood was alive with people working in their yards. Lawnmowers buzzed. Kids were running around playing games, laughing and screaming. 

Glancing both directions, I crossed an intersection and then over the old railroad crossing, heading towards Main Street. I passed the gas station, the grocery store, the old brick church, the library, then turned onto a street lined with store fronts — restaurants, clothing stores, even a bookstore. 

A few shops were empty, with “For Lease” signs taped in the windows. Dad says it’s because of all the “big box stores” coming in and driving all the small stores out of business. I’m not really sure what he means by “big box stores.” 

I turned down another road. About halfway down I saw the donut shop on the other side of the street. It was in the same building that used to be The Old Waffle House before it closed a year ago. Big green letters now spelled out the words: Donut Love — Handcrafted Goodness. A group of people stood in the parking lot, all busily munching away on their treats. And high above, staring down at them with a gigantic toothy grin, was the giant cartoon face wearing a white soda jerk hat. 

The face was just so creepy. It felt like it was staring right at me. 

As I passed on my bike, the eyes seemed to follow. 

I reached the big park in just a few minutes and dumped my bike on the ground. A group of kids my age were gathered around a metal picnic table near the parking lot, and I hurried over, baseball glove in hand. 

“Hey, guys!” I yelled out. 

One of them looked over. “Bridger’s here! I told you he was coming. You should have saved him one!” A couple of other kids glanced over at me. 

“Saved what?” I asked as I reached the table. 

On the table sat an empty white box covered in leftover chocolate frosting and powdered sugar, with green letters spelling Donut Love. 

“I had one for you,” said Drake, stuffing the last bit of a donut into his mouth, “but you weren’t here, so I thought you wouldn’t care.” 

The other kids around the table were each holding what was left of their own donut, and furiously chewing the bite in their mouth. My friend Jon looked at me and shrugged, then popped in the last bite of his powdered donut. He had sugar all over his mouth. The other kids followed his lead and kept eating. 

I heard the sound of a skateboard approaching and turned to see Sage rolling up on the sidewalk. She stepped off the board, kicked it up into her hand, and hurried over. 

“What’s up guys?” she asked. “What’re you eating?” 

“Donuts!” said the other kids in unison. 

Samantha broke off a piece of her chocolate donut and held it out. “You can have some of mine.” Sage looked at it with a frown. “Uh, no thanks.” 

Samantha swept her blonde bangs from her eyes, leaving a trail of chocolate frosting on her forehead. “Your loss.” She took a bite from the piece she had offered. 

“Yeah,” said Sage running her hand through her brown hair, “I don’t even like donuts.” 

All the kids stopped mid-bite and stared at her. 

“You don’t like donuts?” asked Taylor, wet crumbs falling from his mouth. “What’s wrong with you?” 

Sage grimaced and let out a laugh. “That’s gross, man.” 

“Oh, sorry,” said Taylor, wiping the chocolate frosting from his mouth. 

“It’s probably just because her family runs that health food place,” said Ashley. 

Sage rolled her eyes. 

“I’m finished,” said Nate, licking his fingers clean. “We gonna play or what?” 

Jon held up his bat and ball. “I’m ready.” 

“We’re playing baseball today?” asked Sage. “I thought we were going to play soccer!” 

“Nope,” said Drake, putting a cap over his brown hair. “Baseball.” 

Sage folded her arms and sighed. As the other kids stuffed the rest of their donuts in their mouths and hurried out to the field, I hung back with Sage. 

“You really don’t like donuts?” I asked curiously. “Fried food just makes me feel sick,” she answered. “So you don’t like fritters?” I asked. “Those are my favorite.”

“Nope,” she replied. “No fried food.”

I nodded, then held out my baseball mitt. “You want to borrow mine?”

Sage smiled. “Sure.”

We hurried out to the field to play. We didn’t have enough kids to make a full team, so we all just kind of goofed around without keeping score. 

After an hour we decided to call it quits. It was getting hot, and some of the kids’ moms showed up. Sage took off on her skateboard, headed to the health-food store. As I made my way back to my bike I heard Drake yell out to me. 

“Hey, Bridger!” 

He was holding the empty box of donuts, about to climb into his mom’s van. 

“Yeah?” I asked. 

“You should totally go get a donut from Donut Love! It’s soooo worth it.” 

I shrugged. “Fine, I’ll stop by on the way home.” Drake gave a big nod and then stared at me. “Uh, see ya,” I said.

He just kept staring, his blue eyes wide open. Then he smiled at me. 

A giant, creepy, toothy grin... 
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Coasting across the parking lot, I rolled up to Donut Love and jumped off my bike. I stood there looking at the giant sign looming above me. The cartoon face stared down at me with its weird toothy grin. 

Watching me.

Waiting for me to come inside.

Then for just a moment the eyes seemed to get bigger and the smile wider, like the face was leaning down to reach me... 

The hairs on my neck stood up. Startled, I took a step back. 

But when I blinked, the face on the sign was back to normal. Just a cartoon face on a sign, staring at me with cartoon eyes and smiling its toothy cartoon grin. 

I glanced around, then back up. 

Just a sign. I laughed at myself. Why am I creeped out by a stupid sign? 

Leaning my bike against a tree, I walked up to the glass door and pulled it open.

Inside, the air was cool and smelled like icing. A line of people stood waiting to order out of a tall glass display behind a glass counter. I took my place at the end of the line and waited. Above me two ceiling fans whirled slowly, their hypnotic spinning reflected on the shiny, white floor. There were only a couple of shiny metal tables to sit at, both occupied by people happily eating away. Music was playing too — the happy doo-wop music grandmas listen to from old movies. 

One by one, people got their donuts and left with smiling faces — most not even making it to the door before they started eating. 

Finally, it was my turn. I reached the front counter and glanced at the display cases. They were mostly full of chocolate donuts. Behind the counter, a pimply-faced teenager with a white apron and a paper soda jerk hat looked at me. Under the apron, he had on a white button-up shirt that seemed too big for his skinny arms. The name tag pinned to his apron said: Toby. 

“Welcome to Donut Love,” he said in a boring, monotone voice. “What can I get you?” 

I looked at the cases again. “Can I get an apple fritter?” I asked. 

Toby shook his head. “We’re out of apple fritters.” 

“No fritters?” I asked.

“Nope — just chocolate. I think there may be a few glazed left.” He leaned over to glance at a display case to his right. “Nope. Just a couple with sprinkles.” 

A door behind Toby opened, revealing part of the back kitchen area. A blonde teenage girl wearing an identical white apron and hat pushed out a tall cooling rack on wheels full of fresh chocolate donuts covered in chocolate icing. The girl then hurried back into the kitchen. 

Toby glanced behind his shoulder. “Oh, and we also have some fresh chocolate donuts.” 

I sighed. 

Toby looked at me for a second, wiped his nose with his arm, then said, “Uh... you want one, kid? ‘Cause I’ve got other customers
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