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Dedication

Dad: There’s a monster in the lake.

He’s a big ole thing and he eats little girls for breakfast.

Me: No, there’s not.

Dad: Well, how do you know?

Me: . . .

(Thanks, Dad)
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Prologue

THE BOY AND GIRL HAD EVERY REASON TO THINK THEY WERE ALONE.

After all, they’d been here many times before. In this open truck bed, under this dense canopy of leaves, miles and miles from town. It was the perfect place to disappear from the world for a while. Or to make out before curfew on a school night.

But on this particular night, they weren’t as alone as they thought.

“Did you hear that?”

The girl pulled away from the boy and pushed a sweaty lock of hair over her forehead, half rising to scan the darkened woods. She tried to focus on the noise she’d heard—not the chattering of small animals or the rustling of dead leaves, but something distinct. Like someone saying hush into the wind.

“Did I hear what?” the boy murmured, trying to pull her back down to him.

There it was again—slightly louder now, almost like a sheet sliding over dry grass. The girl twisted her body, her legs straining against the zipped-up sleeping bag.

“That noise. You can’t hear it?”

The boy sighed and sat up. He looked out over the edge of the pickup truck’s open bed and peered into the shadows.

“I guess I hear something. . . .”

The girl exhaled. “What do you think it is?”

The boy turned to her, his eyes hard to make out in the moonless dark. “An axe murderer.”

“Stop. I’m serious.”

“So am I. Axe murderers are a big problem this time of year.” The boy grinned. “Or was that deer ticks . . . ?”

“Ha-ha.”

“I better do a body check, make sure none of them got you.”

The girl laughed as the boy leaned in again. When his lips met the skin of her neck, her eyelids slowly dropped downward, almost closing . . . and through the crack she saw a bright, fleeting light.

The girl’s eyes snapped open, and she pulled away from the boy abruptly.

“What? What now?” He no longer hid the exasperation in his voice.

“Did you see that?”

The boy sighed and twisted again toward the woods. After a moment, his back straightened. He leaned forward.

“What the hell?”

The light was bright and whitish, like a star. Its rapid movement through the trees gave it the appearance of a strobe.

“Hello?” the boy called. He got to his knees and signaled for the girl to stay down.

“What kind of flashlight is that bright?”

“Shh.”

The light moved closer. Fifteen feet away, maybe less. Something in the air smelled like burning. Burning leaves, burning trees, burning meat.

“Who’s out there?” The boy gripped the edge of the truck bed, his knuckles turning white where they clutched at the metal.

The light burst through the trees, and it was too, too bright. It blocked out shadows, trees, everything. The boy and the girl both put their hands up to their eyes to shade them from the glare. The girl screamed, then choked, hot air lodged in her throat.

The light came closer. The boy and girl could feel its heat now. Radiating energy. The metal of the truck underneath them began to grow hot.

The girl screamed and screamed, her throat going raw. She pushed herself backward as far as she could go, until her spine hit the hard edge of the truck’s cab. She could feel the boy next to her, but she could no longer see him. Even with her eyes closed, all she could see was whiteness.

The light had somehow managed to get into the truck bed with them. It was close, just inches away now, and moving so fast. The skin of the girl’s hands began to bubble as she reached up to protect her face.

Just as she stopped screaming, the girl thought she heard a faint noise—a click—coming from the woods. It sounded like the shutter of a camera, snapping a picture.

After that, she heard nothing.





One

IT’S EASY TO remember the exact moment I stopped believing in my father. It happened right before I discovered that Bigfoot wasn’t real and right after I was nearly mauled in the woods by a full-grown black bear.

So yeah, kind of hard to forget.

I was ten years old and lying on my belly in the vast woods of the Upper Peninsula. A pair of too-large binoculars were pressed up against my eye sockets, and through them I could make out the texture of the bark on some oak trees in the distance. Any time I moved the binoculars just a little, I saw only dark blurs and the magnified tips of my own eyelashes.

Dried, yellowing leaves brushed up against my arms and legs, and I longed to scratch the skin there. But moving was not an option. My dad only let me come on his Bigfoot hunting trip on one condition: that I remain absolutely silent and completely still.

Dad squatted in the dirt next to me, partially hidden behind a bush. I took shallow breaths, hoping not to distract him. Finding Bigfoot was an important mission for my dad—more important to him than almost anything else in the world, except for me. It was even more important than being home to celebrate his wedding anniversary with my mom. I knew, because I’d heard Mom saying that exact thing to my grandma on the phone a couple of days earlier.

But I figured it was Mom who was being unreasonable. Dad had adventure in his blood, and Bigfoot was on the move. How could a stupid anniversary compare with the chance to get a once-in-a-lifetime sighting? One that could make his entire career? Knowing what a big deal this was, I’d begged to go with him, and he’d finally agreed.

At that age, I believed in everything—Bigfoot, ghosts, alien abductions, werewolves, giant anacondas, boys who were really bats, bats that could turn into moths, moths that were really from Mars. I even still believed in—and you have no idea how much it pains me to admit this—Santa Claus. For as long as I could remember, Dad had told me stories about incredible beings. Through the bars of my crib, he whispered to me about the Fair Folk of Ireland. On car rides to visit my mom’s parents in Fort Lauderdale, he’d tell me about the time he almost saw the Loch Ness Monster in Scotland.

He spoke about these creatures with a kind of hushed excitement, as though one could pop around the corner at any moment. That was the thing I wanted most in the whole world—for us to see one of his larger-than-life creatures, together. Even if it meant lying very still in a pile of scratchy leaves for hours on end.

“Penelope, stop fidgeting,” my dad said without turning around.

I froze.

“I wasn’t—”

“Shh.” My dad put one hand up to quiet me. The other he ran absentmindedly over his short blond beard. “Do you hear that?”

I cocked my ear, willing myself to hear. It was a windless day, almost completely silent. No rustle of leaves, no swaying trees . . .

“There!”

And that’s when I heard it: a soft crackling sound. I pressed my binoculars harder into my face, but all I could see through them was the orange, brown, yellow, green of the trees.

“Oh my God, Pen. That’s him, that’s him.”

My heart raced as I swiveled the binoculars around. I was moving them too fast, and all I could see were blurs. A panic went through me. I couldn’t miss this.

“Do you see it, Pen?”

Everything in me wanted to say yes. But I couldn’t see it. I’d come all this way, and I was missing it. Tears sprang into the corners of my eyes, and I swallowed hard.

Dad leaned down and adjusted my binoculars.

“Here. He’s by that oak; see him? Big and hairy and, oh man, I’ve got to get this.”

Dad moved his hand away to reach for his backpack, but just before he did, my binoculars finally locked onto a spot in the distance. I saw a hulking, dark object partially obscured by a shaggy bush. The creature moved into the frame of my binoculars, and I could see the bulge of a hair-covered muscle. I inhaled sharply.

“I see it! I see it!”

“Shh,” my dad said. He took out his camera with the telephoto lens and started taking pictures. “I can’t believe I’m getting this.” He spared a moment to grin down at me. “You must be my good-luck charm.”

I couldn’t keep the grin from my face if I’d tried.

Until the creature moved.

“Umm . . . Dad?”

The beast came out from behind the bush, slowly revealing its face. It had rounded, fuzzy ears, button-black eyes, a long snout . . . it wasn’t a Bigfoot at all.

It was a black bear.

The disappointment I felt was swift and crushing, but I didn’t feel it for me. I felt it for Dad, who had come alive with a kind of contagious glee. Who had called me his good-luck charm. But Dad didn’t appear to see that his long-sought-after Bigfoot was really just a midsize bear. He kept snapping picture after picture.

The bear swung its head toward us and sniffed the air. Without dropping the binoculars, I began scooting backward on my stomach.

The bear took one step forward, then another, in our direction. I took the binoculars down from my face, and even with my naked eye, I could see it. Just a few hundred feet away.

“Dad?” I asked. I hated the shaky fear in my voice.

Dad put his camera away and stood up slowly. He motioned for me to do the same. I got to my knees, but was too scared to do anything else. Too scared to brush the dry leaves from where they clung to my elbows. Too scared to run.

The bear ambled forward, picking up speed as it moved toward us.

“I need you to do exactly as I say,” my dad said in a low, stern voice. He kept his eyes on the bear.

I nodded, then realized that he couldn’t see me. “Okay,” I whispered. The bear was moving faster now.

“Don’t make any sudden movements, and don’t run. As much as you may want to, do not run. Do you hear me, Penelope?”

“Yes,” I said, my voice sticking in my throat.

“Now, very slowly, start taking steps backward, moving behind me.”

Working against the fear that wanted to lock my limbs to the ground, I forced my right leg to move backward, and then my left. The bear was close enough now that I could see its black eyes, could make out the claws on its massive paws.

“Go into my backpack and take out the blue container,” Dad said, speaking almost too quickly for me to understand.

My fingers fumbled with the zipper of the backpack. I couldn’t help but look around, wildly, for some place to run or hide. There were bushes and trees, of course, but even I knew you weren’t supposed to try to climb a tree to get away from a black bear—we’d learned in school they could climb up after you.

With shaking fingers, I pulled out the blue Tupperware container that held our lunch and handed it up to Dad, nearly dropping it as I did so.

The bear was maybe twenty-five feet away from us now, its massive body picking up speed, its breath huffing out in short bursts. It made a frustrated noise halfway between a growl and a roar, and I could see the tops of its thick, yellowed teeth.

Dad ripped open the Tupperware container, revealing the pieces of fried chicken that were supposed to be our lunch. He took a piece out and threw it, hard, over the bear’s head. I heard it land in a pile of leaves several feet away. The bear looked backward, following the noise. Dad pulled out another piece of chicken and threw that, too. Then another, again and again.

For a long moment, the bear continued to watch us. I clutched the strap of Dad’s backpack, wanting nothing more than to squeeze my eyes shut and pretend I was anywhere other than in these woods.

But I kept them open.

Slowly, the bear swung its massive body around with a heavy grunt. It sniffed the air and followed the scent of cold chicken to where Dad had thrown it.

Dad leaned forward with a shaky sigh. When he turned to face me, he was grinning.

“That was a close one, huh?”

But fear was still squeezing my throat closed, and I could only nod. Dad wasn’t waiting for me to say something, anyway.

“Follow me.”

Keeping our eyes on the bear, we slowly walked backward. Soon, the bear’s matted hair and snorting noises were yards away. Then we turned and ran toward the car. Once safely inside, Dad pulled the doors closed tight. His smile widened, and then he was laughing loud enough to fill the entire space of the small car. He banged one hand against the steering wheel and let out a whoop.

I laughed, too, relief flooding through me. We’d made it. We were alive. The tips of my fingers were shaking, and I could hear buzzing in my ears.

Dad picked up the camera that hung from a strap around his neck. He started clicking through the images, his smile still big on his face. “Some of these will definitely work.”

The buzzing stopped. I shook my head, confused. “Work for what?”

“The column! Single Bigfoot Sighted. How does that sound?”

I didn’t get it.

“Some of these pictures are a bit blurry; that’s perfect,” he continued. The glee was creeping back into his voice.

“But, Dad,” I said, sure I was missing something, “those are pictures of a bear. It’s not really Bigfoot.”

Dad didn’t look up but continued to scroll through the images. Then he angled the camera screen up to show me one of the pictures. I could just barely make out the blurred shape of the bear as it charged. But its head was angled away in the shot, its claws hidden. I saw its torso, its muscled shoulders. If you squinted, it really could be Bigfoot in the woods.

“But . . . it’s just a fuzzy picture of a bear.”

Dad reached out and patted me absently on the head without removing his eyes from the camera screen. His finger tangled in my hair, pulling it a little. He didn’t seem to notice.

“You gotta expand your mind, kiddo. Sometimes, reality can be a bit fuzzy.”

I looked off in the direction of the bear, which I couldn’t even see anymore.

Dad grinned again. “This trip worked out better than I thought.”

In that second, my whole worldview shifted. It was like when I’d go to the eye doctor and he’d make me look through a machine with different lenses. A new lens would click into place, and what I saw in the room changed. Click, and everything was blurry. Click, and a bright E would shine out from the poster across the room, its edges so clear and bold it was almost startling. In that moment with my dad, it was like a whole series of new lenses were dropping in front of my eyes, changing what I knew about everything.

Click, Bigfoot wasn’t real. Had never been real.

Click, my dad knew it. And he didn’t care.

Click, I was an idiot. But I’d never be one again.

Seven years later, the lessons of that day were still with me. It’s painful to remember sometimes how much of a sucker I used to be, how I used to eat up every fantastical lie without question. I collected outlandish stories the way other kids collected comics or Barbie accessories. But I’m not that person anymore. I’ve known for a long time that reality isn’t fuzzy—something either is true or it isn’t—and it’s not that hard to get to the actual bottom of things if you just try. Which is actually how I found myself climbing over the dingy counter of a tiny snack kiosk at the Cherry Capital Airport in Traverse City, Michigan.

To be fair, I’d been waiting in line in front of an empty counter for ten minutes, clutching the same quickly warming bottle of water in my hand. A line of people from my flight had already formed behind me, many of them tapping their feet and giving loud, exaggerated sighs as they looked in vain for a cashier who was nowhere to be found.

The man right behind me uncrossed and then recrossed his arms for the eighth time. “Does anyone even work here?”

The woman behind him shook her head and shrugged, her shoulders touching the bottom of her blond bob. “Who knows?”

Something in her wide, pale eyes irked me. I wondered how long she’d just stand there and wait.

“Someone knows,” I replied. Then, without waiting another second, I pulled myself up onto the counter and swung my legs over to the other side. I marched over to the door behind the counter labeled EMPLOYEES ONLY and opened it. Inside, a young woman with thick eye makeup and a name tag that read Dayna was sitting on an unopened box of Mountain Dew, playing on her iPhone.

“Excuse me,” I said, trying to sound older than I knew I looked, “Did you know there’s a few people waiting out here?”

She looked up at me and blinked. “No.”

“Well . . . there are. Could you please help us out, maybe?”

Dayna stared at me, but then shrugged and walked over to the register. The woman with the bob smiled as I swung myself back over the counter.

“Huh,” she said. “I never would have thought to do that.”

I paid the surly cashier for my water and rolled my baggage away from the counter. On my way out of the store, a shelf of fresh newspapers caught my eye. I scanned the headlines, taking in the familiar, important-looking fonts of each major publication. Then a flash of bright yellow stopped me in my tracks.

The font on this cheap newsprint was an even more familiar—if a less welcome—sight than the others. It had bold blue lettering against a neon yellow banner that read STRANGE WORLD in all caps, like it was shouting at me. Down at the bottom of the page was smaller type, featuring the headline Tips for Believers, the popular column by Ike Hardjoy.

Of course this airport would carry Strange World, the only print publication still in circulation that catered to the nation’s most hard-core conspiracy nuts and UFO seekers, as well as the only one that would still print my dad’s column. I could just barely make out the type under my father’s name—“Everything the government doesn’t want you to know about alien sightings in North America.”

I shook my head and walked quickly away from the store, setting my stuff up next to the wall-length picture windows in the baggage area and settling in to wait. I pulled up the Notes app on my phone and looked through everything I had written down on my own latest story idea—it wasn’t as flashy as “alien sightings in North America,” but at least it wasn’t a lie. I still had a few months before I had to apply to Northwestern’s undergraduate journalism program, and I wasn’t going to waste them. I wanted a story that would grab the attention of the college admissions office. Something important and true.

My story notes were all on economic difficulties in the Midwest following the closure of plants in the auto and plastics industries. They contained statistics, reports, and previously written articles. Lots of research, but all of it dry. My journalism teacher said I still had to find the human element from inside one of those towns that had suffered greatly after a plant closure.

Bone Lake, Michigan, population 2,300, fit the bill exactly. And it just so happened to be the place where I was born.

I looked out the giant window of the airport’s baggage area. Past the parking lot, I could see the basic signs of northern Michigan in early summer. Blue-gray sky, dense trees, two-way blacktop. That pretty much covered it. About an hour down that road was Bone Lake, where Ike Hardjoy still lived, wrote the occasional completely fabricated article for cash, and parented a few weeks a year. Though this time he was getting me for a whole summer.

I glanced back down at my phone, this time checking for missed calls or texts. Nothing.

Dad was a half hour late.

I dialed his number as I looked down to where my luggage sat in a pool of fading sunlight. His phone rang five times and then cut off with a beep.

“Dad. Me again. I’m at the airport, waiting for you. I’d ask if there’s traffic, but”—I looked out over the completely empty roadway leading from the parking lot—“well, you know. Please call me. Or better yet, please be on the way?”

I hung up and rested my forehead against the cool window. Strands of thick black hair escaped from my ponytail and landed softly against the glass. My reflection stood out against the blankness of the airport behind me. The dark hair and eyes were all from Mom, but the freckles were a gift from Dad. Or really, from Dad’s own mom, who was also born and raised in Bone Lake. My family tree on both sides had roots that ran to the very foundation of the town.

That’s partially why it made me uncomfortable to come back here, where so many people knew not just my story, but my parents’ and grandparents’ stories as well. It could be suffocating, having all those eyes on you. And after years of living in Chicago with my mom, I wasn’t used to it anymore. Which is why I usually spent my mandatory summer weeks in Bone Lake holed up in my dad’s house, watching TV and avoiding going into town. But this year I’d have to change up that strategy if I wanted to get good quotes for my story. I’d have to suck it up and venture into the fishbowl again. Getting into Northwestern depended on it.

Of course, before I could go interview the residents of Bone Lake, Dad had to actually show up and get me there.

“Come on, Dad,” I whispered. “Come on.” But all the hoping in the world didn’t matter.

He wasn’t coming.





Two

THE PHONE RANG only once before she picked up.

“Hello?”

I smiled at the warm, familiar voice, which, as usual, sounded a tiny bit like it was shouting into the phone.

“Hey, Cindy. It’s Penny.”

“Penny! My gosh, girl. I forgot you were coming in today.”

“Yeah, well, you weren’t the only one.”

A pause as Cindy breathed out loudly. “Your dad flaked, huh?”

“I don’t really know why I’m surprised.”

“Go easy on him. The old man’s had a lot on his plate lately. But I know he’s really excited to see you.”

I didn’t have a good response to that. Or at least, not a polite one. “Yeah . . . well, do you think you could maybe check next door real quick, see if his truck’s in the driveway? Maybe he just forgot to set his alarm or something.”

As a freelancer, my dad kept his own hours. Which was just a nice way of saying that he often slept through the day and stayed up late pounding on his laptop keyboard.

“I can’t, sweetie. I’m at the shop right now, swamped with this cupcake order. . . .”

“Oh, okay.”

“But I’ll send Dex over to the airport to come get you. You flew into Traverse City, right?”

“Yeah, but really, Cindy, you don’t have to—”

“Oh, it’s no trouble.”

“I don’t want Dex to go out of his way—”

“Penny, stop. You’re practically family.” Cindy’s voice grew distant and then was overtaken by a rustling of what sounded like fabric. “Dex! Grab the keys. Got a job for ya.”

A voice in the background yelled, “What?” I imagined Cindy’s skinny son, Dex, standing in his too-big apron behind the ice-cream shop’s counter, maybe mopping the floor or refilling the Moose Tracks tub.

“He’s on his way, Penny. Hold tight.”

“Thanks, Cindy. I really appreciate it.”

“Like I said, it’s nothing. And Penny . . . go easy on your dad tonight. He’s gonna feel really bad when he realizes he, you know . . .”

“Forgot me?”

“Yeah.”

I smiled, though she couldn’t see me, said goodbye, and hung up. I knew it would take Dex an hour to get to the airport from Bone Lake, but I didn’t feel like waiting in the air-conditioned chill of the baggage area anymore. I grabbed my luggage—yanking it a little harder than I maybe had to—and headed outside.

The sidewalk was empty, so I sat down cross-legged on the cement and tilted my head upward to soak up the remaining sunlight. I started to lean up against a cylindrical cigarette butt receptacle, when a piece of paper stuck to the metal caught my eye. It was a flyer. My mouth parted slightly as I read the headline: MISSING.

Two black-and-white pictures were printed underneath the main header. One was of a smiling, blond teenage girl. The other was of a teenage boy kneeling on the grass in his blue-and-gold football jersey, squinting, as though he was facing directly into the sun. Both of them looked familiar.

The flyer identified them as Cassidy Jones and Bryan Ryder, missing since May 25. Last seen driving west on M-66. $$$ reward for any information.

My heart beat faster as I read over their names again. I did know them—another side effect of growing up in a fishbowl town. Cassidy was a year younger than me, so I didn’t know her especially well. But Bryan had been in my grade before I moved. He used to play peewee football on the field behind the elementary school every summer. Sometimes my best friend, Reese Harper, and I would pack up a bag full of juice boxes and Pixy Stix and go watch the boys scrimmage. Reese always thought Bryan was cute, and I had a crush on his best friend, Micah. It took us months to work up the nerve to go talk to them for the first time.

Of course, that was before Reese stopped talking to me.

I had no idea what Bryan Ryder had been up to in the last few years. But if he and Cassidy were both missing, maybe they’d decided to run away together. That wouldn’t be a first for Bone Lake.

I turned back to the parking lot and the road beyond, looking for Cindy’s familiar red Beetle and Dex behind the wheel. It would be strange to see him driving; I’d known Dex for as long as I could remember, and he’d always seemed both shorter and younger than our age. We’d lived next door to each other since we were born, which practically guarantees best-friend status when you’re a kid. But we drifted apart once we got to middle school, and I’d seen him only a handful of times over the past few years, usually holed up in the tree house behind our houses, reading old sci-fi paperbacks.

After about an hour, a white Geo Metro jerked its way into the airport parking lot and pulled into the nearest empty spot. After a moment, the front door creaked open and I watched as a pair of long, skinny legs climbed out of the car. They were connected to a lanky frame in a T-shirt that read Skynet is already here. The boy looked at me and squinted, then gave a half wave.

“Hey, Penny.”

I peered at Dex, trying to reconcile this lean-faced teenager with the boy I once knew. Unlike me, Dex had always taken after just one parent—his mom, Cindy. He had her exact light brown skin and dark hair, though she was 100 percent Chippewa and he was also half Irish on his dad’s side. Dex had also always shared Cindy’s same wide smile and thoughtful eyes. But the Dex standing before me had definitely changed over the past year. For one thing, there was . . . more of him. He’d finally gotten some of his dad’s height. And the lines of his face were harder, more definite. The old chubbiness around his cheeks was almost completely gone.

I got up from the sidewalk and brushed off my jeans with my hands. As soon as I stood up straight, I saw Dex’s eyes widen.

“Whoa,” he said, in his newly deep voice, “you got . . . bigger.”

I cleared my throat and crossed my arms in front of my chest (which, to be fair, had grown about two sizes since the past summer).

“Excuse me?”

Dex’s eyes snapped back up to my face, and his cheeks reddened. In that moment, I saw the old awkward Dex peeking out from behind his newly sharpened features. “No, I didn’t mean . . . I just meant that you grew. Um, up. Not . . . out.”

Yep. Same old Dex.

“I grew up? You’re practically a giant.”

Dex relaxed. “Last-minute growth spurt. I blame the genetically modified corn.”

“Right. And you got a new ride, I see.”

Dex leaned down on the hood of the Geo Metro, which creaked under his weight. “I bought it off Mrs. Morrison. You don’t even want to know how much ice cream I had to scoop to afford it.”

“It’s . . . nice.”

Dex jumped away from the car, moved around me, and reached for the handle of my suitcase. He jerked it toward him, rolling it over the sidewalk. “So Ike got caught up, huh?”

“Who knows? I can’t even reach him.”

Dex froze, and the suitcase slammed into his legs. He didn’t seem to notice. “Wait. What?”

“I mean he’s a no-show and he’s not answering his phone. Probably forgot I was coming.”

“No, he didn’t. He talked to me about it yesterday. He was really excited. . . .” Dex’s eyes narrowed. “This is bad. This is potentially, probably, really bad.”

Dex took out his cell phone and dialed a number quickly.

“What’s bad? And who are you calling? My dad’s not answering.”

Dex hung up the phone and stared down at it in his palm. When he looked up at me, his expression was instantly serious.

“Oh man, this is bad. Really, really bad.”

“Would you stop saying that? What are you talking about?”

“Your dad. Something must have happened to him.”

My heart thudded in my chest. “Wh-what do you mean?”

“He was looking into something really big,” Dex rushed on. “Like, world-changing big. And I know he wouldn’t have just left you here without calling.”

All at once, the rush of momentary fear I’d felt in my stomach swooped out of me, leaving a hard ball of irritation in its place. “Wait, that’s your reasoning? You know he wouldn’t leave me here? How do you know what my dad would or wouldn’t do?”

Dex shifted uncomfortably, and his eyes slid away from me.

“Are you telling me you know my dad better than I do?”

Dex opened his mouth to respond, but then caught the look on my face and closed it again.

“Because you might be buddy-buddy with Ike, but I’ve known the man my whole life,” I continued, “and let me tell you, this is exactly the kind of thing he would do.”

Dex chewed on his bottom lip. “Look, how about we get in the car and I’ll explain on the way?”

Dex looked relieved when I reached down to pick up the rest of my bags and hauled them toward the car. By the time everything was loaded and we got on the road, the sun was sinking on the horizon. The inside of Dex’s car smelled like gym socks and cinnamon gum, and I moved my feet gingerly away from the crumpled food wrappers and pop cans on his floor.

“Look, I didn’t mean to make you mad,” Dex said. He spoke in a measured voice, as if he were carefully picking his words. “I just . . . I’m kind of worried something might have happened to Ike.”

“Okay,” I said, forcing a journalist’s neutrality into my voice. “I’m listening.”

Dex ran a hand through his hair, which only made it stick out farther from his head. I turned my eyes back to the gray, cracked asphalt of the road as we sped over it.

“We’ve been investigating . . . well, actually, your dad’s been investigating and I’ve been helping . . . but anyway, your dad thinks he knows something about these kids that went missing in town—”

“You mean Cassidy and Bryan?”

Dex’s eyes shot over to me. “You heard about that?”

“There was a MISSING flyer at the airport.”

“Oh. Well, yeah. Your dad thinks their disappearance is connected to this story he’s been chasing.”

“Of course he does,” I muttered.

“He has all this evidence. Mysterious findings, lights in the woods—”

“Oh my God,” I interrupted. “Is this the alien thing again?”

Dex kept his eyes on the road. “Ike calls them the Visitors.”

“I know what he calls them.”

“So you don’t believe him?”

“Not since I was ten.”

Dex pursed his lips together.

“And trust me, Dex, my dad doesn’t really believe in any of that stuff, either. I mean, I hate to break this to you, since it sounds like you’ve become, like, his apprentice or something, but Ike is a fake. He wants people to think he believes, but it’s all a hoax, and he knows it. So even if he is out chasing some ‘story,’” I said, making air quotes with my fingers, “I assure you, he’s perfectly safe.”

Dex shook his head. “I know Ike has to . . . stretch the truth sometimes to make a living. But it’s different this time. It’s been different since he found that body of a missing hiker in the woods.”

“Wait,” I said, putting up a hand. “When did this happen?”

“February.”

I slumped down in my seat. I’d spoken to Dad maybe five times on the phone since then. He’d never mentioned it.

“That’s horrible. But I don’t see—”

“It all connects! That’s what Ike’s been looking into. He thought he had a solid lead on the Visitors, finally. He has proof they killed that hiker.”

“Proof?”

“Well,” Dex said sheepishly, “he has this picture. And yeah, it’s kind of blurry—”

“Blurry pictures are my dad’s specialty. That’s not proof of anything.”

“You haven’t even seen it! He has a picture of something not human. He took it in the woods near where the hiker died. And it might be connected to Cassidy and Bryan’s disappearance, too.”

I rubbed my fingers over my eyes. “Oh my God. Dex.”

“You don’t believe me?”

The question settled around me. I had once believed in everything so effortlessly. The Visitors in the woods were ingrained into my childhood, one of my first bedtime stories. I’d even written a report about them in second grade. I’d gotten an F, and in bold red letters on top of my report my teacher had written, ASSIGNMENT MEANT TO BE ON MICHIGAN WILDLIFE. PLEASE REDO.

“Ike is really on to something, Penny,” Dex said.

The strain in his voice sounded achingly familiar. It sounded like the way I used to talk about my dad, before I knew the truth. Proud. Defensive. In on a secret that the rest of the world was too blind to see.

And it was all crap.

“Look, Dex, I’m sorry you think something’s happened to my dad. But I promise you, he’s fine. Maybe he’s out in the woods ‘hunting aliens.’ Maybe he brought a case of Bud with him and passed out somewhere.”

“That’s a little harsh.”

My nostrils flared in frustration, but I forced myself to bite back my first response—what would you know about it? What do you know about my dad at all? “Whatever. He’ll probably show up tonight or tomorrow morning. It’s not like he hasn’t disappeared for a story before.”

“But it’s never been this serious before. I mean, what about Cassidy and Bryan? They’re gone.”

I looked out the window, watching the dark woods flick past. “I’m sure there’s a perfectly logical explanation. There always is. Maybe Cassidy and Bryan took a trip to Myrtle Beach. Or went to Windsor to gamble or get drunk or get married.”

Dex scoffed. “That’s dumb.”

“It’s not dumber than they were kidnapped by aliens.”

“I never said they were kidnapped. I just said it’s connected. That’s what Ike thought.”

I sighed. “Can we just . . . not talk about it anymore? Please?”

Dex’s jaw clenched.

We didn’t speak another word until Dex pulled into my dad’s driveway forty minutes later. The single-level house stood just as I remembered it. Its brown wood paneling looked faded by years in the sun, and its lawn was just slightly overgrown, as if it hadn’t been mowed in a couple of weeks. Beyond the house, I could see the dark outline of the woods, and next door was Dex and Cindy’s place. In comparison to my dad’s dark house, it looked bright and warm, its porch light reaching out into the dawning twilight.

Dad’s driveway was empty. Dex shot me a meaningful look as he let the car idle.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I said, suddenly feeling tired. The day of travel was starting to catch up with me. “He could have taken the truck anywhere.”

Dex shook his head slightly, his eyes on my house. “I’m still going to drive around and see if I can find him. I’m worried.”

I shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Just as I reached for the door handle, he spoke again, his voice soft. “You really have changed, Penny.”

I pursed my lips, wanting nothing more in that moment than to be home, in my bedroom in Chicago, lying down on my familiar sheets and reading the news on my iPad. Not here, in front of this house filled with so many memories I wanted to forget.

“You’re right,” I said. “I have.”

Dex looked at me with disappointment, maybe even a little sadness, but I didn’t feel any loss over the girl I used to be. To believe blindly is to get burned, and I was smarter than that now. I knew better.

“Have fun chasing aliens, Dex,” I said, turning my back on him and heading toward the house. “I have work to do.”





Three

I LET MYSELF into the house and dragged my suitcases in behind me. The living room was exactly the same as the last time I was home—same orange, seventies shag carpeting, same fifteen-year-old TV set sitting in a wooden cabinet. The windows looked out over the yard and the trees beyond, but it was too dark out to see anything through them.

I walked through the house, flipping on lights as I went, and finally reached my room. It had been mostly untouched since I was twelve years old, and every summer that I came back to it, I was further from the version of myself that used to live in it full-time. This room had the same floral wallpaper that was put up when I was five, while my room in Chicago had recently been painted a dark blue gray. Here, the back of the door was papered with posters of Zac Efron and the cast of High School Musical; there, my room was covered with two large corkboards that held my calendars, assignment information, and articles I liked. Here, the small secondhand desk had been painted all white and was still covered in bits of glue and glitter; there, my sleek IKEA desk usually held only my laptop, some pens, and a stack of female war-correspondent biographies that my mom had given to me for Christmas.

I quickly peeked into Dad’s room—just in case—but there was no one there. His bed was unmade and his curtains were pulled shut. His office was a mess, but that wasn’t anything new. The desk was covered in papers, the walls lined with corkboards chock-full of ideas for stories. I skimmed them—prehistoric lizard spotted in Daytona. Crop triangles = the new crop circles?—and shook my head.

Framed against one wall was the very first article Dad had ever written for Strange World. Published when I was only a year old, it was about the supposed alien landing in Bone Lake. The beginning of Dad’s obsession with the Visitors. That year, a meteorite had landed in the woods outside of town. It was slightly larger than most meteorites, so it drew some attention from the local and state news, and even brought some scientists to town to check it out. But it was just your garden-variety—or rather space-variety—hunk of rock, and the story quickly faded away.

For everyone except my dad, that is, who claimed he’d noticed some “strange occurrences” in town that year and thought they might be connected to the meteorite crash. So he drafted up a story about the alien “Visitors” who’d come down with the space rock and who were now living in the woods outside of his hometown, and he sold it on spec to the fledgling Strange World. The piece hit big, putting the paper on the map and ensuring Dad would have an income forever—or at least as long as there was a section of the tabloid-reading public that cared more about batboy sightings than Bachelorette proposals.

As a kid, I thought my dad’s article on the Visitors was a brave piece of genius; everyone in town rolled their eyes and huffed about the added attention Dad had brought to Bone Lake (this time from wild-eyed tabloid junkies rather than scientists), but I knew the truth—the Visitors were real and lived in the woods just beyond my house, and everyone except for my dad and me was too dumb to see it. That, or they’d been brainwashed by the aliens.

Later, of course, I realized the only real draw my dad had felt toward the meteorite was the pull of potential cash. He learned how to spin a story for a quick buck, and from there he never looked back. To this day, he wouldn’t admit he’d made the Visitors up to anyone—not even me.

Turning away from Dad’s framed article, I switched off the light in his office and wandered to the small kitchen to look for food. My dad’s entire diet consisted of what my mom used to jokingly call “summer barbecue staples.” He would rather eat grilled meat morning, noon, and night than even think about buying a vegetable. Which was one of the few things we had in common anymore.

“Thank God,” I murmured as I popped open a fresh bag of ridged potato chips and popped one in my mouth, savoring the taste of salt. Mom typically ordered in healthy dinners for the two of us, but she’d been on a particularly intense kale-and-proteins kick this past spring. I think she felt guilty for leaving me to go on a sabbatical to Barcelona. Her trip was the reason I was stuck in Bone Lake for the entire summer, rather than the usual three weeks. On the bright side, at least I wouldn’t have to eat a single leafy green while I was here. Plus, I’d have more time to work on my article.

Back in the living room, I sat down with my chips, opened up my file labeled Bone Lake story on my laptop, and started to read through my notes.

In the 1980s, Bone Lake was a midsize town for northern Michigan—not huge, not even Traverse City big—but respectable. Most of that was due to the plastics plant outside of town, the one that employed a large chunk of Bone Lake’s high school graduates. They became line workers, technicians, managers, secretaries, security guards, janitors. The plant, Tevis Manufacturing, molded parts for the insides of large and utility vehicles, though its biggest contract was with the military. A lot of the interior pieces of military Jeeps—pretty much anything that was plastic, anyway—were made right in Bone Lake. But in 2005, all that changed.

A local worker named Hal Jameson—a security guard—died while on night duty. There was an investigation, but the death was ruled completely accidental, apparently a human error on Jameson’s part. But it didn’t matter. The incident made state news and put a spotlight on the government’s contract with the plant. Someone at some point had cut some corners, and now fingers were pointing blame. The state news soon became national news, and the plant accident was sliding into scandal. Rather than stick around and see the mess through, the government pulled their contract entirely. After that, the plant’s other clients fell like dominoes. Its doors closed for good by 2006.

Half the people in town lost their jobs. And it wasn’t like there was another plant just around the corner—with the auto industry sending its manufacturing overseas, shuttered plants were a dime-a-dozen experience in Michigan. Bone Lake became another statistic.

That was the summary of what I had so far. But I knew there was more to the story than just the numbers and dates in my research folder. Finding and adding in a more human element would be just the thing to get me into Northwestern. I started typing up a list of anyone I could interview during my summer at Dad’s. The first name to flash through my mind was Micah Jameson, Hal Jameson’s son (and my first crush). Even though I hadn’t seen him in a couple of years, just the thought of him sent a familiar ripple through my stomach. I used to get that same feeling whenever I heard Micah laughing in class, or whenever I saw him throwing around a football after school, his hair turning golden under the late-afternoon sun. Maybe first crush feelings just stay with you like that, like the residue of past emotions that fade but never evaporate entirely.

Even though I’d been friendly with Micah in middle school, I’d never asked him about his dad or the accident before—it had happened when we were so young. I hesitatingly typed his name onto my list, following it up with other people who stayed in town after the plant closed. Many—like Dex’s dad—had moved away to try to find new work.

After working on my list of who to talk to and what to ask them for a while, I shut my laptop and looked around for the TV remote. I couldn’t find it in its usual spot on the coffee table. In its place instead was a shiny, new-looking digital camera. Dex’s words from the car flashed through my mind—about how my dad had taken a strange picture as part of some new “story.” Before I could think through what I was doing, I picked up the camera, clicking it on with my thumb.

A photo popped up in the camera’s preview screen. It was a simple shot of a group of trees in the woods. It looked like it had been taken a few months earlier—the trees were just starting to grow buds, and their dark, spindly limbs stood out starkly against traces of snow on the ground.

I flipped to the next picture. It was the same grouping of trees, but this time they were shrouded in darkness. In the next picture, they were lit up with dazzling morning sun, and the bark looked almost orange in the light. I kept clicking over to see more pictures, but they were all of the same stand of trees at various times of day. Sometimes the picture would feature a bird or a squirrel in the frame, but mostly it was just the trees. Picture after picture after picture.

“What the hell, Dad?” I murmured.

And then I came to a photo that was different from the others. It had clearly been taken in the same place, but half the image was blurred out by white, as if the flash had failed, or as if someone had shone a bright flashlight right into the lens. I peered closer. Right in the middle of the picture, where the whiteness met the black outlines of the tree trunks, was a thin, dark shape. It stood out starkly from the white glare, a black line perpendicular to the ground that bent in the middle, angling off in a different direction and ending in a few shorter, stubby lines that splayed out from one another. If I squinted, it could almost pass for a long, spindly arm, bent at the elbow, its fingers reaching out as if grasping for something. . . .

I shook my head and pulled away from the image. Certainly, I could imagine Dad spinning it so the dark shape seemed ominous—this was the man who’d once passed off a bird as a flying saucer, after all. But no matter how many lies he told or how many people believed him, it wouldn’t change the truth—that thing caught in the light was nothing more than a tree branch, likely broken by the winter snow.

I sighed and thrust the camera into the coffee table drawer. A few minutes later, I found the remote control under the couch cushions. Pushing the bag of chips aside, I lay back on the couch and flipped on the TV, turning the channel to a nineties sitcom, an episode I’d already seen at least three times. It was the perfect thing to turn my brain off.

After a few minutes, I felt my eyelids begin to droop. I had the fleeting, selfish thought that when Dad came home, the first thing he’d see was me on the couch, surrounded by chip crumbs, a living, breathing reminder of what he’d forgotten to do today. I almost wanted to be conscious for that moment.

Instead, I was asleep before the first commercial break. I dreamt I was walking in the woods, lost and surrounded by black and broken trees, their branches ice-covered and catching at my clothes as if trying to keep me from going any farther.





Four

DAD DIDN’T COME home during the night. His room was still empty when I looked in the next morning, his bed unmade in the exact same way it had been the day before. When I looked into the driveway and saw his truck was still gone, my stomach felt uneasy. But I brushed the feeling aside—no matter what Dex had said, I knew Dad would walk through the front door any moment. He wouldn’t apologize for forgetting to pick me up, but I could guess what he would say instead—I was really on to something, Pen—you know how it is. Or, It all worked out, didn’t it? You made it here! Now stop pouting and let’s get some breakfast. And then he’d grin that sheepish grin that made it impossible for anyone to stay truly angry with him. I knew that grin like I knew my own reflection.

But just because I knew how the conversation would go down didn’t mean I had to sit here and wait around for it to happen. If Dad wasn’t worrying about me, I wasn’t going to worry about him.

I showered and got dressed, then made my way to the garage. Sitting in a corner near a pile of cardboard boxes and some scattered tools was my ten-speed bike. I quickly pumped some air into the deflated tires, wiped a layer of dust off the seat, and hopped on.

I biked slowly down the driveway and then across the street, and I could feel the tension in my shoulders easing. The breeze lifted up my still-damp hair as I pedaled harder. I didn’t have a bike in Chicago, and it was this feeling—this sense of weightless movement through the fresh, pine-smelling air—that reminded me of my childhood summers more than anything else. It was my dad who taught me how to ride a bike, long ago. I could still remember how he’d reacted when I made it down the driveway without falling off—he’d thrown his hands up in the air and ran up and down the driveway, yelling at the top of his lungs like I’d just won an Olympic gold medal instead of simply managing to keep my butt on a plastic purple bike seat. His excitement was contagious. I’d felt so proud of myself I thought I’d burst.

I biked the two miles into town, passing more and more houses as I got closer to the main shop-lined street, most of them tucked away from the road, closer to the woods. Many were old, and some were falling into disrepair. Seeing Bone Lake only once a year like I did gave me a fast-forward view of its decline, one that moved doggedly forward in normal time for everyone else. Every year, when I came back, there were one or two more closed businesses, five or six more foreclosed houses, seven or
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