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BOOM.

Yeow!

CRASH!

I sat straight up in bed, startled awake by strange noises on the other side of the wall. Heart thumping, I ducked under the covers and tried to stop my teeth from chattering. I didn’t want whatever was in the garage to hear me. 

After a few moments of quiet, I dared to breathe. Slowly, I lowered the blanket to my chin. Oak limbs waved outside the window, casting spooky shadows on my curtains in the moonlight. The dim, yellow glow of the hallway night light shone steadily under my bedroom door. The digital alarm clock on my nightstand read 2:13am. Any second, I feared the garage door would creak open and an intruder would enter the hallway, but nothing happened.

Should I call Aunt Mysti?

My aunt’s bedroom lay on the opposite side of the house, and I would have to pass the door to the garage on my way to wake her. Either that or scream at the top of my lungs until she heard me and came running. All because I’d heard a thump in the night. I’d seen enough movies to know by the time she arrived, there would be nothing there.

I probably dreamed it, anyway. Everything is fine, I assured myself. The goosebumps on my arms said otherwise. I’ll never be able to sleep now. I could read a book. My scouting flashlight stood on my dresser on the other side of the room. It might have been a mile away. No way was I getting out of bed until morning. My tablet was charging in the living room–Aunt Mysti didn’t allow it in my bedroom. 

With wide eyes, I stared at the ceiling, unable to close them. It was going to be a long night.
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“What’s the matter?” asked Aunt Mysti as I dragged myself, bleary-eyed and late, to the table for breakfast. I must have nodded off at some point, but I felt like I’d been awake all night.

“I didn’t sleep well. I heard a noise in the garage.”

“Hmm. Maybe a rat. The construction down the road is disturbing the wildlife. I’ll have to buy a trap.”

I thought something bigger than a rat had made the noise, but I didn’t say so.

She set a bowl of raisin bran and a slice of toast in front of me. “I have to finish the quilt for the fair today. How do you plan on spending your Saturday?” Aunt Mysti lets me do what I want if my homework and chores are done.

“Probably playing frisbee with Payton.” We’d been playing frisbee golf in gym class, and Coach Spinner was holding a tournament next week. I grabbed a speckled banana from the fruit bowl and peeled it. The doorbell rang as I swallowed the first mushy bite. Jumping out of my seat, I ran to answer it. 

“Ready to practice?” asked Payton through the screen.

“Almost. I just have to finish breakfast.”

Payton followed me into the kitchen as I wolfed down the cereal.

“Would you like anything to eat, Payton?” asked Aunt Mysti.

“No, thank you. I ate already.” Payton sat across from me wearing a hoodie, jeans, and crocs. The weather had turned chilly enough to need a sweatshirt.

I noticed Payton’s empty hands. “Where’s your frisbee?”

Payton grimaced. “It flew over the fence, and the neighbor’s dog chewed it up. Don’t you have one?”

“Yeah, we have a couple somewhere.” And I knew exactly where: in the garage. My eagerness to practice dimmed. I was in no hurry to enter the garage. The bite of toast in my mouth felt like cardboard, reminding me of the boxes in there. I threw the rest of it away and put the overripe banana in the compost bin on the counter.

“C’mon, let’s go find them! I have to be home by lunch,” urged Payton.

I led the way, encouraged by Payton’s presence. 

The garage door creaked as I opened it, and a shiver ran up my spine. On a normal day, I hate going into the garage. There’s no heat or air conditioning there, so it’s hot and muggy in the summer and cold in the winter. It’s dusty. The fluorescent lights flicker and make this annoying ticking sound.

But there was something in there even scarier than the noises from the night before. 

The boxes.

They’re the real reason I hate going into the garage. 

Several dozen cardboard boxes stacked from floor to ceiling take up half the space. The words written on the outside do weird things to my chest when I read them: BEDROOM, KITCHEN, BOOKS, PHOTOS. They remind me that my parents aren’t here–they’re deployed. 

I tried not to think about that as I switched on the lights and scanned the labels to find the box with the frisbee. My stomach twisted as I spied the box containing board games. We had played Monopoly the day before we started packing.

“What are we looking for?” asked Payton, oblivious to my thoughts.

“The one marked ‘TOYS’.” I stared at an open box of empty plastic containers that had fallen on the floor. Round red lids lay on the concrete like lily pads on a pond. This must be what made the noise last night. How did it get knocked over?

“Here’s one that says ‘TOYS’!”

I looked where Payton pointed and unstacked the boxes sitting on top of our goal. Then I looked around for a tool to cut the tape. Walking to the back of the garage, I grabbed a screwdriver from the pegboard.

“Watch out!” Payton shouted.

I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. A small, shadowy figure streaked by faster than I could blink. Startled, I dropped the screwdriver, and the handle landed on my toe. 

“Ow!”

A broom in the opposite corner clattered against the cement floor. I jumped halfway to the door and ran the rest of the way. Payton squeezed through behind me just before I slammed it closed.

“What was that?”

I shook my head. “I couldn’t tell. You saw it first.”

“It sped by so quick, I’m not sure. Some kind of animal.”

We huddled by the door, uncertain what to do next.

“We still need the frisbees,” prodded Payton.

I didn’t want to open the door again. “Let’s go get my aunt.”

Aunt Mysti marched fearlessly out the front door to the driveway and hit the button on the automatic opener. The motor revved, and the door shook as the gears turned and the chain lifted the door on metal tracks. Inside, all was still. 

“I don’t see anything,” said Aunt Mysti, peering into the dim, windowless hole. She walked around slowly, noticed the plasticware scattered on the floor, and stooped to pick it up. 

I glanced around warily and sidled over to the box of toys. My smaller toys were in my bedroom, but the larger items and sporting equipment stayed in the garage. Rummaging around, I found the neon yellow frisbees and waved them triumphantly at Payton. “Here they are!”

After running back inside for a light jacket, Payton and I walked to the center of the quiet cul-de-sac to practice our throws. We started with short ‘putts’ to different locations to see who could throw closest. My tosses always landed to the left.

“Remember what Coach said. Release it when your hands are pointing at the target,” Payton instructed.

Our current ‘target’ was a manhole cover. Careful to line up perpendicular to the storm drain so I wouldn’t lose my frisbee, I stood with one foot in front of the other. Reaching down like I was going to start a lawn mower, I twisted my body and flung the neon disc toward the manhole. A gust of wind blew in my face, lifting the frisbee in the air and causing it to float past the target. 

“Argh! Stupid wind,” I muttered.

“I’m leaving the garage door open. Maybe whatever is in there will venture out. Can you close it when you come inside?” asked Aunt Mysti from the driveway, her patchwork dress flapping in the breeze. 

“Yes, Ma’am,” I replied.

Payton’s throw landed closer, only missing the mark by an inch. We retrieved the discs and continued practicing. 

Ms. Snow opened her front door and walked down the sidewalk with her dog, Molly. The ancient Labrador waddled along, leash dangling, until she reached Aunt Mysti’s driveway. There, Molly raised her head and sniffed the air, growled, and let loose a hollow bark. She strained at the leash, towing Ms. Snow unwillingly toward our house. 

“Molly, heel!” Ms. Snow tried to restrain her, but Molly plowed forward. 

Afraid the dog might pull her over, I rushed forward and grabbed the leash. A
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