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			Chapter 1

			12 Years Ago

			What was I thinking? he asked himself. How did I get talked into this?

			Troy Kender tightened his grip on the handles of the snowmobile so hard it hurt, and his knuckles turned white. The cold winter air of Black Lake, Michigan, cut along his face, causing tears to well up in his eyes, as the driver, Mitch Hampway, took a hard right.

			They had been out in the clearing at their secret spot in the woods. In the spring, it served as their private fishing hole, and in the winter, a place for the two to get away and do as they pleased. There was a creek and a small hill not too far away. It often served as a place for backyard snowboarding, but today they had felt a little more adventurous and taken the snowmobile out. Using the paths that had been made for years, they found themselves deep into the place.

			They had been out there for almost an hour, and the few beers that had been slung back between the two of them had just begun to wear off. The liquid courage had gone with it, and the worry had just started to set in for Troy.

			You’re going to die out here, he concluded. You’re going to die, all because you couldn’t just say no.

			The pair had been told time and time again to never race over the lake, period. You could never be too careful with a Midwestern winter. Especially a Michigan one. The seasons were unpredictable. An ice filled lake could thaw out in a matter of days if the weather changed just right...and it often did.

			Usually, they listened. Troy’s father had even gone to the precaution of showing them exactly how they should claw themselves out if they ever got stuck in a half-frozen lake.

			“‘Don’t panic, and if the worst of the worst were to happen, you make sure one of you gets out...even if there’s both of you. Do not go looking to be a hero. Anything else would lead to two funerals, which no matter the circumstances would always be worse than one.’” His father always had a funny way with words and advice. He gave the hard, uncoated truth. The boys listened. They never went onto a frozen lake. They never even tempted that fate—except this winter.

			The season had been cold, freezing even, since late October. It had been a brutal winter that started early and had not let up a hair in almost three months, and January had only made it even colder. Troy had still said it wasn’t a good idea, but here he was anyways.

			He was the timid one, always worried and always wrong about the worst-case scenario. Because of this, he often found himself in a situation he did not feel all too comfortable with, but he would willingly go so long as his best friend was by his side.

			Mitch had a way that could get Troy to do damn near anything. In fact, he was the only one who was able to do so for the carefully planned and nervous wreck of a sixteen-year-old. And on this very day, they had taken a six-pack of beer and a joint up into the woods and the part of the lake by Mitch’s house.

			“C’mon.” Mitch had said. “We only have another year, maybe two if were lucky, where we still get to do this kind of thing. Once you put that ring on Becky’s finger—”

			“Hey. Hey. Let’s not get carried away,” Troy had replied.

			“Hey man, I’m just saying. Everyone knows what happens when you make it out of high school. It’s the ‘I want a house.’ It’s the ‘I want a ring.’ Then it’s the ‘And I want a baby.’ You’re a people pleaser, Troy. Everyone says so, even my mom and dad.”

			“I’m not sure why that’s a bad thing,” Troy answered.

			“I’m not saying it’s bad,” Mitch defended, then took a hit of the marijuana cigarette. He coughed twice and finished. “I am just saying, people pleaser plus pretty girl makes a ball and chain real fast.”

			“Whatever you say,” Troy said, laughing just a little. Mitch did seem to have a knack for calling the future, though, so he took his suggestion and grabbed the joint for himself before they headed off into the woods.

			The pair of young boys had gone out with a pellet gun and had shot the empty cans until that had lost its luster. They sat around for a while, but as it started to get dark, Mitch had thought up a better idea.

			It was the middle of January, and Mitch had said there was no way the lake’s ice could be any less than eight inches deep. And although the lake was enormous, centering and curving through the town that took its name, it was mostly shallow.

			At Mitch’s property line, the lake was known to be about six feet deep. That was just taller than Mitch and only four inches taller than Troy. It was already unlikely the ice would even creak from their weight, but even if it did—even if, Mitch had said—as long as they did not get totally trapped under the ice, they would be fine.

			So, in their drunk and high state, Troy had gone with him.

			But now that the substances had lost their flare and Troy began the sobering come down, he was, admittedly, a bit scared...but that was probably the weed, right? Paranoia was a bitch.

			He also assumed he was subconsciously worried about Becky, his new girlfriend, and how she would flip if she knew what he was up to. But if she could party a little, why couldn’t he?

			And even though all of Mitch’s talk about marriage and houses and babies was way too early to carry any weight, he did have one good point. They would not have times like this forever. You were only a teenager for so long, and you were only sixteen once...and Mitch had his heart set on the military.

			When they graduated high school, Mitch would be gone for at least three years, and that was if he hated it. Sure, he would see him here or there and catch up around the holidays, but it was not going to be the same, and the clock was ticking for the pair of best friends. Moments like these were not going to be around much longer. So, with that in mind, Troy pushed the thoughts away, letting reassurance dance in.

			Besides, like Mitch said, the ice is thick enough.

			It was freezing, though. Troy had dressed in only a hoodie and some sweatpants. He wasn’t one to wear a winter coat.

			Mitch was dressed in jeans and a Carhartt jacket, prepared for this kind of thing. He had offered Troy an extra one that they had laying around at the house, along with a large hunting knife. It was for ‘just in case something weird happens out in the woods,’ or at least that’s what he had said as he handed it to him.

			Mitch was that kind of guy to come up with a bad idea but remedy it with an odd solution that only made sense with an elaborate backstory and a vivid imagination. That was his redneck remedy way of doing things. Drive over a hopefully frozen lake with a snowmobile, but offer a knife as the grand solution to any problem they may have.

			“What exactly would we need a hunting knife for?” Troy questioned.

			“Coyotes,” Mitch had said, sort of in jest, sort of not. “Or if we happen to get stuck somewhere. I don’t know, man, just take it.”

			Troy had declined the jacket. He had taken the knife, though, sticking it in his sweatshirt pocket. He was paying the price for that now. A jacket would be far more useful in the cold than a sheath knife.

			Less dangerous too, Troy thought, as he pictured the snowmobile crashing and the knife stabbing him in the gut through the sheath, blood painting his gray hoodie.

			“This is so fucking stupid,” Troy muttered to himself as he felt the lurch of the snowmobile.

			Mitch hit the gas again, almost causing Troy to fall off the back end of it. He forced himself to let go of his grip with one hand and tap the back of Mitch’s shoulder, who only answered with a grin and another gun of the accelerator.

			Troy shook his head.

			Loosen up! He could almost hear the words come from Mitch’s mouth. Why are you always so uptight all the time? Troy gritted his teeth and then sighed. As worried as he might be, his friend was probably right. It would do him well to loosen up. At least a little.

			“Hey! Look!” Mitch yelled, his voice excited and enthusiastic. He was pointing straight ahead at a snowbank that was the perfect slope for a jump.

			Troy looked and felt his heart begin to race. Jumps were not quite what he had in mind tonight, and knowing Mitch, this was going to turn into something he was not prepared for. This was the exact kind of thing he was just imagining would cause this sharp piece of steel to stab him right in the center of the stomach. He could see the news headlines now, “Boy Dies of Knife/Snowmobile Accident!”

			But he had just finished telling himself that he needed to loosen up...this was supposed to be fun, right? What were the odds of a sheathed knife stabbing him? Pretty low, he imagined.

			He tightened the grip on the back handles and let his face break out into a smile.

			They hit the snow ramp, and Troy felt his heart and throat drop right into his stomach as the snowmobile left the ground.

			“Yeehaw!” Mitch screamed as they flew, and although Troy could still feel his stomach drop, the half case of beer threatening to make its way back up from where it sat, he felt exhilarated.

			This reinforced the decision to come out here. He loved being around Mitch, after all. Everything was better when it was the two of them. He made Troy a better person, broke him out of his shell, and Troy felt a twinge of gratitude as the snowmobile landed back on the ground.

			The snowmobile turned and came to a stop.

			Troy instinctively checked to make sure his phone was still in the pocket of his sweatpants. He hated how some pairs, especially the ones he was wearing, seemed to have the shallowest pockets. He had already lost his phone twice that day due to it, and he knew if he lost it out here on the snowmobile, they would be out almost all night looking for the goddamn thing. That would be a buzzkill he would likely never hear the end of.

			He was grateful to feel it still in his pocket, somehow.

			“Did you see that shit?!” Mitch yelled. “We had to be ten feet in the air!”

			Troy shook his head in reply.

			“C’mon, that was awesome!”

			“Yeah, that was something else,” Troy replied, but he could not help the smile coming across his mouth. “I think I need a break, though; my hands are killing me from holding on.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, just gimme like fifteen minutes,” Troy said as he unsaddled himself from the back seat and plopped himself into the snow. He wanted a break more for his nerves than his hands, but either way, he wanted a break. And he wasn’t entirely lying. His hands did hurt.

			“Suit yourself. I am going to hit it again. Make yourself useful and take a video for me.”

			Troy was the resident cameraman for the pair of boys and had just started making it more of a true hobby, which again was from the push of Mitch. He had told Troy for months that he always had the coolest pictures on his camera roll out of anyone in their friend group. He had said that Troy really was onto something.

			In the summer before this year, Troy had saved every dollar he earned, went to the local shutter shop, and bought himself a Nikon. Now, with all the practice he was doing with it, there was no escaping his cameraman duties, even if it was just some snowmobile jump on his smartphone.

			He did not mind, though. It was a lot less on the nerves to hit record than being on that goddamn snowmobile death trap.

			Troy sat and watched from a distance as Mitch revved the snowmobile up and made his way back to the start of the stretch. He pulled out his phone and hit the record button, watching through the camera as Mitch neared the jump.

			He was picking up speed, maybe going thirty miles an hour, far faster than he had when Troy was on the back of it. Troy stood in awe, still watching through his phone as he saw the snowmobile hit the ramp and fly. He was at least five feet higher this time around.

			Mitch landed smoothly and without a hitch, bringing the vehicle and himself up to where Troy was now standing, skidding to a halt.

			“Now that, that was a fucking jump! How high was I? I had to be at least twenty feet in the air!” Mitch yelled.

			Troy smiled. “We’ll call it fifteen.”

			“No way, way higher!”

			“Twenty it is then.”

			“I think I got this thing up to thirty miles an hour. I wonder how fast it goes.”

			Troy sat there a second, weighing his options. He did not care much about going that high in the air on the back of a snowmobile. He was feeling a little worn out of adrenaline from his own jump with Mitch already, but he knew he was being baited.

			“Tell you what, I’m good on jumps, but this is a good straightaway. Let us see how fast this thing can go,” Troy said, making the compromise with himself more than Mitch.

			No matter how fast they went, it wouldn’t be anything compared to being ten feet in the air, hanging on to some open ride death machine by his fingers, which for the record, barely worked in this cold.

			“No jump?” Mitch asked, a little disappointed.

			“No jump.”

			“All right, all right. Hop on then, let us get this thing cruising!”

			Troy slipped his phone back into his pocket and unclenched his fists from beneath the sleeve of his sweatshirt. He exhaled on them, which seemed to bring them back to life after the initial burn wore off. He did this two more times and hopped on.

			Mitch steered the machine to the back end of the clearing, ten feet from where the trail of the Michigan woods started and revved the engine.

			“Ready?” he yelled over the hum.

			“Do or die!” Troy yelled back.

			Mitch gunned the gas hard, flooring it. The snowmobile leaped forward and began to accelerate, kicking up the snow behind it from the force. Troy had no idea how fast they could get a snowmobile going, but he figured by the wind on his face and how fast they were crossing to the other edge of the lake, they had to be going close to forty miles an hour.

			They were almost to the other end, at least eighty percent of the way there when they heard it. Troy’s body froze in shock, and he could feel the blood leave his face, travel through his chest, and hit him in the gut before his brain had fully recognized the sound.

			It was the first crack. It was hard to hear over the motor, but the second time there was no mistaking it.

			“Oh, shit!” Mitch cried. “The ice! It’s cracking!”

			Troy went wide-eyed and silent, unable to speak as Mitch, the always levelheaded one, pushed the accelerator to the floor and hunched down. While Troy was in a frozen panic, Mitch was doing everything he could to outrun the quickly breaking ice.

			Crack. Crack. Crack.

			The sound of the ice cracking seemed to bring itself above the roar of the snowmobile in quick sharp bursts that echoed throughout the clearing of the lake. Troy swore he could even hear the rumble and splash of the water underneath them, like the waves of an ocean storm ready to swallow them whole.

			Troy looked to his right and then to his left, sweeping the area. It was cracking everywhere, turning into little pieces all around him.

			He heard Mitch scream as the snowmobile began to descend. Troy was thrown off balance as the cracks began to swallow the vehicle, like a mouth sucking in air. This was just like his nightmare worst-case scenario had been envisioned.

			Troy felt little splashes of it along his face and his freezing hands. He felt his toes submerged under the water first, and then quickly his foot and his ankle as he continued to fall faster and faster into the lake.

			The freezing water stung harshly as it traveled up his legs and his waist. He banged his head hard against something—the snowmobile, or maybe it was the ice, he wasn’t sure—and felt himself thrown hard to his left.

			This is where I am going to die, Troy thought.

			Then only moments later, he was completely submerged in the water. It was almost pitch black when Troy opened his eyes, the coldness of the water burning them so severely he closed them out of impulse. His head had a ringing pain from whatever he had hit it on.

			Instinctively he grabbed at his head and gasped, his mouth filling full of water before he closed it, just in time to not choke himself to death.

			It was so dark Troy could hardly see anything, only the glimpse and specks of light that came from the moon that peeked through the slabs of ice over top of them.

			Do not panic. Do not panic. Do not panic. Troy chanted to himself.

			Staying calm was imperative if he wanted to get to the surface, he remembered. Find where you broke through, get to the surface...then kick and pull with everything you got, like your life depended on it. Because it did.

			Troy looked around, trying to feel for Mitch, but he had nothing. He turned around and was relieved to see he was there. They were together, which meant they had some time. He figured they probably had a minute’s worth of air to find the surface.

			Mitch was already swimming to the top, feeling for the gaping hole from where the snowmobile had broken through by the time Troy looked over. It did not take long for them to find it, the light from the sky shining through there far more clearly than anywhere else.

			Mitch pointed to the spot and began to swim his way up, with Troy close behind. He was only a few feet away, and within a few seconds, he was almost there himself. He could almost taste the fresh air against his lungs that would bring the relieving feeling of pressure leaving his chest. He felt his hands wrap around the ice slab to pull himself up, and he fluttered his legs, kicking and pulling, almost getting his head to the surface when he felt it.

			Something grabbed at his ankle and yanked him down.

			Troy felt himself lose his grip on the ice patch and sink down about four inches back into the water. The rush downward began filling his nasal cavity with fluid, causing him to cough, expending almost all the air he had left in his lungs.

			Troy looked down to see something, a hand of some sort, with big, long fingers, wrapped around his foot.

			He kicked and kicked, partly to kick whatever thing had grabbed him and partly to bring himself back to the surface before his lungs would give in, which was any second now. His efforts so far were futile, though. Whatever had grabbed his leg had a firm hold on him.

			Reaching into the pocket of his sweatshirt, he gripped his hand around the handle of the knife Mitch had given him. How it had stayed there amidst the chaos, he had no idea, but he had no time to ask questions.

			With a short stroke, Troy pulled it from its sheath, its blade gliding through the water. With one forceful stroke downwards, he plunged the blade as hard as he could through the water into the black mass of a hand with its long claw-like fingers. Troy felt the pressure as he contacted the hand, and immediately it released its grip on him.

			Troy’s eyes burned greatly, and he could barely keep them open. The only thing he could make out was a cloudy substance within the water, almost blood-like but pitch-black. A pool of it was leaking from where the thing had been punctured.

			He was released from whatever had a hold of him moments ago, but in the struggle, he had used valuable oxygen. Troy felt his vision begin to blur, the edges of it fading and closing in on him. He was losing consciousness. He had only a third of his vision left by the time he had grabbed hold of the ice. He grabbed for it, locking his fingers around it, and kicked his head through the water’s surface.

			He splashed his way out and took a huge, sharp breath of fresh air that burned his throat on the way down, harsher than any whiskey he had ever taken from his father’s cupboard. Even still, at that moment, Troy would have taken a fire in his throat for a single ounce of breathable air.

			He took a long deep breath and then started to kick and pull, his eyes searching for Mitch.

			Mitch was almost surfaced, his upper body out of the water and his lower extremities making progress, when Troy splashed up to meet him.

			“Troy!” he yelled, looking back.

			“Shit!”

			“Kick and pull! Remember, kick and pull!”

			Troy watched as Mitch started to pull his core and belly up onto the ice, clawing at it and kicking his legs in unison. Troy turned back to himself and mimicked him. The pressure of the jagged bits of ice cut through his hoodie, and the coldness of the water almost shut him down, but Troy kept kicking.

			“There’s something down there, Mitch!” Troy yelled through painful attempts at getting air into his lungs.

			“What?”

			“Something grabbed me. I stabbed it, but it’s still down there. We have to get out of here!”

			But it was too late. Troy heard the gasp and scream of his friend piercing his ears. He turned in time to see the frightened look of terror on Mitch’s face before he was gone, yanked back into the depths of the water.

			“Mitch!” Troy screamed! “Mitch! Mitch!” 

			Troy took a second to gather his thoughts, weighing his options. The words of their fathers came to his mind for just a second; do not go looking to be a hero, but the thought only lasted that moment.

			Troy took the biggest breath he could and plunged himself back into the ice-cold depths of the lake, his knife still in his hand.

			The water burned his eyes even more from the contrast of the night air, and Troy could feel his body beginning to feel the effects of being submerged multiple times. Fighting every urge and instinct that told him otherwise, he opened his eyes wide and began to scan back and forth, searching for Mitch, searching for that Carhartt jacket he had been wearing. But he saw nothing.

			He propelled himself downward, making big sweeping strokes with his arms and legs. After three of those strokes, he felt his hands hit the ground, the impact barely registering over the numbness in his limbs and fingers.

			The lake was only ten feet deep at its deepest, and that was only in the very center. Mitch’s house was where the lake was the shallowest, at six feet or so.

			Mitch should be visible, Troy thought. But there was nothing.

			Troy spun himself around, taking in everything, searching and searching for any semblance as to Mitch’s location. Yet he continued to come up empty handed...and he was running out of time.

			That feeling of passing out was coming over him again, the black spots in his vision growing in number, and he felt his chest burn and ache almost as strongly as when he had just fallen in. He figured he had about twenty more seconds at most to get to the surface and try to get oxygen.

			Without thinking much of anything but some odd survival instinct in his DNA, he spotted the place where the light was shining through brighter again. It was still just visible through the glossy, dirty water, and he swam to it with everything he had.

			In a moment, he was there, and just as his lungs felt like they would give out on him, just as the black spots in his vision closed out entirely, he poked his head up into the night. He took a breath of the oxygen it held.

			He sucked it in, coughing from somewhere deep within his chest. He knew he did not have much more time before he would die of hypothermia or shock and that every second he spent in the ice-cold water was another second risking fate. He did what he had been told to do.

			There was no way Mitch could have survived being down there that long. There was also the fact that whatever had yanked at him and pulled Mitch down underneath the ice was still out there, lurking. Troy called upon what little energy he had left and brought himself back up to the surface of the frozen lake.

			Troy crawled away from the cracks in the ice in fear that he would fall through again, certain he did not have the strength to go through a dive into the water a third time. He rolled over onto his back, allowing himself to breathe and sob.

			“Mitch!” he cried, hoping for someone to answer him. Only silence was returned. “Mitch!” he tried again, his words barely making it through. His lungs hurt, and his lips...they were so numb he could hardly speak, let alone cry. He could not feel anything, and he was sure he had frostbite. He figured if he lived through this, they would have to cut off a finger at the very least, if not an arm...if he were not dead. He thought of his hands that would become nothing but a flesh mitt without any metacarpals.

			Metacarpals—that was a funny word to Troy. He’d learned it in his high school anatomy elective. It was the scientific word for fingers. Oh, how it would be funny to see me try to hold a glass of water or carry a lunch tray without any metacarpals! Your anatomy teacher, Mr. Gateman, would he ask you to demonstrate for the class? You and your flesh mitt with no metacarpals? That would be funny, wouldn’t it?

			The hypothermia is making you delirious, Troy thought.

			He remembered he’d read that somewhere. The cold could get you high with euphoria. That was why those people on Mt. Everest were always found naked. They would feel hot and delirious and would take their clothes off, causing them to die even faster. Troy supposed that was happening to him now.

			He thought about how they would find his body in a few days, lying atop the snow. Maybe they would find him lying right above his dead best friend. Maybe he would be naked, like the Everest people. How close he would have been to saving himself and Mitch, but instead, he laid right above him, naked as a jaybird. That thought almost made him give an involuntary and frightened laugh of acceptance.

			Troy resigned himself to his fate. He was stuck out here in the cold, which had to be at most in the high twenties, if not a little colder. With the amount of time he had been in the water or felt like he had, he figured he was already on borrowed time. He had no true means of getting out of here. He was sure he had lost his cell phone in the lake.

			And besides, Troy thought, I would not mind death. To die in euphoria like those mountaineers.

			It took what felt like hours laying there on his back sobbing, slowly clenching and unclenching his fingers around the knife he had not let go of. After a while, he tried putting them down his jeans to get some warmth back in them. It wasn’t working. It just made his balls freeze.

			He was about to close his eyes and give in to the feeling of passing out and dying when he heard it.

			His phone. It was ringing. And it was close.

			Troy looked over to see that his cell phone was sitting about forty yards away from him, the LED light just shining above where it was sitting in the snow.

			It must have fallen out of my pocket when Mitch almost threw me off!

			This turn of events gathered whatever spirit was left in Troy. The feeling of hope mustered up every ounce of strength, every piece of his will to live that he had. As he crawled one elbow and knee at a time following the ringing, he said to himself, Crawl. Crawl, and you may not die here tonight.

			It took him several minutes to get there. He was lucky because the ringing was from an alarm he had set. If it were a call that went to voicemail after the third ring, he would be dead.

			No, it was the alarm that saved his life. That meant it was midnight, the time they were supposed to head back to Mitch’s. That would never happen again. He would likely never step foot in the Hampway home again. It was too late. Mitch was gone. But this, this was his saving grace.

			He took a few long exhales on his fingertips, breathing a little function back into them. He swiped until the alarm disappeared. Finding the emergency call icon, Troy tapped at it until it registered his touch.

			“911, what is your emergency?”

			“My friend and I are out in the woods and fell through the ice. I need help.”

			“Where are you?”

			“The lake. The one by Benson Avenue.”

			The operator started talking with precise questions, but Troy could not get himself to say anything. He had done all he could, expended every piece of him that was still intact. He felt the feeling of consciousness leaving him, and he could not make out a single word she was saying, let alone answer anything.

			He knew he could not hang up. If he stayed on the line, they could track his number, and they would almost certainly fly a helicopter or get a crew out here.

			Or, at least that was what he had seen in the movies, which was as good as any scenario he could think of. Maybe they would make it in time, maybe they wouldn’t, but Troy had done all he could. He felt himself drift off, and he welcomed it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Present Day

			Troy gripped the steering wheel hard in his hands, concentrating as the rain came down harder and harder. It was making it difficult to see the road, and the pounding of it on his car was drowning out his stereo. It wasn’t that he was listening to it anyways, but it was still annoying.

			He had only been back in his home state of Michigan for a few hours. Most of that time he’d spent driving on the highway, and a piece of him already regretted this whole trip.

			He hated Michigan, and he hated rain.

			In fairness, he just hated water in general. It had done too much damage to him in his lifetime already, and he would be damned if he let it get the better of him again. It had already taken his childhood best friend...and his daughter.

			Despite the better part of his heart feeling otherwise, Troy drove on, passing turn around after turn around, making his way to good ole Black Lake Township.

			He knew this trip would be hard. Everything about it reeked of misery, from the haunting memories of the past to the reason he was going. But that was what you did when your father was dying of cancer. You bit the bullet hard, and you kept on keeping on. Or at least that was what he figured his father would do if the roles were reversed. So that was what he was going to do, or try to, at least.

			Louis, Troy’s father, had been diagnosed with terminal brain cancer earlier that year. He had been granted a gracious twelve months to live. That had been back in February, which had been around four months ago. Time was ticking, and Troy needed to be there as much as he could, partly for his own sake and partly for his mother’s.

			Of course, Troy had taken some time off when Louis was diagnosed. He had spent the coin and flown them both out to where he was currently residing in Chicago, Illinois, which, as a teacher, he could barely afford. Although the pay wasn’t one of the benefits of being a public school teacher, summers off were, and he intended to spend most of this summer with his father in the comfort of his childhood home. Troy figured that was the least he could do for his old man.

			Louis had protested, made a bit of a fit in truth, saying it was unnecessary given everything that had happened. He swore up and down that he would not blame Troy if he wanted to fly them out for a few days instead of this elaborate summer trip. Troy almost took him up on that, but when Louis’s health had taken an odd and sharp fall (which did eventually come back up some thanks to the advances of modern medicine), Troy had insisted that he stay the summer.

			When your father with brain cancer started to lose his mind and see visions, hear voices, and was generally off his rocker, you just got the feeling time was running out.

			Although the voices and visions had stopped—that was what his mother had told him a week ago—that clock was ticking like an unregulated metronome playing faster and faster, so you couldn’t keep up.

			There was another reason Troy wanted to go back home, though he would not admit it to anyone, not even his old man, and in truth, not entirely to himself either. From all Troy was told and admittedly had snooped around for, his ex-wife Becky still lived in the little old house they had bought together. They bought it the summer they had become engaged, which was the summer she had gotten knocked up. That had also been the summer directly after they both graduated from Black Lake High School.

			They had not spoken since the divorce, not once.

			After the divorce, he had tried a few times. A call on her birthday. Those always went to voicemail by the second ring. A card at Christmas. The occasional email. He had sent her a condolence gift on the first anniversary of Grace’s death they had spent apart. That had been the third year after she died. He had given up when it came back unopened, return to sender. He still had that necklace with Grace’s birthstone sitting on his dresser. He looked at it every morning.

			On the one hand, Troy supposed he did not place the blame entirely on her—in fact, he placed most of it on himself. He was not perfect, and he sure as shit had not handled things like a man, or even well, at all. Not that there was a fucking handbook for losing your seven-year-old daughter to a drowning accident, but he still had not quite forgiven himself for those times. It was like a chipped bone. It hurt like a bitch when it happened, but it was that sharp pain that came from the shrapnel underneath your skin that really made you want to scream.

			Troy knew in his heart of hearts that Becky had a right to be angry with him, hate him even, but there was still a part of his mind that wrestled with the idea of them reconciling their differences. He assumed they would never, could never, should never be romantic again, but he still found hope that maybe one day they could tidy up the past. Maybe even have each other as friends. Whatever the hell that even meant.

			He still loved her, of course, with every fiber of his being. But Troy knew she could go on, would go, should go on, to marry and mother another child. And as much as it would pain Troy, as much as it would twist the knife that life had placed in his heart, he would be happy for her. The truth was he would even be happy for the son of a bitch that ringed her up because that man would be goddamn lucky to have Becky as a wife and a mother of his child.

			Troy sighed and let his grip give a little on the wheel. “Dear God,” he said to the empty car. “What are you getting yourself into?”

			All this thinking about the past and of Becky had given him a dull headache. He supposed his dad would have advice for a situation like this—that is if Troy gathered the guts to bring this up to him. He wasn’t particularly fond of that idea, but hey, his father was the man to go to for life advice.

			Louis Kender had always been a hidden gem with consultation and guidance, and the cancer, doom and gloom as it was, had only made the advice far more important to Troy.

			So, here he was at the beginning of June, driving to his old hometown in his little car, the only one he could afford, the backseats lined with his three bags. He had two suitcases filled with clothes and one smaller carry-on style bag for his photography equipment. It was the only sort of hobby Troy cared for anymore. He had given it up after everything that had happened, but in the last six months, he had been slowly but surely getting back into the swing of things. Troy supposed it was the whole sentimental thing, with it being the twelve-year anniversary of Mitch’s death. After all, it was Mitch who always wanted to see him do it.

			“You’ve gotta take your pictures more seriously,” Troy remembered Mitch saying on more than one occasion. “You could really do something with it one day. I mean, really! What if they hung up your photos in one of those five-star restaurant bathrooms? Imagine all the rich, uptight people gawking at your photo of a cow while they take their evening piss!”

			Troy would only laugh. “Yeah, maybe one day. But then wouldn’t I be one of those pretentious pricks, too?” he challenged.

			“Sure. But as long as you take me, I see no real problem with it,” Mitch answered. “I could hang around all the rich ladies, find myself a real nice sugar momma!”

			Troy laughed out loud, and on the inside, jokes of rich women aside, pondered this and the real life possibility that maybe, just maybe, with enough work, it could be his reality.

			But the idea had died when Mitch had.

			The rain was pounding even harder now, and Troy flipped his wipers to their max setting, which cleared his vision some, but he still just barely saw the exit sign for Black Lake. He turned off the expressway with a bit of a jerk and onto one of the many backroad streets it would take for him to get to his parents’ lake house.

			Does everyone here live on a lake? Troy thought.

			The question was silly—he’d grown up here, so he knew the answer was yes. Over half the town held some property connected to the town’s lake.

			That thought annoyed Troy. He hated this lake. And he hated damn near everyone that lived on it. Or in the town, for that matter.

			Black Lake was a little town. No more than ten thousand people had ever lived there at one time, and that had been when Troy was a kid. Word from his parents was that the place was starting to thin out a good deal, people moving out a little at a time, finding bigger and better places to raise families. Towns with far less catastrophe.

			Troy figured those people were the smart ones. Aside from all the misfortune he had experienced in those four square miles himself, along with many others, he had always gotten an eerie sort of feeling about the place. It was like somehow the town itself, or some force within it, had an agenda of its own. And it was a malevolent agenda, to be sure.

			Of course, as an adult, Troy knew that kind of thing was bullshit.

			A spot in your psyche was rubbed raw and came off the hinges a little when you experienced trauma in your hometown, especially at a young age—or at least that was what he was told after being questioned by the police when Mitch had died.

			According to them, he’d had a near death experience which had brought about a hallucination. At first, Troy had not believed it, but eventually, he saw there was no other reasonable explanation for what he had seen that night. And considering the alternative option the police had come up with—him actually killing his best friend, even though there was no evidence to show for this—he had accepted the answer.

			Ever since that day, they insisted he might have killed his best friend, Troy had hated cops almost as much as he hated that lake.

			Either way, he had accepted their hallucinogenic answer. However, that answer had brought about sour feelings that manifested in all kinds of mysterious ways. So, he had always put the thoughts out of his mind. But for some reason, the feeling had come again as he drove through the little back roads. The trees were just a little too cumbersome, the canopy just a little too thick. That was all before mentioning the rain.

			Oh God, did it fuckin’ rain in Black Lake, Michigan? Troy thought.

			Before he knew it, Troy had come to the stoplight and the fork in the road. He remembered this fork all too well. To the left was Mitch’s parents’ home, where he had spent many days and nights as a kid. He remembered the place fondly, even if he felt a stab of grief hit him, taking the air out of him like a good punch to his mid-section.

			After Mitch had died, Troy and Mitch’s parents had not spoken much. A call on the occasional holiday was about it, and it had been next to nothing since he had left.

			To the right lay the way to his parents, with his dying father. Both choices seemed like the short end of the stick.

			Troy sat at the fork. He had not made up his mind if he would make an effort to seek the Hampways out yet. He wanted to; Mitch’s parents had been much like his own parents in those teen years. But losing communication had left a bit of a sting on what he had assumed would be both their ends.

			Maybe they hate me? Maybe they always did. Troy wasn’t sure, but he could not bring himself to find out the answer, so the silence became the more comforting option.

			He sat at the light a moment waiting, his left blinker on. He ought to go see them, he knew, but this trip would be hard enough. The Hampway’s house was close, though he didn’t have to make the trip today necessarily. He could make it another time when he felt a little more prepared.

			On the other hand, he weighed that if he didn’t do it now, there was a good chance he would go the whole summer without doing it at all.

			There was already one place in his parents’ house he was going to have to come to terms with—the backyard and the lake where Grace had died—and maybe meeting up with the parents of his deceased friend would be too much?

			The light turned green. Troy sat a moment, conflicted, a mix of emotions coming over him. He checked his rearview mirror, behind him being empty, which was no surprise for this time of day in a small town.

			His mind weighed the options back and forth. Troy let out a heartfelt and painful sigh.

			“Choices, choices,” he muttered before he finally flicked the blinker to the right and turned an illegal turn from the left-hand turn lane to his old home. He supposed time would tell what he would do, but today would not be the day he would visit the Hampways.

			It was only a few seconds before he saw the flashing circus of blue, red, and white lights behind him.

			“Just what I need too, a ticket on my first day back home. Icing on the cake of my negative trip—or, to be even more melodramatic, my negative life,” Troy said softly to no one but himself. Maybe I should stare at these lights until I have an epileptic seizure, just to really drive the point home that I do not want to be here.

			Troy pulled over and put his hazards on. He leaned over, grabbed his license and registration, lowered the window, and turned down his radio. Mitch’s father, Dan, had been a cop, and Troy had picked up on how to try and avoid a ticket where he could.

			It took a long while for the officer to get out of the car, which Troy found to be mildly annoying. When the man dressed in sheriff’s attire approached his window, Troy addressed him kindly. He did know his way around law enforcement by now, after all.

			“Afternoon, Officer,” he said.

			“License and registration. No games,” the man replied flatly, barely above the ambient sound of the rainstorm.

			“Yeah, right,” Troy replied, handing him the paperwork. As he grabbed it, Troy noticed the name on his tag. Moth. An asshole sheriff with a weird asshole name. Nice. And then, the officer turned and went back to his car.

			He sat in his car awhile, Troy assumed, maybe to avoid the rain that had been coming down. When he finally returned, he handed the stack back to Troy and just looked at him, inspecting him even, before he finally spoke.

			“Sir, I need you to step out of the vehicle,” the man asked.

			“What? Why?” Troy responded.

			“Mr. Kender, get out of your vehicle, hands where I can see them,” the man said. When Troy took a second to respond, the officer continued, “Now. Are you deaf?”

			Troy stepped out of the vehicle.

			“Illinois? What brings you out here to a small town like Black Lake?” His voice was low and rather irritable for such a simple question.

			“Dad’s sick. Visiting for the summer.” Troy, having no more patience for playing
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