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It had been more than fifteen years since
Ryan Maddox had seen his hometown. Why he’d come back he wasn’t
quite sure. He just had to see Echo Lake one more time.



 


After the tragedy, his parents relocated,
not just out of town but the entire state, never to return. Ryan
could not get the incident out of his head. That day stuck with him
all of these years. There was something more to it. It wasn’t just
that his younger sister Emily drowned in Echo Lake, it was
something else, something he couldn’t see. Something he couldn’t
stop. That was why he was back. He had to know. He had to see that
damn lake one last time.

 


He stopped by the family house and never got
out of his car. The home belonged to some other family now.
Strangers he didn’t know. People he didn’t care to know. He just
wanted to see it, remember the good times but old ghosts haunted
it. Someone peered from behind a curtain at him. It was a young
girl who looked like Emily. For an instant he believed it was
her.

 


Ryan moved on before they called the police.
Echo Lake wasn’t far from his neighborhood. He and Emily used to
walk to it, towels slung over their shoulders, her small hand in
his. He watched over her just as a protective older brother should.
His parents trusted him. Ryan was responsible. He could be counted
on. If all that was true, then what the hell happened?

 


It shouldn’t have happened. They were both
good swimmers. The lake was a popular spot, there were always
plenty of people there--adults, parents, grandparents, teenagers.
Just not on that day. The day that started it all. The day that
destroyed his family and many others after that.

 


It shouldn’t have happened. There was
something else there. He couldn’t quite see it, but it was
there.

 


His car rolled to a stop at the edge of the
road. Large rocks, not quite as big as he, surrounded the edge of
the street, a natural buffer before the embankment. A few feet away
the lake waited. Ryan tried to gather his courage. He really did.
He wanted so bad to step out and set eyes on the lake. It was
hard…harder than anything else he’d ever tried to do. For a long
time he just sat there and stared.

 


After about thirty minutes he gave up. He
couldn’t get out of the car. He started the vehicle up again and
headed back to the motel where he was staying. The lake would have
to wait for another day.

 


***

 


Ryan planted himself on the bed and lit a
cigarette. He pulled a scrapbook from the end table beside him and
flipped through it. Inside was a newspaper article of his sister’s
drowning and some more recent clippings of other drowning accidents
and…a disappearance. He shut the book and took another drag from
his cigarette. He thought of the lake.

 


Echo Lake got its name from the way it would
echo anything you yelled across it. A huge body of water, the lake
was encircled by a thick forest of pines, maples and firs, a canopy
of trees that at times would cast the water in shadows.

 


You could stand at any edge of it and yell
your name, a joke, a song and almost immediately it would call back
to you. The sound of your voice would skip along the gentle waves
and bounce within the trees as if someone were standing on the
opposite side, almost a mile away. It was rumored that sometimes,
if you listened very carefully or were alone by the water, it would
call out to you even when you hadn’t said a word.
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