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Abducted at Tumble Lake
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story.
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 The worst crimes; are
crimes of the heart. —Jane Austin

 



Prologue


Tumble Lake.

The First Day of
Summer.

 


“PLEASE, PLEASE don’t kill me.” Ralph Black knelt
next to the handmade coffin. Towering pines—nature’s
sentinels—fended off the rays of light trying to sneak through the
branches. The sun was setting fast. Not only on the day, but on his
life.

Fresh sawdust and wood shavings littered the forest
floor next to the wooden box.

Sweat, tears, and snot rolled down his face. He
thought he had experienced fear before, but he was wrong. Dead
wrong. Hands clasped in prayer position, he stared up at the man
aiming the barrel of a large caliber hunting rifle at his head. His
voice and body trembling without control, he raised his right hand,
signifying taking an oath. “Honest to God, I’ve told you everything
and told them nothing.”

“Get in the box,” the gun wielding
man ordered, unmoved by Ralph’s words.

“I have a daughter. She-she’s only
three.” Images of his beautiful baby girl swirled in his head. “I-I
want to see her grow up. Please… please.”

“You should have thought about her
before you became a CI for those scum-sucking MTAF
bastards.”

“I had no choice,” Ralph shrieked.
“They gave me no choice. I had to agree to be a confidential
informant or go to prison.”

“You chose poorly.”

Ralph buried his head in his hands and escalated his
wailing. Sure, he had made some mistakes in his life, done some
dumb things, but he didn’t deserve this.

“My patience is wearing thin, Mr.
Black. Get in the God damn box or I’ll put you in the box, then
hunt down your baby girl and put her in a box next to
you.”

Ralph jerked his head up. “Please. No. Not my baby.
Not my Sara.”

“If you want to save your daughter,
you know what to do.” He pointed the barrel of the rifle at the
coffin. “A life for a life. Your life for hers.”

Ralph’s entire body continued to tremble, teeth
chattered. “You-you promise, you won’t hurt my little girl, right?”
With little choice, he stepped into the box. Suddenly his bladder
released. Hot piss streamed down his legs.

“Sit.”

“Oh, God. You promise, right?” He
eased himself deeper into the pine box. As his butt hit the wooden
planks, the escalation of his fear released his bowels. The smell
of his own stench about rolled his stomach.

“Lie down.”

“No. Please.” He eyed the man and
raised his hands, as if under arrest. “I’ll do anything. Anything
you want. Just please don’t kill me.”

BOOOM! The
report of the high-power rifle reverberated through the
forest.

“Ahhhhhh!” The impact of the bullet
thrust Ralph’s body rearward, forcing him onto his back. The pain
burned like boiling acid coursing through his shoulder. He slammed
his palms over the gaping hole the bullet had chewed through his
flesh. Blood oozed between his fingers.

“That’s better.”

Ralph raised his head, attempting to sit up.

“Stay down!”

His head collapsed rearward, the back of his skull
hitting the wood. But lying back had nothing to do with obeying the
killer’s command. It had been an involuntary reaction of human
physiology.

Eyes wide, he gasped to breathe. His thoughts
blurred. A blackout shade drew down on his mind. Darkness engulfed
him as he faded in and out of consciousness.

ZZZZZZZZT. The buzz of a power tool acted like smelling salts. He
blinked. His mind scrambled to reboot.

ZZZZZZZZT.

What’s that?

ZZZZZZZZT.

Where the hell am I?
A hodgepodge of memories surfaced as his mind came
back online. Woods. Sara. Gunshot. Pain…

Oh God! The bastard was fastening the coffin lid with a screw gun.
“No! Noooooo!”

ZZZZZZZZT.

“Noooo! Noooo! Noooo!” Consumed by
black panic, he hammered the lid with his fists and kicked at the
sides of the coffin. “Noooo! Noooo! Noooo!”

Ralph kicked with such fury his sneakers came off
and his jeans tore out at the knees. Like the sharp blades of a
metal grater, the rough wood shredded his exposed flesh, skinning
himself alive.

Throat raw from screaming, fire devouring his
muscles, Ralph gasped to breathe. The coppery smell of blood—his
blood—filled his lungs.

Though exhausted, thoughts of his little girl
wouldn’t let him give up. He fixated on the sliver of light shining
through two slats of wood at his chest. He clawed at the
paperclip-sized slit. Dug with such fury, his fingernails peeled
from his nail bed.

Terror overriding pain, he raked his bloody fingers
across the hole. Picking. Pecking. Scraping…

Wood splinters embedded in the meat of what was left
of his fingertips. The more he dug, the deeper the splinters
embedded. The more he clawed, the sharper the rough wood around the
tiny hole became. He scratched and scratched until he had scraped
all the flesh from his fingertips, leaving nothing but bloody
bone.

But his self-inflicted tortures were pointless.
Ralph Black would die. Eventually. His death agonizing, as insects
and worms ate him alive.

Buried alive within the confines of
a handmade coffin in the middle of nowhere, all he could do was
pray the killer would keep his word—a life
for a life—and not kill little
Sara.


Chapter One

About
One Year Later.

Monday Morning.

 


LOUISE RESTOCKED the personal-sized bug spray kept
on a rack behind the only cash register in the general store.
Rachel and Scott took over the management of the Tumble Lake
Trading Post ten years ago. Since then, Louise hadn’t worked a
regular shift cashiering at the combination store and diner Milt
and she co-owned.

She agreed to cover Rachel’s scheduled hours, from 7
a.m. to 1 p.m., Monday through Wednesday, until someone was hired
to work the shift. Rachel and her husband, Scott, had recently
adopted an infant. Rachel wanted more time to spend with the child,
and Louise was happy to oblige.

TING-A-LING. The sound of the old-fashioned shopkeeper’s bell indicated
someone had entered the establishment.

The stench of sweaty armpits overpowered the
delicious smell of freshly baked cookies wafting from the diner’s
kitchen.

Her back to the door, Louise ceased breathing
through her nose. Without looking, she knew the distinctive malodor
belonged to one of the men from the Barr clan. The survivalists
didn’t believe in deodorant. Or changing clothes more than once a
week. She spun around and recognized the stinker. Pasting on a
smile and hamming up a cheery tone, she greeted the patriarch of
the Barr family. “Good morning, Porter.”

“Whet-whew,” he whistled. “My heart
be still!” Thrusting his grime-encrusted hands over his heart, he
arched his back and acted like he was about to faint. “You look
mighty fetching in that flowery pink top, Miss Louise.”

“Thank you, Porter.” On the verge
of puking, for more reasons than his repulsive body odor, Louise
continued to breathe through her mouth while fidgeting with the
low-cut scoop neckline of the semi-sheer blouse. Her trading post
smock would have covered her somewhat revealing blouse, but she
forgot to slip it on. Probably because she wasn’t used to working a
regular shift.

“Those bright pink stripes in your
hair take me back to my childhood and
remind me of a carnival.”

A carnival? Not giving a bee’s behind whether she should take his comment
as a compliment or insult, Louise flipped her fuchsia-streaked hair
over her shoulder. “What brings you to town?”

“A distant cousin’s here on
vacation from Tennessee.” He tipped his head back toward the door
and grunted. Apparently not pleased at the arrival of his
relative.

Louise stretched her neck to look outside the
storefront window, hoping to catch a glimpse of the visitor.

Porter’s dual-wheel, four-door pickup consumed two
parking spots. The bed sagged, almost touching the wheel wells. An
army green tarp concealed something heavy.

Guns? Drugs? Tools? For all she knew, it could be
rocks stolen from the local quarry. The Barrs were one of the few
known criminal elements living in Tumble Lake.

Morton, one of Porter’s sons, had been recently
released from prison. He spent two years behind bars for killing a
man with his bare fist in a barroom brawl.

Otherwise, poaching deer and committing retail
thefts were the Barr’s primary offenses, at least those for which
they had been caught. Perhaps because Porter was sweet on Louise,
the Barrs never shoplifted from the trading post. However, the
other small businesses in Tumble Lake hadn’t been as fortunate.

Shortly after Tom had become Tumble Lake’s police
chief, he arrested Porter for allegedly kidnapping and raping a
young woman who had been hiking around the lake. But the victim
withdrew her complaint before Porter could be prosecuted. She
claimed to want to forget the attack and move on with her life. Tom
suspected Porter had threatened to kill her or harm her family if
she testified. But couldn’t prove it.

About five years later, Tom arrested Porter again.
That time for selling knock-off Rolex watches as the genuine
article to gullible tourists. Pleading no contest, he was sentenced
to two years probation and one-hundred hours of community
service.

Louise often wondered if Porter had killed Tom, if
not personally, then masterminded the execution and talked Hank
Ratcliff into carrying it out. Not that it would have taken much
convincing.

Hank Ratcliff owned a small hunting supply store he
called Shoot to Kill. Years ago, when he opened the store, most in
town were appalled by the name, including Tom and Louise. A
national animal rights group caught wind and protested, drawing the
attention of the media. The group called for a boycott of Tumble
Lake, a small town depending on visitors for their livelihood.
Local business owners pressured Tom to find a crime to charge Hank
with that would cause him to close the repulsively named store.

It didn’t take Tom long to discover Hank wasn’t
filling out the required federal paperwork and running the
background checks required for all gun sales. Tom contacted the
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives. The federal
agency swooped in, charged Hank with multiple federal crimes,
yanked his federal firearms license, and forced the doors of Shoot
to Kill to be shuttered. Forever. The town and the media hailed Tom
as a hero. Tourists returned. Businesses boomed.

But instead of taking responsibility for breaking
the law, Hank blamed Tom. Called him a traitor and a pig to his
face.

If Porter hadn’t killed Tom, Hank surely had.

Despite Louise’s suspicions, law enforcement found
no evidence to prove either was involved in Tom’s murder. Maybe if
the murder weapon, a 12-gauge shotgun, had been found…

Unlike Porter, at least Hank never ventured into the
trading post.

The sun back-lit the person sitting in the passenger
seat of Porter’s truck, creating a silhouette and shrouding details
about the visiting cousin. She couldn’t see into the backseat where
another person or two might be seated.

“Is Preston with you?” Louise
asked, speaking loud enough that Milt working in the kitchen diner
could hear. Previous run-ins with Preston warranted concern. Milt’s
help might be required to manage the cantankerous man.

Dealing with Porter was one thing. But his eldest
son, Preston, was another. Porter was Mother Teresa compared to
Preston, who was bad to the bone. Of the entire Barr family, which
operated more like a religious cult, Preston was the most
dangerous. Mean, cold, and carrying a boulder-sized chip on his
shoulder, encountering an angry rattlesnake would be more
pleasant.

“Nah,” Porter chuckled. “You know
Preston. He wouldn’t win any Mr. Congeniality awards.”

No argument from me.
“How’s the rest of the family?” Louise inquired to
be polite.

“Fine. Everyone’s fine.” Porter
stuffed his thumbs under the camo-patterned suspenders holding
up his grungy blue jeans. “With our cousin
visiting, we’re
gonna party a little. So I need to pick up a couple cases of
beer.”

“You’re buying beer?” Louise could hardly
believe her ears. The Barr’s home-brewed beverages had become a
local tradition. During Tumble Lake Town Days in the fall, folks
looked forward to swilling his beer. “What happened to the
legendary Barr Brewery?”

Porter puffed out his barrel chest and grinned ear
to ear. His salt and pepper wizard-long beard looked like fuzzy
mold growing around his red worm lips.

His reaction indicated her use of
the word legendary stroked his ego, just as Louise had intended. Although not
interested in a friendship, she didn’t want to make an enemy of
Porter Barr, either.

“We’re still steeping, fermenting,
bottling, and aging. We have plenty of beer and plenty of
varieties. But Dot prefers the lite
beer and we don’t make any of that diet
crap.”

“Dot? Is that your
cousin?”

He nodded. “Says my beer would give her heartburn or
some such gastrointestinal issue.”

I have a gastrointestinal issue right now, but my
urge to vomit has nothing to do with beer and everything to do with
your B.O.

Resting his elbows on the counter, Porter bounced
his bushy gray brows at Louise. “I came up with a new flavor. It’s
sweet and spicy with a bit of a kick to it, kind of like you.
That’s why I’m calling it, The Mayor.”

Speechless, Louise didn’t know whether to feel
flattered or horrified, but leaned toward the latter.

“Why don’t you come up to my place
and sample it. Your opinion, and maybe even your endorsement, would
mean a lot to me.”

Your place? Louise couldn’t keep her eyes from pancaking. Porter lived on
the other side of the lake in a rundown log cabin. Old tires held
down faded blue tarps on sections of the roof she presumed leaked.
Before Porter’s wife, Frita, walked out on him and the boys thirty
years ago, the three-bedroom cabin was a well-kept home.

“That’s a very generous offer,
thank you, but I’ll have to pass. My doctor prescribed new
medication that forbids the consumption of alcohol,” she fabricated
off the cuff. Pulling a face as if bummed to decline his offer, she
raised her thumb and index finger, showing a small amount. “My
doctor said even a shot glass-sized swallow of alcohol could throw
me into cardiac arrest.”

“Geez, Miss Louise!” Porter pushed
back from the counter. “That’s one scary drug.”

“Tell me about it.”

TING-A-LING.

Louise tilted her body to the side to peer around
Porter’s broad shoulders.

A middle-aged woman with long sandy blonde hair
pulled back into a ponytail strolled in. Her high-profile baseball
cap drew Louise’s attention.

“Welcome to Tumble Lake,” Louise
called out to the woman. “Love your California Raisin hat.”

“Thanks. My grandmother collected
those California Raisin characters that were popular in the 1980s.”
She tugged on the brim of the faded purple ball cap. “Granny gave
me this hat before she died about five years ago. It’s my
good luck hat. I never
leave home without it.”

Porter grunted and speared his thumb over his
shoulder at the woman. “This is my distant cousin, Dorothy
Shumway.”

She stepped up to the counter and extended her hand.
“Call me, Dot. Everyone does.”

“Pleased to meet you, Dot.” Louise
grinned, taking an instant liking to the woman. Couldn’t help but
wonder how distant of a relation she was to Porter. Dot appeared far too classy,
too sophisticated, and too free of unpleasant body odors to be
related to the Barr family she knew. “I’m Louise, but everyone
calls me Lou.”

“Almost everyone,” Porter corrected
with a goofy grin. “She’s Miss
Louise to me, the mayor of Tumble Lake and
the most eligible and sexy widow in the state.” He flashed a
snaggle-toothed smile and winked.

Louise’s face burned with embarrassment. Wished she
could shrink herself to the size of a gnat and buzz away. She
cleared her throat. “So, Dot, how long will you be in town?”

“Depends on how long he lets me
hang around.” She smiled and nudged Porter’s arm with her
elbow.

Long-faced, Porter flatly said, “You know what they
say about fish and house guests. After three days, they both start
to stink.”

The air thickened.

Fuzzy gray brows furrowed, Porter grumbled something
under his breath and strolled back to the beer ice cave.

Dot and Louise stood looking at one another.

Louise cleared her throat. “The gnats can be bad
around the lake. If you need bug spray, we have all varieties.” She
pointed to the rack behind her.

“Thanks for the tip.” Dot dug into
the back pocket of her skinny jeans and pulled out a money clip.
“I’ll take whatever bug spray you use.” She peeled a hundred-dollar
bill off the top and set it on the counter. Another hundred-dollar
bill remained in the bulky clip.

With credit and debit cards all the rage, Louise
found it odd a thirty-something-year-old woman would carry cash.
Let alone that much cash. In a money clip, no less.

“I hope my cash purchase won’t
cause you to empty your till.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.” Louise
rang up the bug spray and handed Dot her change.

TING-A-LING.

“Mrs. T!” One of the two young men
shouted as they strutted into the trading post.

The rock star-like energy of the two college boys
radiated through the store.

“Ruben Boyd and Alton Higgins.”
Louise smiled as she spoke the names of the square-jawed athletes
she’d known for years.

The men jogged up to the counter, walked behind it,
and engulfed Louise in a group hug.

She hugged them back and inhaled a robust whiff.
Polo shirts with designer logos and the distinctive scent of
expensive cologne gave away the preppy boys’ old-money wealth.
“Welcome back. Are you two working for the Forest Service again
this summer?”

“Nah. Just visiting,” Alton
answered.

“Me, too,” Dot spoke up. “I’m
visiting my cousins.” She pointed to Porter walking up from the
beer cave, his arms loaded.

As Dot introduced herself to Ruben and Alton, Louise
sensed the three knew each other. Something about their body
language and the way they eyed one another didn’t match the
casualness of the words they spoke.

TING-A-LING.

“Good morning, everyone.” Preacher
Timothy strolled into the store and waved the small black Bible in
his hand that appeared to have become a permanent part of his arm.
Dressed in a black suit and white shirt, the gangly man looked more
like a mortician in an old western movie than a modern-day man of
the cloth. “You have quite a congregation here, Lou,” he teased
while excusing himself past Alton and Ruben.

Porter strolled to the front of the store.

Preacher Timothy’s face turned stony at the sight of
Porter.

The tension became almost palpable.

Preacher Timothy turned to Louise. “I’m heading into
the city to pick up the bronze etching for Aubrey’s memorial
ceremony this weekend. Would you like me to pick up anything for
you?”

Taken aback by the sudden onset of
intense anxiety coagulating the air, Louise drew a blank screen in
her mind. Couldn’t remember the last time she needed
nothing from Tumble City.
A package of new squeaky tennis balls for Ben or a bag of his
favorite homemade duck jerky treats from the Dog-Gone Good Bakery
were the usual. But not today. She shook her head and forced a
fleeting smile. “No, but thank you for the offer.”

“Ben must be in the dog house
today,” Preacher Timothy said with a broad smile that dissolved as
quickly as it materialized. “I’ll swing by later with Aubrey’s
plaque.”

“That would be great. Thank
you.”

With self-righteous pride, he thrust his nose in the
air, clutched the small black Bible to his chest, and retraced his
steps out the door.

TING-A-LING.

Louise couldn’t contain a sigh of relief.

Alton, Ruben, and Dot looked to her, clearly seeking
an explanation for the bizarre encounter with the Preacher.

She widened her eyes and flicked up her shoulders.
Everyone in town loved Preacher Timothy, or at least tolerated him.
Everyone except her dog, Ben, and Porter Barr.

Louise had no idea what had transpired between the
two men to cause such animosity. Porter never attended religious
services, and Preacher Timothy never interacted with Porter, not
even during Town Days. So how, why, and where the obvious friction
started was anyone’s guess.

Porter set the beer onto the counter. “That man’s a
fraud. Be careful, Miss Louise.”

Fraud? Be
careful? Louise didn’t know how to respond.
Why would Porter make such a bold, negative statement about
Preacher Timothy? Though curious, she chose not to ask for an
explanation and rang up his purchase.

Porter paid for the beer with a debit card and
thanked Louise. He navigated around Alton and Ruben without
acknowledging them or excusing himself.

“Looks like you have quite a party
planned.” Alton tipped his head at the cases of beer in Porter’s
hands. “Let me get the door for you.”

TING-A-LING.

Porter acknowledged Alton with a stiff nod.

“Have a nice day, sir.” Alton held
the door open and gazed at Dot.

“Uh, Porter’s my ride, so I guess
that’s my cue to go too.” Dot glanced at her wristwatch, then made
eye contact with Alton, then Ruben.

They, too, consulted their wristwatches.

“Nice meeting you, Dot. We’ll see
you around,” Ruben said with a slight bounce of his
brows.

“Jen just pulled a fresh batch of
chocolate chip cookies out of the oven.” Louise eyed the handsome
young men and pointed back at the little eating area. “Have a
couple of cookies on the house.”

Alton quirked his lips and shook his head. “Thank
you, Mrs. T., but we’ll have to take a rain check.”

“What’s your rush? I thought you
were visiting.”

“We’re on a mission, Mrs. T.” Ruben
pranced to the door. “Carpe diem and all that,” the handsome young
man shouted.

“Go for it!” Louise pumped her
fists in the air. “Seize the day, boys. Seize the day!”

Laughing loud and acting like rambunctious college
boys, Ruben and Alton bounded down the boardwalk. Seconds later,
they disappeared around the corner of the building.


 Chapter Two

New Wheels.

 


Louise watched Porter’s truck disappear down Main Street toward the canyon
road. Once out of sight, she snatched a can of air freshener,
spraying the fragrance around the store.

As she walked past the storefront’s large window, a
silver pickup pulled into one of the two parking spaces Porter’s
truck had vacated.

Though not much of a car buff, the tricked-out Chevy
Silverado Z71 grabbed her attention. “Nice ride,” she whispered,
not recognizing the vehicle.

Unexpected visitors had filtered in all morning. She
wondered who would waltz into the trading post next. Probably the
guy, or gal, behind the wheel of that snazzy new truck.

Her eyes bulged at the sight of who stepped out of
the truck. “Jason?”

A mile-wide grin illuminating his face, she watched
the handsome widower saunter into the store.

Eager to greet him, she met him at the door. “Wow.
That truck’s a head-turner. What happened to your Audi?”

“I figured if I intended to haul
around a big dog, a pickup would be more suitable than a
sedan.”

“You got a dog?”

“I was thinking of Ben.”

Mouth gaping, she stared at him as warm tingles
electrified her body.

“I want to take the truck on one of
the four-wheel-drive trails by the lake and hoped you and Ben would
join me. If you don’t have plans for lunch, we could go on a
tailgate picnic in the mountains.” He glanced down at the floor
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