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Note

A “cozy” version of
Buried at Tumble Lake was
first published in 2019 as Buried
Bones, under Shirley’s pseudonym, Alice
Holladay. Although the basic plot and main characters remain the
same, some of the dialogue and certain scenes have been added or
enhanced to create a more “dark and chilling” story.
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For too long, the victims of crime
have been the forgotten persons of our criminal justice
system. —Ronald Reagan


 Chapter
One

 Killer-Good Novels

Thriller Writing 101.

 


“Come on, Colton. It’s for novel research.” Devon sat in the passenger seat of
Colton’s souped-up Camaro. “I’m way ahead of the class. I already
have the who, how, where, when, and
why of our victim figured out.” He tapped
his index finger against the side of his temple. “All we have to
do, is do it.”

“You’re shittin me, right?” Colton
rolled his thin lips inward and shook his head at his older
brother’s outrageous proposal.

The creative writing adult
community class, Killer-Good Novels, had just let out for a
two-week break. Students were assigned to research
where their serial killer
would escalate from fantasizing about killing a person, to crossing
the point of no return to commit his first murder.

“The timing of the upcoming writing
retreat offers the perfect location. It’s a sign from the
Universe,” Devon said, continuing his pitch. “Cee-Cee said,
location, location, location.”

Indeed, their creative writing instructor, Cora
Calhoun—or Cee-Cee, as everyone called her—had hammered home the
importance location played in a serial killer’s plans to commit
murder.

Devon snickered. “The backwoods town of Tumble Lake
is the perfect location.”

Colton fired up the Camaro. “Tumble
Lake might be the perfect location for a serial killer to commit a
murder. And you may have the perfect victim to kill in mind, but
actually killing a person is not the type of novel research Cee-Cee
meant.”

Devon waggled his brother’s iPad in the air at him.
“It’s all right here. You recorded everything. Thanks to this
class, we have a blueprint for committing the perfect murder and
writing a best-selling book that will make us millionaires. We
can’t fail.”

“Can’t fail?” Colton shot a
sideways glance at his brother. “That’s what you said about
burglarizing the Phelps’ house and we ended up in jail.”

“This time is
different.”

“Damn right it is.” Colton wheeled
the Camaro out of the college parking lot. “Stealing
stuff is one thing. But
taking a life…” he shook his head. “If we get caught, we end up on
death row for an appointment with the needle.”

A broad smile weaseled across the five o’clock
shadow of Devon’s face. “Then we damn well better not get
caught.”

 


TEN MINUTES EARLIER

Cee-Cee paced in front of the desk
as she eyed the class. The willow-figured English professor dressed
like a middle-aged Goth girl. Choppy short red haircut styled into
stiff spikes. Black lipstick. Piercing green eyes accented by thick
black eyeliner. Red plaid mini dress and black fishnet stockings.
She personified the adage, never judge a
book by its cover. “Like the hero’s journey
every protagonist must go through, your serial killer must embark
on a journey as well.” She pointed her long black-painted
fingernail over her shoulder at the list written on the white board
on the wall behind her. “Let’s dive into one of the first elements
in a serial killer’s journey. Who
will volunteer to discuss the who leg of the killer’s
journey?”

The class laughed and looked at each other.

Devon raised his hand. “You said we were going to
talk about this last week, so I made some notes.”

“Overachiever,” someone said with a
snicker.

“The floor’s all yours, Mr. Jones.”
She motioned for him to come to the front of the class as she took
a front row seat.

“Please call me Devon.”

She nodded and smiled.

Index cards in hand, Devon
sauntered to the front of the room and stood in front of the desk
facing his peers and Cee-Cee. “Driven by his motive,
deciding who to
kill is the killer’s next logic step,” he read from the index card.
“He—or she,” he
paused as everyone chuckled, “must take into account the victim’s
fitness level, age, background, and personality.” He shuffled the
card to the back of the stack. “An apex predator, like a shark,
always targets prey perceived as weaker.” He glanced up at the
class. Grinned. Winked at the pretty twenty-something blonde
sitting on the second row. “I learned that from Shark Week.” The
class laughed again.

“So the killer has to do his
homework,” Devon continued. “Make sure he—or she—can overpower and
control his victim. Otherwise, the tables could turn and he—or
she—could become the victim. That means we writers have to do our
homework so our killers are successful
murderers. They have to be able to rinse
and repeat to kill multiple people to earn
the title of a serial killer. At least until we want them to get caught.” He
twitched his shoulders and looked at Cee-Cee. “That’s all I
have.”

“Thank you, Devon.” Cee-Cee rose
from the student desk to take command of the class in the front of
the room again. “Let’s give him a hand.”

The students clapped and whistled.

“Does anyone have anything else to
add?” Cee-Cee eyed the class.

The seven other students shook their heads.

“No comment? Very well.” She
referenced the dry erase board again. “Once the who is determined, personally, I
think figuring out the how
of killing a human is the easy part. It’s
where and
when the killing should
occur that is tricky.”

Hands clasped behind her back, in silence she
strolled back and forth in front of the metal desk. Suddenly
stopped, turned to face the class and shot her finger in the air.
“But wait, there’s more.”

The class chuckled.

“As high-risk as the hunting and
killing of the victim is, the post-murder phase can be equally as
tricky.”

She widened her eyes and gazed at the floor for a
moment, as if looking at a dead person. “Oh my God! I’ve killed
this bastard. What the hell do I do with the body?”

The class offer a collective shrug.

“What happens during this leg of
the killer’s journey will determine whether he—or she,” she winked
at Devon, “is successful at getting away with murder to commit
another or gets busted.”

Devon eyed his younger brother Colton, whispered,
“You’re recording this, right?”

Colton scowled. Pointed to the iPad. “Of course,” he
silently mouthed. He had recorded every class and snapped photos of
everything Cee-Cee wrote on the dry erase board every week for the
past two months.

“Think of the real estate
adage, location, location, location
when deciding the where the murder should take place.
Put yourself in your serial killer’s shoes. Become your serial
killer.”

“Only mentally, of course,” the
pretty blonde clarified.

“Duh,” someone said.

Cee-Cee nodded but otherwise
continued. “Beyond thinking about where the murder will occur, you must
consider what will need to be done with the victim afterward. Are
you just going to leave the corpse at the scene of the crime? Or
will you need to move the body to dispose
of it? How you
will move it is something else to consider. Drag it? Load it into a
wheelbarrow? Will your method leave drag marks? Blood droplets?
Pieces of clothing?” She bounced her brows. “Dead weight is extra
challenging to move without leaving a trace.”

Another collective sigh rose from the group.

“If you move the body, you have to
be damn certain there are no prying eyes to blow the whistle on
your dastardly deed—such as live eyewitnesses or digital
recordings.”

“And make sure your killer leaves
his cell phone at home,” the grandma-aged plump woman spoke up.
“Otherwise, his whereabouts could be traced.”

Cee-Cee nodded. “Very good, Marsha.”

“I watch a lot of true crime
shows.” A smile creased her marshmallow face.

“True crime TV and books are
excellent sources for novel research as well as for inspiration for
your killer characters,” Cee-Cee said. “True crime gives you the
chance to learn the mistakes real killers made that led to their
arrest. Use that knowledge to ensure your murderer doesn’t make the same
mistake. Or use the slipup of a real serial killer to capture your
fictional one. A great thriller requires a lot of research. The
more hands-on experience an author can get during the research
phase, the better.

“For example, if your killer uses
handcuffs, get a pair of cuffs and make sure you know how they
work. If he uses a gun, make sure you understand how to operate a
firearm. You don’t want a reader experienced with the devices your
killer uses to be turned off because you wrote something that
screams of the author’s lack of
research.”

“Like what?” Colton
asked.

“Like when a character releases the
safety on a revolver,” Marsha said. “Revolvers don’t have
safeties.”

Cee-Cee thanked Marsha then invited the students to
share their opinions thus far of the killer’s journey with a group
discussion.

While engaged in the conversation with her students,
the cell phone sitting on her desk buzzed.

“Pardon me.” Cee-Cee turned, picked
up the phone, and read the text. Concerned tightened her features
as she looked up from her phone at the class. Her green eyes
shifted to the clock on the wall. “I apologize. My father is in the
hospital and has taken a turn for the worse. I’m going to bug out
of here early.”

The class nodded, encouraging her to leave.

“We briefly talked about
location when it comes to
the actual killing. The next time we meet, I’d like to delve deeper
into the dangers a killer may encounter when dumping a body.” She
focused on Marsha. “I’d love for you to present some ideas
for where a killer
might dump a body and go undetected.”

Marsha beamed. “I’d love to.”

“Thank you.” Cee-Cee addressed the
rest of the class. “We have a two-week break. During that time, I
want each of you to think like your antagonist and where that
character is in the killer’s journey. As the killer, decide how
you’ll obliterate your tracks. What steps you’ll have to take to
ensure you leave no fingerprints, no fibers of any kind, or no DNA
at the scene or on your victim. Be thinking too, how you’ll concoct
an airtight alibi. And while you’re thinking like a serial killer,
it might not hurt to pray to God or Satan or Sasquatch that the
police don’t connect the dots that lead to you.” A small smile
skittered across her pale face.

Everyone laughed.

“Such are the challenges of and the
journey of a serial killer. Now go do your research so you create
one badass killer. Stay safe. Have fun. And may you do killer-good
research.”


Chapter Two

 Tumble Lake Trail.

Ben’s Smelly Treasure.

Thursday. Mid-June.

 


“Good God, Ben.”
Louise wrinkled her nose and clasped her hand over
her mouth at the stench.

Grayish brown mud coated the black Labrador’s front
legs, chest, and nose. Something stinking to high heaven and
resembling a sprouted potato hung out of his mouth.

“What kind of smelly
treasure did you dig up
for me this time?”

Based on the putrid smell, she figured the dog found
carrion. It wasn’t the first time Ben rooted out a piece of a dead
animal and presented it to her like a gift. Doubted it would be the
last.

Cougars often stashed their prey, burying them in
leaves to feast on later. Bears did the same. Although there hadn’t
been a bear sighting within two-hundred miles of the lake in
years.

Ben dropped his muddy potato-like treasure on
Louise’s lap, looked at her, and barked.

She recoiled at the foul smell of his breath.

A mere glimpse at the mud-covered wad on her bare
leg shot Louise to her feet. She gasped. Wildly brushed her hands
against her bare thighs to rid herself of the disgusting hunk that
sure as hell wasn’t an old potato or part of a dead animal.

The stiff curled fingers of the rotting hand led to
a disturbing possibility: someone had been murdered and buried at
Tumble Lake.

 


MINUTES EARLIER.

Louise settled onto the east-facing bench positioned
right off the Tumble Lake trail. She unsnapped Ben’s leash and
waved her hand. “Go have fun.”

Ben’s first order of business: Lift
his leg to urinate on the Honoring the
Fallen - Thin Blue Line memorial staked
into the ground next to the bench. Preacher Timothy had hand-carved
the shield-shaped, gallon milk jug-sized memorial a few weeks after
Tom’s murder.

“What is it about that plaque that
compels you to mark it every time we come up here? Does it have
sentimental value because it was the first thing you lifted your
leg on when you hit puberty?” She pulled a face. “Or do you dislike
Preacher Timothy that much you take a disrespectful leak on his
wood-carving?”

Ben glanced up at her as if confirming the latter,
then nose to the ground, he dashed off the dirt trail into the
woods behind her. Although they had walked around the lake almost
every day since Ben was a pup, he acted as if it were the first
time he had explored the wilderness.

“Ah, to have the adventurous
mind-set of a dog.” Her lips curved into a smile filled with
admiration. She coiled the leash, stuffed it into her shorts
pocket, and watched her canine companion disappear into the thick
forest. “God-only-knows what you’ll bring back this
time.”

She inhaled a long deep breath, filling her lungs
with the pine-scented cool air, and slowly exhaled.

The sun had risen over Tumble Mountain about an hour
ago. Wild grasses skirting the shoreline swayed in the faint summer
breeze. Trout jumping for insects created circular ripples in the
otherwise placid water as it shimmered in the sun’s brilliant rays.
And the grating caws of chattering crows filled the air.

“It’s another beautiful morning on
your mountain, Tom.” Two decades ago, on a pleasant morning much
like this, Louise had spread her husband’s ashes at that
spot.

Shortly after his death, she
commissioned a sculptor to create a life-sized bronze statue of Tom
standing and looking over the lake. Next to the figure, a bronze
park bench. Etched into the armrest: Tom’s
View. She skimmed her fingertips over the
words.

“Tom, it’s For the Thrill of It Thursday, so to
celebrate, Roxy’s gonna streak my hair fuchsia. I wanted to do
something to spiff up my salt and pepper mane.” She combed her
fingers through her waist-long locks. “Roxy said the color will
wash out in a few weeks.”

Louise, who friends call Lou, strolled around Tumble
Lake every morning, just as she and Tom had done all their married
life. Now she stopped at his statue and talked to her late
husband’s spirit, updating him on the happenings around town and in
her life.

“Last time we talked, I forgot to
mention that I booked the cabins for a long weekend to a club
calling themselves Guns, Poisons, and Daggers. Aubrey, the gal
making the reservation, explained they’re murder mystery writers.”
She chuckled. “As if I couldn’t have figured that out on my
own.

“Aubrey said she was going to drive
up last night to stock the kitchen with food and look around the
lake. She wanted to plan some sort of scavenger hunt for the
club.”

She pursed her lips and wobbled her head back and
forth. “I told Aubrey if she didn’t mind a little dust and brought
a sleeping bag, she was welcome to come early and stay at no extra
cost. She was supposed to check-in at the trading post so I could
give her a tour of the cabins and let her into the clubhouse. But
Aubrey never showed.” She let out a huff of disgust. “Didn’t even
have the courtesy to let me know she wasn’t coming.”

Louise gazed out at the lake and
shifted in her seat. After a few silent moments, she cleared her
throat. “Jason Paxton’s going to help me prep the cabins at the
crack of dawn tomorrow, so I won’t be back for our morning visit
until Saturday.” She nibbled her lip, lowered her head, and
caressed her well-worn gold wedding band. “It’s been 8,051 days
since your life was stolen from me. I miss you, Tom. Your brother’s been a godsend and the town folks treat me
like family. And honestly, I don’t know what I would do without
Ben. I’ve never been closer to a dog. I swear, we can read each
other’s minds. He’s a wonderful companion, but…”

She fought back tears. “I love you, Tom. I will
always love you. And the hell of it is, you’re up there,” she
glanced at the sky and over at the statue, “and I’m left down here.
You’re gone.” Memories of Tom flooded her mind as she relived their
intimate moments. “I miss your touch. Your strong arms holding me,
warm hands caressing my body, the passion we had making love. I
miss the human touch. I’m desperate for it. I crave it. Almost as
much as I crave having one more hour with you.” She flicked her
shoulders.

“I like Jason, and he likes me.
Martha passed several years after you were murdered, so we’ve both
been alone for a long time.” Her mouth dried. She rubbed her palms
up and down on her thighs before sucking in a deep breath and
gazing up at the heavens. “Tom, Jason and I are both
lonely.”

Her eyes drifted to the lake as she sat in silence
for a moment. “He makes me laugh.” Thoughts of Jason’s quirky sense
of humor lightened her heart. “And he makes a wicked good bloody
Mary.”

A songbird chirped nearby. A mild breeze whispered
across her cheeks.

She raked her teeth over her bottom lip. “Being
alone all these years has been hard for me, Tom. I can’t endure the
emptiness I feel inside much longer.” Tears welled. “I hope you
understand, My Eternal Love.”

Just then, a magnificent red-tail hawk caught her
attention. Tom admired birds of prey. Revered them so much, he had
a bald eagle tattooed across the width of his back.

The bird soared in a broad figure-eight pattern over
the lake.

“How strange… and beautiful.”
Fascinated, Louise cocked her head and watched the creature glide
through the air, repeating the figure-eight pattern. “Ohhh.” She
tapped her hand over her mouth as angel-bumps, not goose bumps,
sprinkled her arms. “That’s the symbol for infinity.”

In all her years living at Tumble
Lake, hiking the mountain trails, and bird watching with Tom, she
had never seen a bird, any
bird, fly in that pattern. Let alone a hawk making
an infinity sign in the air as it soared.

Pleasing electric-like tingles coursed through her
body. She tapped a loose fist over her heart and stood, her eyes
fixated on the hawk. “Tom…?”

The moment she whispered his name, the hawk turned
its head, looked at her, then soared high into the sky, out of
sight.

She pressed her palms together and tapped the sides
of her index fingers against her lips. The hawk was a sign. A sign
of approval. A message from her late husband giving his blessing
for her to pursue a relationship with Jason. “Thank you, Tom. Thank
you.”

SNAP!

The crackle of breaking twigs drew Louise’s
attention. She swiveled her head and twisted her body to look into
the thick cluster of pines and aspen behind the bench.

Ears flopping, Ben’s
one-hundred-ten-pound mass mowed down everything in his path as he
bounded out of the woods into the clearing. In his mouth, he
carried a treasure. Typical. Ben’s explorations always led to the discovery of
an old deer antler or part of a bone from a dead animal he
had to have.
Had to proudly show
his mom.

This time, however, Ben’s
unearthed treasure would cast a spell of suspicion on the tiny town of Tumble
Lake and entangle Louise in the hunt for a killer.
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