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“We got another dead body, Chief!” 

I looked up from my desk, which wasn’t far enough or private enough from the desks of my team. Not that I have anything against them, but a man’s got to have a little personal space. “I keep telling you, Frenchie, I’m not a chief, I’m a Sheriff.” 

And some days, some times, like this one, I wished I wasn’t even Sheriff. It was time for the annual budget review and I was hip deep in paperwork. 

Actually, as Jenkins over at the Currituck County Finance Department liked to remind me, it was past time for the annual budget review. If I didn’t get the paperwork turned in soon, he threatened to slash our budget to nothing. 

Wasn’t there some kind of law against threatening a public official? A sheriff, no less?

“Right, sorry, Chief. Uh, Sheriff.” Frenchie, not his real name, poked his head in my door.

I don’t actually have a door. I do have a small office. I had a door but some clown high on PCP managed to break free of the two deputies who’d brought him in late one Saturday night. He’d ripped the door off its hinges and busted it into itsy bitsy bits. Gave one of my deputies a concussion that he still hasn’t recovered from completely when he cracked said door over said deputy’s skull.

I’d come a little unhinged myself when I found out about the fracas and ensuing damages the next morning.

That was weeks, no, make that months, ago. Time flies around here. Mostly in the wrong direction. And budgets being what they were, no new door was in sight. No old door either, of course.

“Where is this body?” I asked.

“Out by the harsis.”

“Houses?” Sometimes I got the feeling the only thing thicker than Frenchie’s accent was his skull. 

Frenchie, born Pierre Depardieu in the Loire Valley of France, knighted Sergeant of the Currituck County Sheriff’s Office, further obfuscated. “Not the howsis, Chief, the harsis.”

“Harsis?” Where Sergeant Depardieu had learned to speak English was anybody’s guess. I was guessing it was not the Berlitz Method.

“With the four legs, Chief.” Sgt. Depardieu raised his arms and cocked his elbows, bobbed up and down. He opened his mouth wide, let the word fall out in slow motion. “Haarrr-sis.” 

Was he imitating a bunny rabbit? 

“I’m not the Chief, I’m the—” I let my boots slide off my desk where I’d been giving them a rest. “Oh, you mean horses.”

“Right, Chief. Harsis.”

“So we got a drowning?” Horses run wild up in the Currituck National Wildlife Refuge. So do the drunken tourists in the summertime flocking to the beach to gawk at those horses and horse around a little themselves in and around the Atlantic Ocean.

This being the fall season, the tourists, like the migratory birds, had mostly fled—the birds south, the tourists to the four points. 

“Did you call Lizzie?” Elisabeth Gutierrez—née Bergqvist—was in charge of Beach Patrol.

“Cap’n Lizzie is already on the scene, Chief.”

“Fine, Frenchie. You let me know if you need anything else. I have a budget to work on.”

“You not interested?” Frenchie looked confused, maybe a little saddened.

“No. Can’t you see I’m drowning in paperwork? The captain can handle one little drowning.” 

Truth is, we get a few of those each year. Lousy swimmers, hungry sharks, nasty undertows, and those folks too drunk and/or too stoned who temporarily, and fatally, forget how to swim.

Now, if we got a victim who ticked all those boxes, I’d drop everything and go take a look. Until then...paperwork.

Frenchie scratched his nose. And with a nose like that, there was plenty of acreage to scratch at. His shiny hair was as black and curly as any carpeting a Portuguese Water Dog.

“Could be he drowned,” allowed Frenchie. “But how d’you suppose he got that knife in his back?”
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Frenchie’s bombshell would have had my feet hitting the floor but since I’d done that earlier, I skipped that part and scrambled past him. “Address?”

Frenchie scurried behind, turning a stickie note this way and that as he tried to read his own scribble. “South of the Carova bitch, Chief. That sound right?” 

“South Carova Beach, got it.” That was out in my part of the Banks. I snatched the keys to the 4x4 from the case by the door and headed out.

The Refuge lies out above Corolla on the far tip of the Outer Banks. It, like our jurisdiction, ends at the Virginia border. As Sheriff of Currituck County, I hold the somewhat dubious honor of policing an area of approximately 540 square miles with just about half of that area being water.

A lot of that water stood between me and my destination. The Sheriff’s Office is located on the Inner Banks. Maple, North Carolina, to be precise, pretty much due west of the Refuge. 

Since Gutierrez had the patrol boat, I had to take the long way, south down the 158, Wright Memorial Bridge—named after a pair of amateur inventor brothers who thought they could fly—across Currituck Sound, then up north Highway 12.

A chopper would have been convenient. But no point requisitioning a helicopter when the county won’t even give me a new door for my office.

A light cold misty rain came and went. My windshield wipers went click click click. It wasn’t the best day for the beach, so there was little traffic and I made good time. 

With the tires heated up after the long drive, I was taking no chances. I stopped at the Corolla Village Road public access facility to let some air out of the things. 

The public facility sits at the edge of North Beach Access Road, which actually is just that, the beach, as in sand and lots of it—and the only road into the Currituck Banks. 

I climbed out of the Bronco, grabbed the tire pressure gauge I keep in the glovebox, and danced around the truck, fiddling with the valve stems, getting the pressure in each tire down to the 20-psi range. 

Not only was the low pressure necessary for driving along the soft, sandy beach, it was the law. Still, we got our share of morons who insisted on hitting the beach with hard tires, and sometimes two-wheel drive. Both of which is stupid. And pricey. Because you’ll pay through the nose for a tow.

And you will need a tow.

With the tire pressure adjusted and my radio in the Bronco squawking “Tom! Tom! Tom!” and “Where the hell are you, Edge?” I hopped in and flew up the beach. The speed limit is 35 mph, 15 if within 300 feet of pedestrians, horses, turtles or anything else you might squish, dent or cause the untimely demise thereof. 

Being Sheriff, I have some leeway.

I took that leeway up to 50 mph.

Being careful of the wild horses, of course, but at the moment there were only three in sight and these were nibbling sea oats growing atop the dune up ahead on my left.

The Banker horses, magnificent Spanish-blooded beasts, a remnant of the presence of the Conquistadores who’d once plied these lands and shores, leaving behind their horses and their smallpox, exist in a controlled population of approximately sixty. 

Sadly, we lose a few each year due to car-horse collisions, random disease or knuckle-headed tourists who decide to feed the horses something that doesn’t agree with them.

We have laws against two out of three of those things too.

To maintain the herd size, new horses are judiciously brought in. There’s been an ongoing tug-of-war between groups including Fish and Game on one side who think the horses are a detriment to other hunting and fishing resources, and proponents of increasing the herd size to a number they consider something more genetically suitable to the herd’s long-term viability. 

No end of that war was in sight.

With the drizzle gone, I could see my chief deputy and three wild horses crowded around a body being licked by the incoming surf.

“It’s about time you got here.” Chief Deputy Nathan Midgett held his arms across his chest, a favorite pose of his, at least when eying me. “Shoo!” He waved his arms. I assumed he was talking to the horses, not me. The wild horses must’ve assumed this too because they trotted off.

“Stopped for a parade,” I quipped. “You know I love a good float.” I stepped around my second-in-command to inspect the corpse. “What have we got?”

Our unmanned patrol boat bobbed at anchor a hundred yards off shore. A small dinghy, proudly bearing the seal of our office, sat like a beached whale a dozen yards south of us. 

We’d had a beached baby whale about a mile south of here my first year on the job. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men, plus the combined forces of the volunteer fire department, Sheriff’s office and every Good Samaritan within spitting distance, hadn’t been able to push her/him out to sea again. 

Not that I’d thought there was any real chance of saving the stranded beast. The VW Beetle-sized humpback looked pretty much gone from this world when it had been discovered washed up in the surf that sunrise.

“One John Doe,” Nat said, voice monotone and serious as the bubonic plague. “Rolled up on shore. That family over there spotted him.”

Nat pointed. My eyes followed. A shellshocked family of four huddled on a striped beach blanket beside a late-model blue Toyota 4Runner. Snorkels, kid-sized body boards, one adult-sized surfboard, a bean bag toss set, a couple of kites, and other beach supplies filled the rear of the truck and spilled over the open tailgate.

“I’m gonna want to talk to them.”

“Sure.” Nat’s Ray-Bans blocked the light and my reading of his mood. He’s six-two and wiry, spending an hour or more in the gym each day. 

Nat’s by the book and by the clock. He maintains a strict number 2 haircut, keeping his reddish-brown hair to a quarter of an inch all around. If it grows more than an eighth over, he makes an appointment with his barber. 

When I’d teased him one time about the Sheriff’s office moving to require a number 3 haircut, he’d practically peed himself. And soiling his uniform would have broken yet another of his many self-imposed rules.

I bent down for a closer look, letting the cold saltwater splash at my protesting knees. Our victim, a white male, appeared about forty years old, dressed in Wrangler jeans and a black parka over a green plaid shirt. Bare feet. “Strange way to dress for a swim. At least he had the sense to take off his shoes first.”

Nat sniffed. Not liking my humor. I could tell. Sometimes a sniff is worth a thousand words. Especially when Nat is the one doing the sniffing.

Nothing unusual about the corpse, markings or otherwise, that I could see—barring the knife sticking out between his shoulder blades. As for his face, that was half-buried in wet sand so I couldn’t say anything yet about that. 

I stood and wiped my hands on my pants. “Lizzie was first on the scene?” Tire tracks ran up and down the beach. Footprints dotted the shore, some human, some dog, some horse, some bird, and some I didn’t recognize. It was going to be hell making anything of it all.

“Yes, sir. I arrived about ten minutes after her. She already had the area staked.”

Foot-tall wooden stakes jutted up in an approximately twelve-foot by sixteen-foot rectangle. Crime scene tape, wrapped neatly around the stakes, fluttered in the ocean breeze. Gutierrez liked things neat.

“Where is she now?”

Nat pointed once again. One of his favorite moves. I looked again. This time, towards the dunes as Lizzie came down in a controlled slide, managing to stay on two feet.

“Tom.” She pulled off her sunglasses and wiped a hand through the sweat accumulating on her brow. Replacing the sunglasses on her button nose, she said, “What do you think?”

I shrugged. “You see anything up top?”

“Nada.”

“Either of you talk to our witnesses yet?”

“Only to take their names.” Nat patted the notepad in his shirt pocket.

“I had a quick word with them, Tom,” Lizzie said. “They weren’t much use. Mom and Dad were munching on ham sandwiches and red potato salad while the kids played in the surf. One minute our victim wasn’t there, the next minute he rolls up on the beach. Screams followed.”

“He was still alive?”

“Nah. The kids.” She glanced at the corpse, her boot nudging his calf. He did not appear to mind. “This one looks like he’s been swimming a while.”

“Yeah.” The victim’s skin was white and puckered rather like he’d fallen asleep in his bathtub. 

Curious sand crabs—tiny egg-shaped critters half the size of a finger joint with light gray-pink shells and pairs of antennae the better to see you with—hovered nearby, incredulous at the windfall Neptune had gifted them, and hungry to let the feast begin.
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I cast my eyes up and down the beach. The sky was dirty gray streaked with blue, the seas relatively calm. Not the best day to work on your skin cancer or ride your long board. “Any other witnesses?”

“I haven’t seen anybody, Sheriff,” replied Nat. “You, Captain?”

She shook her head, hopped two steps toward shore to escape a breaking wave. I wasn’t so lucky.

“Damn.” I flapped my wet trouser cuffs. 

“You’ll have to go up and down the beach, ask everybody you see.” I gazed up at the dunes. “Better check the houses too.” An uneven string of houses, most of them beach rentals, rested uneasily on the ever-shifting sand.

More homes sat between the dunes and the Sound. A large number of those were seasonal rentals too. Misfits and outcasts occupied a smaller number year-round.

I should know. I was one of them.

“All of ’em?” 

“Somebody might have seen something. Only way to know is to knock on doors.”

“All right.” Lizzie didn’t look happy about it. She was happier knocking on heads than doors. “Mind if I call in Flo and Eddie?”

“I’d mind if you didn’t.” Deputies Florence Pinder and Edward Wu were fine officers and had nearly twenty years of on-the-job experience between them. “But don’t wait on them. Could be somebody up there saw something or someone. They might be checking out and heading home. Then we’re screwed.”

“Speak for yourself,” Lizzie replied. She turned aside to call the deputies.

“Recognize the make of knife?” Nat tested me.

“Benchmade Griptilian,” I replied. “I’ve seen plenty of them. They’re not uncommon.” A popular folding knife over eight inches long with a blade nearly three-and-a-half inches sharp. Lightweight and, in this case, probably lethal. This one was gray handled. I’d once carried a black one in the USCG. “There’s a bit of fiber on the lanyard hole. Let’s make sure we don’t lose it.”

“Yes, sir.” Nat replied.

“Where’s Tracy?” 

“Got held up. Doctor’s appointment. Be here in five.” 

“The baby?” I asked. Tracy Zefferelli, our pathologist, is working on child number four when she isn’t working for us.

“Yeah. If it doesn’t pop out soon, Tracy says her gyno is going to force the little bugger to come out and greet the world. Such as it is.” Lizzie stiffened and pushed past me. “What are you looking at? Show some respect!”

A young couple standing several yards from us, snapping pics with their smartphones, was her target. 

“You want pictures? Shoot the damn horses!” Lizzie flapped her arms. “Go on, git!” 

The captain can be imposing even when not flapping her muscled arms at passers-by. She’s physically fit with short blonde hair, blue eyes that can smile at you all beguiling one minute and have you trembling in fear the next. 

She looked all woman but underneath I was pretty sure she’d been put together with titanium bones linked to advanced high-tech polymer muscles.

The couple beat a retreat. 

Lizzie has a way with folks.

“Morbid,” Lizzie exclaimed. “Leave ’em be and the next thing you know they’ll be snapping selfies and posting them on who-gives-a-fuck-a-gram.”

“While you’re controlling the mob, I’ll go talk to—” I turned to Nat. He’s one of those guys who have all the answers. Right or wrong.

“The Leftkowitzes, Sheriff. Up from Tulls Bay for the day.”

“Those are the folks who called it in,” added Lizzie.

Located a good sixty miles away and fed by the Northwest River originating in Virginia, Tulls Bay sits over on the northwestern shore of the Currituck Sound. 

I ignored my waterlogged boots and highly water-absorbent socks, so much for waterproof leather, and started up the beach. 

“Hey,” shouted Nat. “What do you want me to do?”

Like a gnat buzzing my eyes when I’m trying to read in bed with my book light, this homonymic Nat had a way of getting on my nerves—justifiably or not. “You search his pockets yet?” I called back.

“No.”

“Have fun.” The look I received from my Chief Deputy told me the idea of poking around in a dead man’s pockets was not his idea of a good time.

Mine either, to tell the truth. That’s why I was talking to the living.
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Approaching the witnesses, I winked to the two children kneeling in the sand. They appeared to be sculpting a replica of the dead man in sand, three-quarter scale. 

A picnic spread was laid out on an empty standup paddleboard bag near the sandman or should I say sandcorpse. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Leftkowitz?” I decided on a friendly yet not happy face as being most appropriate to the occasion. 

“Yes.” The mister of the pair stepped forward. “I’m Jeff. That’s Jinny in the cab. I’m the one who called.” 

The missus sat behind the wheel of the Toyota 4Runner. The door hung open. A local Montessori school sticker, featuring a gray dolphin reading a book, sat in the right corner of the back window.

The scent of sunblock rode on the air. The day being what it was, it seemed like a waste of sunblock to me.

“I’m Sheriff Edge. I’d like it if you’d tell me what you saw.”

“Nothing much really,” said Jeff Leftkowitz, a slender red-haired fellow several inches shorter than me, in tan cargo shorts and a loose-hanging white shirt over a white T-shirt. 

“Nothing at all,” Jinny Leftkowitz chimed in, peering at me through a pair of wide-rimmed glasses. “We were picnicking. Then the kids started yelling.”

“Screaming bloody murder,” Jeff Leftkowitz said.

“Can’t say as I blame them,” I replied, if not for the dead body at their feet, then for braving swimsuits on a less than perfect day at the beach. I often admired kids their resilience. Something I didn’t think we so-called grownups often gave them enough credit for. “My Chief Deputy tells me you’re visiting from Tulls Bay?”

“That’s right. Thought we’d come to the beach for the day,” Jeff Leftkowitz explained. “Now I wish we’d stayed home. Like I wanted to,” he said, turning to his wife. “I mean, between the weather and now this.”

I ignored the all-too-familiar husband-and-wife dynamic. “Yes, sir. What time did you and your family arrive?”

“Early. About ten?” He turned again to his wife. “Would you say?”

“Something like that. Maybe a little earlier.” Jinny Leftkowitz slid out of the cab. A loose pair of knee-length denim shorts rode low on her hips. An unbuttoned blue shirt over a modest bikini top kept her decent. Short brown hair poked around the edges of a red Carolina Hurricanes-branded cap. 

The girl started bawling. “Bobby threw sand in my eyes!” Her fists smashed against her eyes.

“Did not! It was the wind, Mommy!”

“Did so! It was you!”

“Quiet. Mommy and Daddy are busy,” ordered their father. 

Jinny took the girl’s hands from her face. “Let Mommy see.” She wiped sand from her daughter’s face.

“The kids are getting restless.”

“Probably traumatized for life,” put in Jinny Leftkowitz. “Here.” She rummaged inside an insulated cooler and pulled out a package wrapped in crinkled aluminum foil. “Who wants brownies?”

“I do!” the kids shouted in unison, tears and dead bodies forgotten, at least for the moment.

My stomach growled. I wanted a brownie too but I kept my mouth shut, at least in that department. “Did either of you happen to see anybody else on the beach this morning?”

“Not me,” said Jeff Leftkowitz. “You, dear?”

“Sorry, no. I mean, a few people walked by earlier but nothing special. Here.” She handed each child a big, thick brownie chock full of walnuts. No need for plates. They gobbled down their treasures hungrily and quickly, licking their fingers afterwards. The pair were as efficient as the sand crabs.

“Right.” This conversation was getting me nowhere.

“How much longer you going to need us, Sheriff?” asked Jeff Leftkowitz. “Your man Midgett has our contact info and we told that lady all we know. Again, not much. We’d like to go home.”

“Amen to that,” said Jinny, linking her arm with her husband’s. “This isn’t exactly the outing I was hoping for.”

“I don’t think it was exactly a day at the beach for our victim, either,” I quipped.

“Any idea who he is?” Jeff Leftkowitz peered over my shoulder at the body in the surf. 

“Not a clue. But we’ll get there,” I promised.

“Good,” replied Jinny Leftkowitz. “All this crime and murder. It’s getting so you can’t even take your family to the beach for a nice time.”

“Yes, ma’am. Believe me, things like this don’t happen every day.”

“I should hope not.”

“So are we free to go?” Jeff Leftkowitz asked. “I took a day off work for this. May as well try to enjoy the rest of it at home.”

I grinned. “What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a broker. If you’re ever in the market—”

Seeing the hungry salesman look begin to glow in his eyes rather like the beginnings of the Big Bang, I cut him off quickly. “And you, Mrs. Leftkowitz?”

Jinny Leftkowitz pointed to the children, now adding a skull and crossbones to the head of their sand sculpture. “What? Isn’t this enough?” She clapped her hands. “Stop that, you two!”

Yeah, that was more than enough.
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I tromped down to the crime scene, passing Lizzie on her way up the dunes behind the wheel of my Bronco.

I waved at her to stop and she did—within inches of my toes. “Where are you going with Bronc?”

“Gotta take your truck, Tom. You want me to start knocking on doors until Flo and Edie show up? I can’t do it on foot. That would take me ages. And in case you haven’t noticed, the patrol boat doesn’t tread sand so good.”

“Yeah, but my truck—”

“You giving me permission to ride one of these horses cluttering up the beach?”

“That’s illegal and you know it.”

“Yeah, yeah. What’s the big deal with the horses, anyway? A horse is a horse.”

“Of course, of course,” I quipped. “But these horses can trace their lineage back to the time of the first Spanish expeditions to the New World.”

“Yeah, yeah. And I could trace my fingers with a crayon when I was three years old. Big deal.”

“It is a big deal.”

Lizzie shrugged. “You’re the history buff. Me, I’d rather run around in the buff or eat at a good, cheap buffet.” She gunned the motor twice. “So, am I taking your truck?”

“You already did.” I wanted to protest the theft but she had me and I knew it. Nobody drives my truck but me. Except for now. “Swing by and pick me up when you’re finished.”

“Yes, sir.” She touched her index finger to her eyebrow, brought her hand down and transformed it into a gun in one smooth move. “Pow. Later.”

“Wait. What about our patrol boat?” The thirty-footer bounced atop the water some distance away. We couldn’t afford to lose it.

The county wouldn’t even let me replace my damn door. There was no way they’d sign off on a new patrol boat. And I didn’t even want to think about the amount of paperwork involved in reporting the loss of our boat. Those folks at county counted every paperclip.

The public humiliation, that I could imagine.

“It ain’t goin’ nowhere.” Lizzie revved the engine, slid the Bronco into gear.

I stepped aside as she roared past. 

“Find anything?” I asked Nat Midgett. 

“Nothing. His pockets were empty.”

“Huh. Ever seen him before?” The ocean had sculpted a space around the victim’s face, revealing more details, a slight moustache, long chin and thin pale lips. Nicotine-stained teeth.

“Not that I can place.”

“Here’s Tracy.” 

We stepped aside as the pathologist came rolling up the beach in a black Range Rover. She scooted to a stop in the hole in the space-time continuum where my Bronco used to be and jumped down, lifting her gray skirt.

“Hi, Tracy. Thanks for stopping by.” I gave her Range Rover a meaningful look. “Should you be driving in your condition?”

“Should you be hounding a pregnant woman who’s out here at the end of nowhere to do a job that you asked her to do?” The frizzy brown hair surrounding Tracy Zefferelli’s cherubic face bounced in the ocean breeze.

I raised my hands and took a step back. Nat took two steps. The coward. 

Tracy kicked off her sandals and approached the victim. “What new manner of hell have you for me today?”

“No ID. No witnesses,” clipped Nat.

“No breathing,” I added. A little gallows humor. Neither seemed to appreciate the effort.

“So,” Tracy dropped to her knees over the body, “just another day at the beach.”

“First impressions?” I made the mistake of asking.

“My first impression is that I’ve been about eight and a half months pregnant for what feels like the past fifteen months. And I’ve about had enough. My second impression,” she said sharply, “is the one I do of Amy Schumer giving birth naked on the beach with Don Q and his sidekick, Sancho Stick-In-The-Mud, tilting uselessly at windmills—or in this case, should I say lighthouses?” 

The pathologist paused briefly for a much-needed breath of air. “Instead of making themselves useful.” Her eyes flitted to me and Nat. “Trust me. You do not want to see it.”

Nat and I shared a rare comradely look. A look that said Let’s get the hell out of here.

“Sorry. Guess I’m a little cranky,” allowed the pathologist with the beginnings of a smile. “One kid on the way and three more that won’t be out of the house and out of my hair for who knows how many more years.”

Nat reread his notes, not daring to make further eye contact. One day any of us could end up under her scalpel, dead or alive.

“I understand,” I replied. “Take your time. The ambulance is on its way and will be ready to go when you are. Tide’s coming in.”

“Thanks for the beach report, Tom. I’ve only lived here all my life.”

“Right.” I blushed, a very undignified thing for a man in my position as Sheriff to do. Everybody in the whole damn county seemed to know I was an incomer and loved to rub my nose in that little fact as if it were a blemish on my very manhood.

“Now, you two want to stop breathing down my neck and let me do my job?”

Okay, it had been a short truce.

“Call me later,” I said/asked/begged.

“Don’t I always?”

I bent my neck and looked at the gray sky. Not a good day for the beach at all. 

“I’m out of here.” I started walking uphill, wind whistling through my ribs, wishing I had my jacket but my jacket was in my truck and Lizzie had my truck.

“Where are you going, Sheriff?” Nat hollered.

“Home.”

“It’s barely midday.”

I turned. “If that’s an invitation to lunch, thanks, but I’m not hungry.” 

“What about this?” The Chief Deputy waved his hands at the staked scene and the slightly agitated pathologist as she examined the corpse.

Nat Midgett was not one to give up easily. Or gracefully but that’s another matter. Some people resented me being Sheriff of Currituck County. Some hated me for it. Nat sat firmly in the latter category. Either way, it went with the job.

Of course, a few people maybe sort of liked me being Sheriff. That was the category I fell into.

“I’ve got a monster headache,” I said. That wasn’t a lie. “Getting an aspirin.”

“But—”

“You’ve got this. If you come up with anything, bag it, tag it or bury it. Call me with your report.”

I resumed my death march. 

I did have a headache and it was a doozy. I don’t mind a bar fight. I mean who doesn’t love a good drunken brawl? 

I don’t mind so much the errant teenybopper who’s hooked up with a local Outer Banks boy and the parents are teary-eyed and threatening to sue the county. 

And I enjoy stopping drunk drivers and speeders.

But murder? That’s not my thing. I mean, as Sheriff it was my thing, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. I’d seen more than my unfair share of unpleasantness during my nineteen years in the US Coast Guard, the bulk of those years in the USCG Intelligence Service. 

In the Coast Guard, the job is to save people.

After retiring, I’d sort of stumbled into being Sheriff and often regretted the fall.

I spotted my Bronco a couple hundred yards away, parked in front of an eight-bed, nine-bath vacation house sitting high on a dune overlooking North Carolina’s little old slice of the Atlantic Ocean, and boasting a bird’s eye view of our crime scene. Captain Elisabeth Gutierrez was on the job.

And driving my truck while I was stuck plodding through the soul-sucking sand that we call roads out here.

I don’t live high on a dune. Too pricey. I live in the wooded flats, closer to the Currituck Sound side to the west. Closer to the mosquitoes too. And I could mention the greenhead horseflies with their bulging green Martian eyes and insatiable appetites for human blood. If you’re going to have horses, you’re going to have flies.

It seems to be one of those immutable laws of nature.

Like my toast always landing jelly side down when I accidently drop it on the kitchen floor.
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“Hi-ya, Boy.” This being the middle of my so-called normal working day, my dog was surprised and happy to see me. But then, he was a dog, what choice did he have?

I gave him a few minutes of my trademark brand of affection, topped off his water bowl, and threw him a dog biscuit. Not that he needed anything, simply to show him I cared.

With the black and white dog following along, I went to the bedroom and changed out of my wet clothes and into a clean, dry uniform—gray-blue shirt and charcoal slacks. I swallowed a couple of aspirin from the plastic bottle in the kitchen cupboard just so nobody could accuse me of being a liar.

I brewed a cup of strong coffee and carried it out to the deck above the carport. There wasn’t much sun but the coffee kept my hands warm, and the dog settled over my feet kept my toes toasty. It was a start.

The next thing I knew somebody was banging on the door. I looked around, bleary-eyed and feeling more tired now than I had before I’d fallen asleep. I hated that. And it happened a lot. Goes with getting older, I suppose. My empty coffee mug sat on the deck collecting ants. The dog was gone.

Bang. Boom. Bang. Rattle.

I yawned and checked my watch. “Shit.” Two o’clock. “All right, all right!” I leaned over the railing but couldn’t see the front door from where I stood so I decided I’d better go and stand at the front door.

To the sound of incessant knuckle banging and toe kicking, I threw the door open before the Big Bad Wolf managed to blow it down.

“Yeah?” 

On the weathered front deck, a five-eight woman looking very fit, and looking back at me with very impatient hard blue eyes huffed. “It’s about time.”

“Oh, it’s you,” I said. “Here I thought I was being raided.” I stepped aside. “Come on in, Lizzie.”

“Nat told me you were here. I was beginning to wonder. You sleeping or—hey, you got a dog!” Cracking the first grin I’d seen on her all day, she bent to pet him.

“No, don’t! Please!” I frantically waved my hands but it was too late.

Bladder Boy was peeing all over the rug in the entry meant to catch dirt, not pee. This wasn’t the first time.

“Oops.” Lizzie chuckled. “Clean up on aisle one!”

“Very funny.”

“He always react like that or are you not letting this poor little guy out enough times a day?” She reached down and scratched Bladder Boy behind the neck. “Oops.” Bladder Boy obediently peed some more.

“I don’t know where he gets it all. I’ll get some paper towels.”

“Roger that.”

“And please stop petting Bladder Boy!” I called from the narrow galley kitchen.

“No worries. He’s fled to the great outdoors.” Lizzie followed me to the kitchen and started exploring the interior of my cabinets. “That really his name?”

“Yep.”

“What kind of dog is he and what kind of name is Bladder Boy?”

“Bladder Boy is a Springer Spaniel. I picked him up at a shelter down in Kill Devil Hills. Turns out he pees when he’s shown affection.”

“Takes after you, does he?”

“Again, very funny. I was going to call him something manly, like Spartacus,” I said, unrolling a mile of paper towels, wrapping them in my fist, “but the name’s got to suit the animal. So Bladder Boy it is.” I returned to the scene of the crime and tossed the wad of towels atop the spillage. “Watch where you step.” 

“You just gonna leave it there?” Lizzie stepped across.

“For now.” I’d pick up the soggy mess and dispose of it later.

I popped out on the front deck, put my fingers to my lips and whistled. Bladder Boy came racing up the rickety stairs and bounding through the open door, which I quickly shut to keep out the horses and the skeeters, some of the latter of which were nearly as large as the horses.

Most homes here in the far northern banks, those that wanted to hold up for more than a season anyway, were built above ground level, which was pretty much on par with or below sea level. Homeowners reserved ground zero for storing cars, boats and any crap that they didn’t care about getting ruined or swept away when the next round of floods hit or the next hurricane blows through the area. Flooding and power outages are but two of the inconveniences that come with living in this inconvenient land.

Lizzie threw herself down on the thirty-year-old brown leather sofa with a million-dollar view of the smoke-scarred stacked stone fireplace.

It, like most of the furniture, had come with the house, wrinkles, stains, cracks and tears included.

“Smells in here.” Lizzie waved a hand in front of her nose.

Smells included too. Although, to be honest, some of those smells might have originated with me.

I leaned back in an antique rocking chair that made me feel like I was about a hundred years old every time I sat in it.

“Come up with anything?”

“Some shack,” Lizzie picked at a loose thread protruding from a pale blue pillow on the corner of the sofa. “For a shack. So this is where the great man lives.”

“Been in the family for years. Home sweet tomb.”

“Yeah.” Lizzie nodded. “It does sort of have that graveyard vibe going for it, doesn’t it?”

I let the comment go. My grandfather had passed away in this house. Lizzie Gutierrez didn’t know that. I wasn’t sure if it would have made a difference as far as her comment went but it made a difference in my response to it. “Let’s try this again.” I rubbed my knees. “Did you come up with anything?”

Lizzie cocked her arm over the side of the sofa. Bladder Boy leapt out of nowhere and laid down beside her, settling his head in her lap. 

Lizzie’d been warned. Any new puddles, I was going to make her clean them up.

“What’s with all the dusty old books filled with dusty old history?” Her eyes scanned the oak bookcases lining each side of the fireplace and the longest wall. 

I followed her gaze. “Dad and Granddad built those units.” I rubbed my knees some more. I was doing that a lot these days. “Many moons ago. Most of the books belonged to them. I dragged a few here. Some are still in boxes.” 

My ex had gotten most of my books and all of our history in the divorce. Or so it seemed sometimes.

“That’s quite a collection.”

“Granddad was a history buff. My father taught high school history thirty years. My mom’s father, Grandpa Bill was a professor of North American history at Cornell.”

“So you’re the black sheep.” Lizzie smiled at me. 

I wouldn’t have taken offense even if she hadn’t softened the blow with a smile. I sort of was the black sheep. 

“So,” I said, once again trying to steer Lizzie back to the business at hand. “Let’s talk contemporary history.”

“Right. I hit about half a dozen of the nearest vacation rentals,” Lizzie explained. “Flo and Eddie have taken over, thank god. Half of the homes I tried, nobody answered the door.”

“We’ll have to check with the rental agencies to see if the current occupants are off playing tourist for the day or if those properties are unoccupied at the moment.”

“Right. I made a note of the firms’ names.”

Most of the rentals have signs displaying the name and contact info of the company managing the property screwed to the front of the house and another on the beachside. It always pays to advertise.

Except in the case of murder.

“Good.” I sighed. “But no luck then?”

“If you mean finding witnesses, no. I did get an invitation to dinner though.”

“Think your husband will mind?”

“Separated, remember?”

“Does that make a difference?” In my experience, men and women didn’t view the concept of a separation in quite the same way.

“Who knows? Oh, I did get one thing.”

“Do tell.”

“Back at the first property, a young white female by the name of Kelly Bates claims to have seen two fishing boats out early.”

“How early?”

“At least since a few minutes before sunrise.”

“Let me guess, Ms. Bates was up to watch the sun come up.”

Lizzie nodded. “She and about seven others are staying at the house. They’re on a retreat.”

“What sort of retreat?”

I pictured flowing orange chiffon robes, soft chanting and yoga poses on tatami mats laid out on the beachside deck whilst these retreaters twisted their bodies and brains into all sorts of unnatural positions, all while seeking the rising sun’s blessing.

What can I say? We all have our prejudices.

“They’re a bunch of grad students.”

“Grad students?” I hadn’t seen that coming.

“Studying astrophysics.”

That put a whole new spin on things. Edgar Rice Burroughs novels of Mars, Vincent Van Gogh, and Don McLean’s poignant Vincent (Starry, Starry Night) song spun into my head.

We all have our influences too.

“Anyway,” Bladder Boy gave her a lost puppy look and she scratched his side, “Bates was the only person awake. The boats were present when she stepped out on the deck.”

“Were they together?”

“The boats? No. She says the boats, both motorboats, were about a hundred yards apart. Of course, she said she couldn’t be sure because it’s hard to judge distances on the water.”

I nodded. “Yet she could see they were fishing?”

“She says she could.”

“Could they have dropped something in the water?”

“Like a guy with a knife in his back? Not that she noticed.” Lizzie pulled a pack of spearmint gum from her slacks, unwrapped a foiled stick and popped it in her mouth after biting it in half. “Want one?”

“Nope. Did any of the others see it?”

“I spoke with everyone staying at the house. Three males, four females. They all say exactly what Bates told me. Everybody else claims they were tucked in bed at the time she spotted the boats. They were all out on the deck later when the body washed up and the kids started screaming. That’s it.”

“How long are these students going to be on this retreat?”

“Till the end of the week.”

“Friday?”

“Saturday.” I nodded some more to indicate I was thinking but the truth was I was stumped. 

How did Mr. Nameless get here?

Why dump him here?

Why now?

Lizzie scrubbed her face. “So, any idea how we’re gonna find this snuffer of human life?”

“Sure.” I rocked back in my chair. “I’m going to use my finely-honed skills of abduction, deduction, and seduction.”

Lizzie snorted.

“Thanks for your vote of confidence,” I replied. “Let’s go see what Nat and Tracy have come up with and whether they share your rather unkind view of my skills.”
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Nat sat behind the wheel of his county-issue Jeep Grand Cherokee 4x4, one bony elbow sticking out the open window, radio receiver pressed to his lips. 

I pulled up beside him in the Bronco—in far worse condition but bought and paid for without benefit of taxpayer dollars—facing in the opposite direction, and cranked down my window.

“Where is everybody?” I asked Nat once he’d ended the call.

The incoming tide had erased our crime scene, wiping all traces of the murder out to sea. A good or bad thing depending on your POV—cop or killer.

“Officers Pinder and Wu are knocking on doors, as per your order.” Nat Midgett did not deign to be as informal as the rest of us in the Currituck County Sheriff’s Office. “Dr. Zefferelli’s gone back to her office. She said she’ll call you later. EMT hauled the body off to the morgue.” He turned his attention to Lizzie. “You come up with any leads, Captain?”

“Not a thing, Chief Deputy, sir.” Lizzie saluted in a way that let you know she didn’t mean it. She turned to me. “What do you want me to do, Tom?”

I stared at the near-flat steel gray sea a moment. Three dolphins pushed through the surface then submerged quickly, as if reconnoitering. During WWII, Nazi U-boats regularly plied these waters attacking merchant ships, as did marauding pirates hundreds of years before them. “Check out the marinas on your way back in.”

“All two of them?” Lizzie quipped. “You’re thinking about those two boats Kelly Bates saw?”

Currituck County’s home to two small commercial marinas, both on the mainland side. The pair are located along a straight and narrow stretch of the Intracoastal Waterway connecting Coinjock Bay and the North River.

“What boats?” Nat needed to know.

Lizzie explained about their only lead.

Nat sniffed. Unimpressed. “You know how many people fish around here? You know how many people own fishing boats? Those boats could be privately owned and docked behind their owners’ houses. You going to check every house on the Banks next?”

“Got any better ideas?” I asked him, my left arm dangling out the window. A little further and I could reach out and wrap my fingers around his scrawny neck. Not that I’d do it, of course.

Nat kept his mouth shut but his expression said it all.

“Off you go, then,” I said to Lizzie.

She wasted no time throwing open the passenger-side door and leaping to the ground. “Don’t just stand there, Twinkle Toes,” she ordered Nat as she pulled the anchor from the sand and set it down gently in the raft. “Give me a push off.” She jumped in and shoved against the sand with an aluminum oar.

Nat scrambled to the raft and struggled to push her out to sea, not easy when the object you’re pushing on has sides the consistency of a marshmallow and you’re up to your ankles in wet sand.

I left the two of them to their games and headed north, towards Carova Beach.

Carova, one of Currituck’s many unincorporated communities, is the last chance for civilization at this extreme north end of Carolina where it butts up to the Virginia border. With less than a thousand homes and maybe fifty or so permanent residents, myself included, it’s not what you might call bustling. No roads, no restaurants, no shops.

From what I’d heard, Carova sprang up like a tenacious weed in the 1960s and refused to die. 

Being an eight-mile or so slog up the beach, this is 4x4 land. Despite the beach being the only access, hungry developers have been trying to sell lots and build more homes up here for years. 

Most locals rooted for them to fail. 

The locals tolerated me because I’d inherited my granddad’s house, not because I was county sheriff.

We’ve got a volunteer fire and rescue station out here. But that wasn’t where I was headed. 

I was headed to Milepost 21 and the Carova Beach Park public boat ramp. The ramp only provided access to Currituck Sound but if a person, such as a knife-stabbing-drop-him-in-the-ocean killer, had a mind to, and the time and proper vessel to, that person could have entered the ocean from the ramp.

Unlikely as it was, I wanted to check it out. Even though I held out little hope, the drive
































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

GLENN

S % - = ‘
: X \_._/\/‘_, o " J *
S A/ i A, 26T 5 IR






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





