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Chapter 1 Jessup

Special Agent Andy Jessup was just settling in at
his gray steel desk to eat his lunch of a sub and chips when the
intercom buzzed and a quiet voice said, “I need you in my office
now.” Knowing that his boss, Agent Hightower, was not a patient man
Jessup immediately put aside his sandwich and headed down the long
hall toward Hightower's office. When he arrived he opened the
office door, saw the boss had a grim look on his face, settled into
the chair facing the desk and said “What’s up?”

“Andy, we have a bit of a situation here. There have
been three cases of elderly couples gone missing in the last few
months from national parks located in the south. Today we just got
word of a fourth similar case and we need to move quickly. There’s
no confirmed kidnapping or violence thus far but, as all these
disappearances happened on federal land, the FBI needs to get
involved.” Hightower said with an impatient tone, then continued,
“We should have been on this already, but no one has put these
together until today. We may not be looking at murders, but with
the situations all seeming nearly identical, we should consider it.
All we need is a serial killer running loose in our national parks
to get the news media up in arms. We’ve got no time to waste.”

When he'd been told about these events that morning,
Hightower had exploded with anger at the delay in starting an
investigation but, after seeing the data, had calmed down to a dull
burn realizing no one had screwed up. There simply wasn’t enough to
go on to start an investigation. Today’s event had put the
situation over the top and now something needed to happen. In spite
of the location of these murders, he wanted Jessup on this case
because of his skill at coordinating separate FBI offices into a
single mindset when cases were geographically distant. After
waiting for his boss to calm down, Jessup asked. “What's the first
step? Have you picked another agent to assist yet?”

Hightower answered. “There's no one available right
away so you’re on your own, except for the field agents in each
area. The cases are in four different states, all in the Southeast.
Each couple went missing from a national park campground and left
their vehicle at the park. You need to bring in someone with
specific knowledge of campgrounds to help you with your
investigation. This is a little out of the ordinary for the FBI and
we want to cover every possible angle. The media will crucify us if
they think we missed anything. See if the Ranger service has anyone
they’d recommend.”

As Jessup left Hightower's office he started
thinking about the case and what he needed to do first. Getting
case files seemed a good place to start, so when he got to his
office he called records and asked for files on all national park
missing persons for the last year, knowing he needed to look into
the past to see if the FBI had missed any other similar cases.

He wasn't sure about this case assignment. In his
twenty years as an agent Jessup had never been compelled to use
outside help at the outset of a case, so he was a bit bewildered at
this but knew he had no choice. He’d just need to make the best of
it. In any case a black FBI agent investigating campground events
in the south might find some help a good thing. He only hoped he
could find someone competent with such short notice. With this in
mind he immediately called the Ranger service. Not surprisingly,
after explaining the situation he was told to wait and someone
would get back to him. He knew this routine and frankly didn't
expect any response. As he waited for the files to arrive he tried
to think of someone who might help him with the case. He remembered
that his partner from years ago had retired and was known to travel
the US camping. Calling around, he was able to locate his mentor
and after talking with to his old friend, was at last able to
connect with the police chief in Salisbury , North Carolina, who
gave him contact info on a recently retired officer living in an RV
and traveling the south. Being the FBI, it wasn’t too hard to find
out where the officer was currently located. Jessup decided to call
once he had the files and was able to discuss the case
intelligently.

When the boxes of case files arrived the first thing
Jessup did was check the locations of the missing person’s reports.
To his surprise, he found that the retired officer he needed to
talk to was actually camping on the site of the latest missing
persons report. This seemed an odd coincidence and Jessup had a
hard time with coincidences so he was immediately on the alert
concerning his potential new recruit. Since the retired officer was
already there, he decided to start the forensic investigation at
the Carolina site immediately, while studying the files of the
other incidents. He began contacting local FBI agents in each area
via e mail, promising to send them each the files pertinent to
their cases.

Putting on his drug store reading glasses, he began
to read. It was immediately obvious that the cases were nearly
identical in scope, just as Hightower had said. Timing, sequences,
victims involved were almost interchangeable between the cases. The
search for similar incidents preceding these four had turned up
negative so apparently the FBI hadn’t fouled up too badly thus far.
Studying each file further, he began to see why Hightower had
recommended he get some help. All the campgrounds were in those
southern states where he might meet with some reluctance from the
park help. Knowledge of camping could also prove to be invaluable
during this investigation but most important was the fact that the
parks were located near small southern towns where Jessup could
expect less than full cooperation from the local authorities, being
a Washington FBI agent and black, as well.

Now, he needed to contact the retired cop, try to
work out a partnership, and get this investigation started.

 


Chapter 2 Tucker

Tucker was sitting in his lounge chair under the
green canopy of trees that covered his campsite enjoying his fourth
beer of the day when the cell rang that special ring tone, one he
hadn’t heard in the eight months since he retired, to begin his
stint as a nomad in a motor home. He answered immediately, as old
habits die hard, and heard an unfamiliar voice say “Is this
Tucker”? He hesitated before a cautious “Who's asking?” escaped his
lips.

“My name is Agent Andy Jessup. I’m with the FBI,”
the phone said. Of course it was too late for Tucker to hang up so
he searched his mind for any reason the FBI would want him. Nothing
in particular, he realized, but was still cautious when he
answered.

He responded that he was Tucker. Agent Jessup
started the conversation with a plea. “I need some help on an
investigation and you seem to be uniquely qualified to help on this
particular case.” Jessup then went into his spiel about secrecy and
FBI protocol and ended with “can this be held close-no one but me
and the local jurisdiction”.

After Tucker agreed to be completely silent about
this case, the FBI agent proceeded to brief him on the specific
reasons for the call.

“When we heard about three empty RV's found in
national parks we opened a case and started a minimal
investigation. Then another empty RV with a couple missing,
coincidentally in the park where you’re staying, made us realize we
needed help. I called an old friend of mine who camps a lot and he
told me about a retired cop he’d met in North Carolina who lived on
the road. It took a while but we found you through your old
boss.”

Being unaware of any local situation, Tucker
listened intently as Jessup talked about the recent events that had
occurred just up the trail in this park.

Jessup continued: “This case is almost identical to
the other three we’ve looked at. The missing folks are retired and
living on the road, going from campground to campground in a large
Motor home. In each case they’ve rented a site for a lengthy stay
and at the end of that time the RV is still in the spot with no one
there. When we arrive there’s no sign of forced entry, the couples
are simply gone. Initially we thought these folks may have gone
home on some emergency and left their RV in place without checking
out, but relatives haven’t heard from any of the four couples
involved. After we started more thorough investigations it became
apparent that something strange was in the works. In each case the
credit cards of the couples were used in towns at least 200 miles
away from the park within a few days after the sites were first
occupied. Checking accounts were emptied from ATM machines and high
cost items purchased with the credit cards. We figure each couple
has been worth about a hundred thousand dollars to the killer. I'm
headed there to North Carolina to check in with the forensic team
and would like to meet with you. Can I come to your site this
afternoon?”

Tucker hesitated, as he was seriously into the beer,
but finally answered. “How about meeting for breakfast at the
Waffle House on Highway 421 tomorrow morning?”

They agreed on 8- AM and hung up.

Tucker pondered the situation and decided to call
his old Captain from Salisbury to get his take on all this. As he
dialed he considered his forced retirement and how short it had
been. Working as an independent might be a good thing. After two
rings Captain Beaver answered with a gruff “Beaver” to which Tucker
responded. “It’s Tucker, what’s going on?

“Lot of robberies”

“I just had a call from an FBI agent named Jessup
who said you referred him. Is this legit?” Tucker said, knowing the
answer already. Not waiting, Tucker continued, “Why’d he call you?
Anyway, I have a meeting with him tomorrow to discuss the
case.”

“He’s a straight guy and you should help him. I was
the only contact he had in North Carolina and the last case got him
concerned enough to call for help. I thought of you and your
retirement situation and figured you were bored anyways and could
use something to occupy your time.”

Tucker considered this and realized that Beaver was
still looking out for him after the shooting that resulted in his
retirement and lifestyle change. He thought briefly about the shot
that had changed his life. He'd been sitting in his undercover
sedan watching for the drug dealer he'd been after for several
months when he noticed a shadowy figure approaching in his rear
view mirror. Just as he’d turned to look closer everything exploded
and he’d felt a hard shove to his back and then darkness. No bright
lights or calm music, just deep darkness.

The next memory he had was slowly opening his eyes
and seeing Beaver looking down on him and crying. “Stay with me,
Tucker!”

Beaver had been the first to get to him and he’d
kept Tucker alive until the EMT’s arrived by stopping the blood
flow and keeping him talking as they waited. Also, while Tucker was
recovering, Beaver had been his first visitor in ICU and the last
to leave. He’d also helped with the disability claim that bought
the motorhome and got him the pension that allowed him to retire
early. Tucker owed him a lot. “Cap, I don’t mind helping if I can,
but what can I bring to the table?”

Captain Beaver answered, “You were always a good
detective, you know about the RV lifestyle and you can quietly
gather intel, as you travel to the sites where the folks went
missing. The FBI could use your help and they'll pay you. You said
before that you might want to be a PI if you got bored so here's
your chance to try it out. Detective work without any real rules.
What do you think?”

“I’m in and I’ll make the meeting with Jessup
tomorrow. I'll keep you posted.” Tucker replied. He realized that
he was excited about going back to investigative work and stepped
lively as he returned to his RV for another beer, thinking about
the case.

Later that evening as Tucker watched the local news
he realized this situation so far only involved missing people and
that nothing else was indicated. Could be just a string of
coincidences and he would be back playing at retirement quite
soon.

The next morning Tucker arrived early at the Waffle
House and immediately recognized Jessup. Not that hard to pick out
an FBI man at a trucker’s restaurant. The only dark suit in the
place was sitting with his back to the wall at the end of the
service area. Tucker sat down.

Jessup reached for Tucker’s hand as he waved to the
cute waitress with the little hat to bring him a cup of plain
coffee. They exchanged pleasantries briefly as Tucker cradled the
steaming coffee to his lips.

Jessup began by opening a map of the eastern US with
some highlights marked in several areas on the map. Tucker asked
where you could get paper maps nowadays and Jessup just grunted
“the FBI is still old school, or at least I am” as he pressed the
folds to shape.

He began, “The yellow highlights show the locations
of the abandoned campers similar to the one found near you here in
Wilkesboro. The date marked is the date the units were found. The
areas marked in red are the locations where the missing couple’s
cards were used to withdraw money and to buy things within a few
days of the date the RV’s checked into the park.”

“Any idea if the couples are connected in any way?”
Tucker asked, “Other than the obvious tie of being campers.”

He wondered if there was another connection but
looking at the map, seeing the marks indicating the RV sites, and
the areas where the credit cards were used, realized this was very
unlikely. What a coincidence if they are all simply dropping out of
sight for mundane reasons and the timing made it appear criminal?
Tucker continued listening intently.

Jessup continued. “No connection we can see after
looking at their histories. They're all retired couples who live in
motorhomes and travel the country staying in RV parks or
campgrounds. Not particularly rich, but well enough off to have
some cash and to afford a motorhome. Ages range from 56 to 78. The
most obvious connection, other than being all campers, is that
they’re all missing”.

“Any indication of foul play? Could they simply be
gone visiting and haven’t returned for their RV’s? Tucker asked,
knowing the answer.

“There’s no evidence of foul play and no one has
been notified of a change in any of their travel plans. One odd
thing is that their cars that they tow around are still connected
to their motorhomes.”

After some thought Tucker commented, “That may be
important. Most RVer’s disconnect their tow cars as soon as they
arrive at a new location.“

“Tucker, that’s why I need your help!”

“I’m retired but I'll certainly work with you on
these missing persons. Can you send me all the files you have so
far and let me study them? You’ll need to pay my expenses and
something for the work.” Tucker said. “We can work out the details
later.”

“’I’ll send what we have to your campsite.
Thanks.”

Tucker walked back to his pickup, his mind working.
It was apparent this was more than a missing person case and he
suspected it would not end well for the campers or their families.
How did these folks go missing from their RV’s immediately after
arrival but without any sign of violence? He needed to see if any
there was any connection between the couples. Perhaps even without
direct ties there was something common. Hopefully he’d find more
when the files arrived.

An FBI courier delivered a large box and some DVD’s
just a couple of hours later. Tucker thanked him, placed the box on
his dinette table and began his research. He knew the FBI was good,
but Tucker thought himself better at putting together seemingly
random facts to understand a situation.

As he was concentrating on the file the first case
Tucker heard, a cough and looked out his window to see a rather
attractive blond standing at the edge of his campsite.

She came to his door and introduced herself.

“Hi, I’m Susan. I'm camped next door. Thought I’d
wanted to come over and say hello. Would you like some
company?”

“Please sit down!” Tucker called through the screen,
after catching his breath. He certainly hoped she was alone.
Looking closer it appeared she was just about his age and if she
was single it would make the visit to this national park much more
pleasant, even with the work he was starting. This was turning out
to be a very interesting day.

“May I offer you a drink, beer perhaps?” He
said.

Her reply was immediate “Beer sounds just about
right, thanks”.

As he got the beers from the cooler, Tucker
considered how to approach the single question when Susan, perhaps
reading his thoughts, said. “I'm here alone and just thought we
should get acquainted.”

“So what do you do besides camp, Susan?” Tucker
asked.

Her reply was direct. “Right now I’m looking for
husband number three. Are you busy this year?”

Taken aback, Tucker was at a loss for words until
she laughed and said. “I'm a widow. I'm traveling in my RV to see
the things in the world I've missed so far.”

“Well, as it turns out I'm free this year so I might
consider your proposal.”

The both laughed and sipped at their beers. He liked
her sense of humor already, feeling very comfortable in her
company.

 


Tucker listened as she told her story. She was
indeed a widow and had been for some years. Her second husband had
died and left her well enough off to travel and not work. As she
didn’t fly, buying an RV and driving was a practical way to see the
country in a leisurely fashion. She’d been a homemaker most of her
life, so this lifestyle suited her. Originally from Kansas, she was
self-sufficient and capable of handling most any situation that
could arise while traveling by RV. With money no problem, she
seemed to be quite happy with her life.

Tucker told her about his circumstances and his
early retirement as a result of the gunshot he’d taken. She seemed
sympathetic but thankfully showed no pity, which he hated.

As most folks did, she asked him, “Did you get the
guy who shot you?” and Tucker gave his pat answer, that the case
was still open with no leads. This was not the whole truth. He knew
the identity of the shooter, but the police could do nothing
without proof, so he was just waiting, biding his time.

Some time passed with them talking, getting better
acquainted, and he asked her to stay for dinner. She replied that
she had a prior commitment but would have to take a rain check.
Tucker immediately responded “Hope it rains soon!” as she walked
back to her RV, laughing.

 


Back in the case portfolio Tucker read about the way
each empty motorhome was discovered, trying to identify any
similarities at all. Time of day, parking location, anything common
between the incidents. His initial thoughts were simply to agree
with the FBI and their summary of each situation. Each couple was
in a motor home. Each couple was traveling together, but with no
one else. Each couple was retired. They were all full time RV
dwellers with minimal connection to their original homes.
Differences included the family situation. Only two of the couples
had children. All came from differing careers, different areas of
the country, and had very different backgrounds. Just as he was
beginning to think there was nothing of significance in common on a
personal level, he re-examined the photos and noticed that the
women all were of a similar size and build. While their ages
differed by as much as 10 years, they all looked to be about the
same age, late forties. Apparently genetics and lifestyle had
helped the older women retain their youth resulting in the similar
looks. This might not mean anything but he filed it away for future
reference. He decided to go to the RV the next morning and begin
his investigation.

 


Tucker walked to the nearby campsite where the empty
motorhome was sitting, crime scene tape surrounding it. A small
crowd was gathered, but was standing quietly. There were several
local sheriff cars parked nearby as well as the expected black
monster SUVs with dark tinted windows so loved by the FBI.

Tucker approached Jessup, who was standing in the
door of the motorhome and asked.

“Can I come inside and look around now?”

Jessup nodded and they stepped up the stairs into
the main living area of the RV. Tucker recognized this as a luxury
motorhome by the fixtures and appointments he observed. On the back
wall of the kitchen the RV master control panel indicated the water
pump was activated by a red glow. He looked at the refrigerator and
confirmed that it was set to run on gas rather than electricity. By
all appearances this RV was still set to be on the road.

“Jessup, has anyone touched anything since you guys
arrived? Can I assume that everything is as it was when the couple
was discovered missing.” Tucker inquired.

Jessup responded, “Nothing has been disturbed
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