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Chapter 1 Arrival

 


Tucker sat comfortably in the soft leather
passenger seat of the big Winnebago RV and watched Susan maneuver
through the congestion in Morehead City, North Carolina, as they
headed toward an Emerald Isle RV park to spend a few weeks catching
some sun and doing a little fishing. In the months since they’d
met, during the National Park murder case, they’d been inseparable
and while marriage had occurred to them both individually, they
hadn’t discussed it. Being in their early fifties, with no real
attachments, there was no hurry. Tucker turned to admire Susan,
watching her petite form, as she handled the RV like a pro, seeming
totally at ease, driving the long vehicle in the traffic that was
always a feature of the beach areas during early fall. The weather
had been cool of late and this meant that the days would be good
for fishing and the nights good for, well, night stuff. Susan
glanced in his direction and said, “What are you looking at Tucker,
never seen a woman drive a big rig before?”

Tucker’s response indicated his feelings,
“Never one as beautiful as you.” He continued, making small talk,
“How long do you think until we get to the park? I’m sure glad we
waited until after the hurricane to come down. Based on all the
junk in the road, it must have been a mess down here.”

There’d been a pretty big storm that had hit
the outer banks and with the winds and large amounts of rainfall
the area looked pretty torn up. It was obvious that there had been
some flooding here as well. They’d been headed south from near the
Great Lakes when the hurricane hit the news and they’d stayed in
the mountains of Virginia for a few days waiting for the storm to
subside before continuing to the North Carolina coast, missing the
bulk of the weather in doing so. October hurricanes were frequent
in this part of the world and Tucker hoped this recent storm was
the last of the season so their visit could be peaceful.

Being a North Carolina native, Tucker knew
the beauty of the NC lower banks islands. He really wanted to spend
some time here and let Susan see the stark contrast between the
local scenery and the California coast she was familiar with. When
he’d been a cop in Salisbury, Tucker had spent a fair amount of
time here, mostly fishing off Davis Island in the surf, but with
the occasional Beaufort deep sea excursion. He’d fallen in love
with the area and the quirky locals, particularly the residents of
Harkers Island.

Tucker said, “You’ll like all the local area
but the most unique is Harkers Island. It was separated from the
rest of the State until the 1800’s when the only bridge was built
and has a different culture and people. There aren’t many folks
living there, mostly fishermen whose families have been on the
island for generations. I spent a lot of time on the island in my
previous life and got to know several of the locals and I’ll tell
you, they’re a trip. Not in a bad way, just very different from
anyone you’ve ever met before. Makes you think of the mountain
clans in the way they live and work together.”

He wanted Susan to enjoy his old haunting
grounds and the oddities of the people as much as he had. He sat
and reminisced about the past as Susan headed them toward their
destination, the campground at Emerald Isle.

Susan said, “We’re getting close. It looks
like there’s a Wal Mart Center just ahead. Should we stop and stock
up before going to the campground? It might save us a trip back
here, if the parking lot’s empty enough for us to get in.”

Tucker replied, “Sounds good. Let’s check it
out.”

While they would normally set up in a
campground and take Tucker’s pickup, which they towed behind the
Winnebago, Tucker was anxious to get to the beach and check out the
surf, so this seemed like a good idea. He could pick up some local
newspapers as well. The lot was open so they turned into the Wal
Mart and parked out near the road, hoping no one would block them
in. They walked toward the front door hand in hand.

About a half hour later they were headed back
toward the RV pushing two baskets of supplies when Tucker said,
“Did you notice the clerk’s accent? That’s one of the unique things
down here I was telling you about. They call that the “Carolina
Brogue”. It’s the way the local folks, High Tiders or Hoi Toiders
in their brogue, talk and for years it drove me nuts trying to
understand. I still have some difficulty but I think it sounds
pretty cool now.”

Susan replied, “I thought maybe she was a
foreigner or something. I could only catch a word now and then;
interesting though.”

They entered the RV and as Susan drove out of
the lot, Tucker began to read the local Morehead City and Beaufort
newspapers. It was near dark by the time they’d checked into the
campground and finished all the necessary set up. When everything
was in place both Tucker and Susan were bone tired and retired for
the night to get some rest. It had been a long day and they were
both ready for some quiet rest time here on the beach.

It was nearly seven when Tucker woke up,
easing out of bed so as not to disturb Susan, as she slept on. He
quietly closed the bedroom door and made coffee before exiting the
RV and sitting down to enjoy the ocean view, the smells, and the
sounds emanating from the beach. The previous evening, when he’d
read the Beaufort Observer, he’d seen that in the aftermath of the
hurricane a body had washed up on Shackleford Banks and, being the
old cop he was, his curiosity was aroused. He read the article
again and then looked for more information in the Morehead City
newspaper.

The body of an adult male approximately fifty
years old had been found near the beach on Shackleford Banks after
the hurricane. It was discovered when several of the indigenous
wild horses were observed standing on the beach and a fisherman,
when attempting to get closer to see the horses, had stumbled on
the remains. The local medical examiner was still working to
determine the cause of death and to identify the body, as there’d
been no wallet or anything else to identify the person.

Tucker knew this could be nothing but a
victim of the hurricane who had drowned while attempting to get off
the island but he had a gut feeling this was not the case. While
none of his business, he still had enough cop in him that curiosity
and the desire to investigate, would prevent him just ignoring this
case, particularly with his long term connection with the local
area. After all, he might know the victim. He decided if this was
more than a natural death he would at least contact the local
authorities and volunteer to help. He figured neither the local
city nor Carteret County authorities had much experience
investigating murders so he might be able to help, if that’s what
this turned out to be. With just a little excitement, he went back
to drinking his coffee and waiting for Susan to rouse.

Susan awakened in a wonderful mood when she
realized where they were. A few weeks in coastal North Carolina
seemed just what the doctor ordered. She and Tucker had just left
upstate New York in the nick of time as the weather there had
started to turn colder and the lake breezes were getting stronger
and damper as each day passed. While they truly enjoyed the majesty
of the trees and the falling leaves, it had been time to escape to
the moderate weather of the mid-south. When Tucker had reminisced
about the times he’d visited the lower banks, she’d thought it
might be just the thing to help him relax and let the two of them
explore this relationship of theirs. She believed he still had
reservations based on her behavior when they had met and the
situation that had brought them together. She truly regretted her
behavior in that incident but felt they both needed to move on. She
was, after all, a grown woman. She had not been at her best and was
actively making it up to Tucker as they spent more time together.
Susan truly enjoyed the RV lifestyle and being with Tucker just
completed the deal and she felt together they could have a very
good life traveling and mostly doing nothing. She hoped he felt the
same.

Susan went into the kitchen to the smell of
brewed coffee. Glancing outside she saw Tucker sitting in the
lounge chair, reading the newspaper he’d picked up the previous
day. She opened the RV door and asked, “More coffee?” and Tucker
responded by getting up and handing her his empty thermal cup. He
smiled openly and pulled her down from the steps planting a
heartfelt kiss on her lips. It was as if he had felt her insecurity
and was communicating that everything was well. They both felt the
warmth only sincere love can bring and in that moment, as they
looked into each other’s eyes, both were aware of a new commitment
and peace in their relationship. Susan broke away and re-entering
the RV went to get them both a cup of coffee. Returning outside,
she sat beside Tucker and looked at his discarded paper immediately
noticing the article about the body that had washed up on the
island. She sipped her coffee and said quietly.

“Even here in this peaceful area there are
murders. Do you miss being a cop, Tucker?” To which he replied,
“This is probably not a murder and besides, I’ve got you so my life
is pretty full, but yeah, I miss the investigation thing just a
bit.”

“After we have our nice peaceful vacation
here maybe you might like to become a Private Detective. I’ve
always thought they were sexy. Remember Magnum on TV?” She said
somewhat jokingly.

Tucker had to think a bit to come up with a
response. “PI’s mostly do divorce, finding folks, that kind of
thing. The real interesting investigating for murders, serial
killers, rapists and such is done by the police because most people
can’t afford to hire a PI for that kind of thing.”

Susan’s response surprised Tucker. “Maybe you
could help folks for free or as the lawyers call it, pro bono, or
something like that. We don’t really need any money and if it would
make you happy, I’m for it.”

Tucker thought to himself; What a wonderful
woman I’ve found! He actually believed that she wouldn’t object to
a hobby of investigating. He said, “What would you do while I’m out
solving the crime of the century? You’d be awful bored sitting
around this camper waiting for me.”

“Do you remember Hart to Hart on TV? Robert
Wagner was sexy too and I can be Stephanie Powers!” Susan
exclaimed.

Tucker reached for her and looking into her
beautiful brown eyes he said, “You’re too pretty to be Stephanie
Powers.” then he leaned forward to kiss her again.

“Let’s go to Harkers Island for breakfast.
It’ll take about an hour or so but there’s a little grill in the
gas station that serves a good meal, if it’s still there, and I can
show you some of the sites on the island while we’re there. We can
stop in Morehead City on the way back and do a little shopping, if
you like.”

Susan nodded and went inside to get ready,
leaving Tucker to contemplate becoming an amateur PI as a hobby.
Fishing can only occupy so much time, he thought, smiling. He
wondered what it would take to get a license since he’d been a cop
already. His smile broadened into a grin as he took another sip of
coffee.

 


 


Chapter 2 First Visit to the Island

 


Susan was intrigued by the stark contrast in
the living styles that the houses demonstrated as they drove
through the little town of Beaufort toward Harkers Island. There
were million dollar homes surrounded by dwellings that could only
be described as shacks, abandoned cars, broken fences, and other
signs of neglect, visible all around. While aware of the disparity
in incomes that existed in these areas with the natives supporting
themselves by fishing or tourist services and the big money
represented by newcomers whose wealth was made elsewhere, she had a
hard time when confronted with the difference face to face. Her own
past marriage, to a now imprisoned accountant, had left her quite
well off but she was amazed at the huge homes that were obviously
unoccupied most of the year and represented summer homes for the
rich and famous here. In California the same situation existed but
was not as harshly visible. They went past a sign indicating the
town limit of Bettie where it looked as if time had stopped in the
1950’s and she could only wonder why the locals remained here at
the mercy of the considerable storms and flooding, but then
realized that much of what looked like a very run down town was
simply the remains of the devastation caused by the recent
hurricane. She supposed that in another season, absent hurricanes,
this would actually be quite a beautiful area and with the Pamlico
Sound and the ocean so close, life could be very good here.

Tucker was driving as they approached the
bridge over the Sound that was the only access to Harkers Island.
The bridge was turned to allow a boat to pass and as they sat
waiting, he pointed out the landmarks on either side of the bridge,
telling Susan that over the two decades he’d visited the island the
population had increased tremendously with most of the growth being
newcomers called “Dingbatters” by the locals. He went on to explain
this meant non-natives who visited the island or came to live
there. This amused Susan. She was laughing as the bridge turned and
they moved forward and shortly turned into the parking lot of the
gas station which was also an eating establishment. They entered,
hand in hand, sitting at one of the empty booths and were soon
approached by a young waitress who asked in her brogue, “Can I help
you?”

Tucker said, “Two coffees and menus,
please”.

The young lady pointed at a chalkboard on the
wall, smiled and went to get their coffee. In just a few moments
she returned and placed cups in front of them, pouring steaming
black coffee for each. She turned, as a young man obviously a local
based on his accent said, “Becky, I need some more coffee and
mustard for my ham biscuit.”

Susan leaned over to Tucker and whispered
quietly, “You don’t hear that much in California!” and then
chuckled. She looked around the room noticing the pictures of
fishermen with their catches, the tackle, rods and other
paraphernalia associated with island life and thought it was quaint
but homey in the restaurant. She liked it.

They sat, sipping coffee and soon Tucker got
up and went outside to pick up the day’s newspaper. Returning and
looking at the first page, he saw in big block letters above the
fold on page one, ‘Murder on Shackleford Banks’ and began to read
the accompanying article. When he finished he raised his head and
summarized the news for Susan.

“The body found was not just a drowning. The
man was beaten badly, almost to the point of torture, and
apparently left to die on the island. Using fingerprints they’ve
identified who it is but all they’ll say is it’s not a local until
the next of kin is notified. They have no idea how he got on the
island since the only way is by boat and there were no boats found.
A good guess is that someone took him out there, killed him there
and came back to the mainland on the boat. Even here in this rural
area folks get murdered.”

Susan took the newspaper from Tucker’s hand
and scanned the article herself as Tucker continued to speak.

“It was probably a property owner that got
killed while down here to check on things after the hurricane. The
family might not even have noticed he was missing, if he was down
here alone, and they’re just waiting at home for him to call and
report on the condition of their house down here. Of course it
could be a transient or someone just visiting in Beaufort. I guess
we’ll know soon enough.”

On the other side of the restaurant, Tucker
became aware of a conversation, in a group of what were obviously
locals, concerning the body that had been found. He heard several
comments that included, “Glad it wasn’t one of us.”

“Musta been a Dingbatter”

“This kinda thing didn’t used to happen
here”

“It’s getting like the city down here.”

Tucker sympathized with them and wished for
older more peaceful times himself. He then turned his attention to
a table of older women sitting in the center of the room. These
ladies were not locals, indicated by their dress, and they were
conversing in low tones making it hard for him to hear, but loud
enough to confirm their status as Dingbatters. He heard one of them
say, “I hope it wasn’t Stella’s husband. They haven’t been down
this year like they normally are, but I did see someone near their
house last weekend. It’s not that far to New Bern. I’ve been a
little concerned that they haven’t been down this summer or this
fall. I’ve been meaning to call but I just couldn’t now, with the
murder and all.”

Susan interrupted his eavesdropping with a
comment, “I wonder how long ago the man was killed? They don’t say
in this article. This could have happened before the hurricane and
the body was exposed by the high water and wind. Maybe that bit of
information will be released tomorrow.”

“Are you beginning to think like a detective,
dear?” Tucker asked in a humorous tone. “Mrs. Hart is on the
case.”

They both chuckled quietly so as not to seem
irreverent to the crowd. About then their breakfast arrived and
they started to eat, both of them continuing to listen stealthily
to the conversations around them for other insight into the
murder.

After some time Tucker said to Susan, “When
we leave here, let’s take a little drive around the island and
maybe do a little shopping at the grocery store here. The prices
are higher than on the mainland but I want to see if the older guy
who used to work there is still around. Haven’t seen him in several
years and he might not remember me but he should. Is that OK?”

“Of course, baby! We’re in no hurry and I’d
like to see the island and meet some of your old friends as
well.”

“Not really friends but acquaintances. You
have to live here for years before anyone would become a friend. On
the positive side, once you are accepted you become a part of the
island and everyone knows you.”

They finished their meal and after Tucker
left cash to cover the check as well as a generous tip, they exited
and got into his pickup to start the island tour. Susan looked
around curiously as they drove over the island, saying little as
Tucker described the changes that had occurred since his last
visit. The old motel was gone, several waterfront homes he
remembered had been replaced with huge mansions that blocked the
water view for everyone around them, docks extended far out into
the sound blocking what used to be oyster beds and good fishing
areas, huge boats, some practically yachts, floated where small
slips accommodating several fishing boats used to be. The island
appeared to have been invaded by money. He felt some sadness at
that. Modern America was rapidly overtaking this little spot
changing it forever, and in his opinion not for the better. As he
described all this Susan listened raptly and issued the occasional
comment in agreement. At last they turned into “Bob’s”, the local
grocery, hardware, and fishing tackle store. Entering the glass
front doors, Tucker immediately saw that not everything on the
island had changed. Bob’s was still the same old store. Thank
goodness, he thought to himself, as he walked down the aisle with
Susan to check out the fishing tackle.

Susan commented, “I love this store. It makes
me think of the old store in Kansas that my parents owned. We had
all this kind of stuff and we were the only store in the small town
I spent my first 9 years in. It sure takes me back.”

Tucker replied, “This kind of place is on the
endangered list and I really can’t believe this one’s still here. I
guess the 1600 folks that live here on the island can’t support a
Food King. I wager that within 5 years Bob’s is gone and there’s a
chain store here on the island. The locals like this place but I’m
not so sure about the newcomers.”

Susan replied, “It’ll be missed.” and they
continued down each aisle selecting some items they needed before
heading up front to the checkout lane. When the young lady was
finished checking their choices Tucker asked, “Is Ralph still
working here?” She replied, pointing, “Yeah, he’s in the office
down there to the right. Go on back if you want to see him.”

Susan grabbed the groceries and headed out to
the truck saying, “You go visit a minute; I’m just gonna look
around outside. Take your time but come get me after you catch up
so I can meet him.”

Tucker nodded and headed toward the raised
office where he saw Ralph, a little grayer and plumper, hunched
over a computer screen looking somewhat frustrated. Suddenly Ralph
blurted “Damn” and slid back in his seat raising his hands over his
head with a grunt.

Tucker said “What’s the matter, Redneck?”
hoping Ralph would remember him and not be insulted with the
redneck comment. Tucker had always called him redneck since they’d
first met some twenty years ago.

Ralph’s face flashed angrily as he looked
over at Tucker but this immediately changed to a big grin as he
recognized his friend from long past.

“Tucker, how the hell are you? How long has
it been? Heard you were retired, is that true? Man, it’s good to
see you.” This all streamed from Ralph as he came around the
cubicle wall and gave Tucker a bear hug which Tucker returned
vigorously.

“Ralph, it’s good to see you, too. Yeah, I’m
retired and just touring around in an RV seeing the countryside and
enjoying life. We’re staying at the campground on Emerald Isle and
just came over here to eat breakfast and see you.”

“We? So you’re still married to what’s her
name?”

Tucker hesitated, then replied, “Janet, but
we divorced not too long after the last time I saw you. I’m
traveling with a wonderful lady I met while on the road. We’ve been
together for about six months or so and she’s just outside. I’ll go
get her if you have time to visit for a few minutes.”

Ralph smiled and said, “I didn’t really like
Janet anyways so go get this new one. Knowing you, she’s gonna be a
treat for these old eyes and I need some cheering up after this
damn inventory I’m doing.”

Tucker laughed and went outside to fetch
Susan, quickly returning with her in tow. Ralph gave Susan an up
and down look and then winked at Tucker saying, “Yep, she’s a
looker all right.” Susan initial response was an embarrassed look
and a demure smile as if she were unaccustomed to compliments from
blunt older gentlemen.

She blushed, then smiling at Ralph, responded
by turning to Tucker saying,” I thought you said he was old?” They
all laughed and relaxed at this.

The conversation went through the normal
catching up and eventually turned to current events on the island.
At this point Tucker asked Ralph, “Are you still the community
watch leader here on the island? Still close to the sheriff’s
department?”

Ralph nodded affirmatively and said, “I
thought you were retired. Still a cop on the inside, I guess.”

“Well, you know, once a cop always a cop.
Have you heard anything more about the body found on Shackleford
Banks? We read about it in the newspaper and I was wondering if it
might be anyone I knew from the old days.”

“I’m still close to the sheriff but the only
thing I’ve heard is that it’s the body of a Dingbatter who was down
to check on his place after the hurricane. They’re think the murder
was somewhere else and the body was dropped on the island. Beat to
death like the paper said and hurt pretty bad before he died. They
asked us on the island to be on the lookout for any strangers
around but you know how that is. Hell, you’re a stranger after all
these years.”

Tucker bit his lower lip as he thought about
this and then asked, “Do you know who it is, Ralph? Any chance you
knew him?”

“You can bet I knew him, I know everyone
here, but they wouldn’t tell me yet. When I find out, I’ll let you
know, if you give me your cell number.”

Tucker gave Ralph his number and he and Susan
left, vowing to come back and visit the next time they made it to
the island. As they drove back down toward the island bridge
heading toward Morehead City for some shopping, they were both
thinking about the murder of the island visitor and how horrible it
would be for the family back on the mainland when they were
notified. Expecting to hear about a second home being damaged when
the police arrived and actually being told of a murder would be
devastating, and they both wished they could do something to ease
the hurt.

Tucker said, “When they announce who the
victim is, maybe we can go visit the family and do something. Help
with arrangements, offer sympathy, something.”

“It’s really none of our business but we have
some time so maybe we could just drop by and lend an ear,
particularly if it’s someone you used to know.”

 


They drove into Morehead City eventually
finding a parking spot in spite of all the beach traffic. After
strolling the streets and checking out the waterfront, it was time
for lunch. They entered the next seafood place they came to, which
by its name offered the very best in clean seafood, and by the size
of the line to enter, made them think that the food must be good as
well. They sat down and were immediately approached by a nice
middle aged server whose nametag declared that she was to be
addressed as Savannah. Tucker bit his tongue to avoid commenting on
her being in the wrong city, as he was sure she had heard this
hundreds of time in the past and simply said, “Good afternoon,
Savannah. We’d like two teas and some sweetener for me. The lady is
not from around here and sweet is not her cup of tea.“ He chuckled
at his own terrible joke and Savannah merely smiled an ‘Oh,
Brother’ smile and went to fetch their drinks and some menus.

Tucker listened to the buzz in the room and
couldn’t help hearing the talk at the table just to the right. The
conversation he eavesdropped on was about the body found on the
island. It appeared that the identity was known by now and it had
been confirmed that it was a Dingbatter who lived in New Bern,
about an hour away toward the west. He strained to hear more,
without seeming too nosy, but finally just slid his chair over and
introduced himself and simply asked for more details. The couple
talking turned out to be part time Harkers Island residents who had
come over to the mainland for lunch and knew the local sheriff
who’d told them that the wife had been notified and thus he could
tell them as well. It turned out the murdered man was in his
sixties, rather than the younger age as reported earlier. The body
had been exposed for quite some time explaining the discrepancy in
the age estimate. Listening closely, Tucker finally interrupted and
asked the man’s name.

The lady said, ”Well, I suppose it’s all
right to tell you now since it’ll be in the paper tomorrow. His
name was George Stallings. They’re from New Bern. It’s so sad.
Stella must be just torn up. Their children are grown and gone. I
believe she was originally from New York. She’ll have no one to be
with her down here. Poor thing.”

Her husband spoke up then and said, “We need
to go up there and visit with her and see if we can help.”

As they rambled on, Tucker tried to place the
name and he finally concluded that he just didn’t know this couple.
He interrupted the couple to ask, “How long have they been here on
the island?”

The man thought for a few seconds and then
said, “I think they bought their place about 4 years after we got
ours. Maybe 6 years ago. Yes, 6 years ago.”

Tucker said, “I’m sorry I interrupted you but
I just wanted to see if perhaps the man was someone I knew from a
while ago when I visited Harkers quite a bit, but they came after I
quit visiting down here. You guys have a pleasant afternoon and
perhaps we’ll see you again.”

When Tucker and Susan had finished their meal
they left the restaurant, strolling down the waterfront toward
their vehicle looking at the fishing boats and the crowd of people
walking like they were, on this pleasant sunny fall day. Neither
spoke for a time, both feeling sympathy for the poor woman whose
life had just been turned upside down and how very lonely she must
be. After a while Susan spoke.

“Tucker, we’ve both been on vacation for
months now and I can see that while I thought you needed some time
relaxing, in fact
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