Canal Island, South Carolina 2015

When Scott and Kate Hagan decided to replace their family room furniture, they shopped online looking for the best deal. Their large beige stucco house had cost more than a million dollars and boasted an elevator, a wrought iron balcony and staircases and had a swimming pool in the midst of its lush gardens. However, they had worked hard for their money and couldn’t stop a lifelong habit of bargain hunting. 

DEAL MARK had a 70% mark down on genuine leather wingback chairs so Kate ordered two.  A few days later four chairs arrived in two separate crates. When Kate called the store to advise them of the error, a representative told her that someone would pick up the extra one when they next delivered in the area. 

The retired couple, both still young in their mid-fifties, were average in looks- both had medium well-toned bodies. Scott was an easy going blue eyed blonde, while Kate was dark haired with brown eyes. She seemed anxious most of the time. They were childless.

A week later, Kate’s sister Terry, came for a visit. “I’m going to Goodwill to look for a used microwave for the homeless shelter where I volunteer. Want to come along?”

“I can save you a trip. There’s a microwave in the garage that’s going to Goodwill. Want to take a look at it? It still works. We may have to move a crate out of the way.” 

Terry and Kate looked almost like twins, except that Terry was taller and slimmer than her big sister. In the garage, Kate told Terry about the chair delivery mix-up. When they moved the large crate, Kate said, “This box feels empty. It’s so light.”

“You’re right. DEAL MARK said they shipped two extra chairs by mistake and they would pick up the second one for reshipment. That was a week ago.”

After they moved the crate away from the front of the work table to get at the microwave, Terry noticed a u-shaped hole about three feet square. Kate came around to see. 

“It looks like a big doggie door.” They suddenly felt frightened. “Terry, let’s go back inside and call Scott. He’s walking Buddy.”

They moved quickly to the door leading into the house. Kate slammed the door, locked it and armed the alarm system, scared witless of what, she had no idea. She trembled as she called her husband. Terry stood motionless, looking bewildered and unable to place her feeling of dread. Who had cut the hole in the big box?

Scott was a few streets away with Buddy, the three year old Yorkie he never expected to love when Kate brought him home from the shelter.

“Scott, you need to come home right away! Terry and I went into the garage to get the microwave that we were going to donate, and we moved the crate that was supposed to have the other two chairs in it. That’s when Terry noticed a small door cut in the back of it!”

“What? Slow down, Honey. What in the world? Never mind, Buddy and I will be right there.” Five minutes later Scott and Buddy rushed in the front door, setting off the alarm. The three of them tried to make sense of what was happening and Scott took the elevator up to the second floor to retrieve a hand gun and flash light. 

Kate and Terry stood near the cars in the double garage while Scott and Buddy went to the area where they kept stored items. Scott inspected the cut before he used a crow bar to open the crate. Shining his light, he noticed that the bottom of the crate was lined with a layer of soft sponge.

“I think we better call the police and report this. I have no idea what it means.” Buddy was also inspecting the crate. He sniffed his way to the side door. Scott called him to come inside.

“Kate, can you find the invoice for the chairs that we ordered? I think a stowaway may have been in that crate.”

Kate looked stricken. Terry and Scott calmed her down by reminding her that it was currently empty. “If we had opened that one first, we may have been murdered by whoever was in there!”

 Scott dialed the police and asked for an officer to be sent to his home.

“Is this an emergency?”

Scott said it wasn’t and told the dispatcher about what he had found in the crate.

“An officer will be there shortly, sir.”

The police arrived from Hilton Head. Canal Island isn’t big enough to have its own police station. It’s a small community with homes on one acre lots that sell for one million dollars and up. Some of the homes sit on lots near deep water and the docks, while other homes are on lots near the manmade lakes. There is rarely any crime on the gated island of upscale homes which has a security guard on duty from 8:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. daily.

Thirty minutes later the doorbell rang. Scott answered the intercom. “Who is it?”

“Officer Allen and Rex from the Hilton Head police department.”

“Great! I’ll open the garage and meet you there, Officer.”

Officer Allen, about 30, had a military bearing that gave away his background. One look assured everyone that he knew his business. His canine partner was a sturdy German Shepherd.  Rex led his handler to the box with Scott right behind. 

“I used a crowbar to pull the cut area away after my wife and her sister found the opening today.”

Rex immediately sniffed around the crate and went toward the side door of the garage where he gave a sharp bark. 

“Sir, I need to call for backup and get the SLED unit out here because someone could have been transported in the box- maybe an illegal immigrant or even a terrorist. Are your wife and sister-in-law inside? I need to take a statement from them, and I’ll need a copy of the shipping invoice for my records.” 

“Sure, I’ll have my wife print a copy on the computer.”

Scott walked to the nearest intercom.  “Honey, would you and Terry come out here? Please bring the invoice with you. Leave Buddy inside.”

“Sir, is Buddy a dog?”

“Yes, we have a Yorkie named Buddy.”

“Did you and your wife hear anything unusual after the delivery?”

“No, but come to think of it, we heard Buddy barking after we went upstairs about 9 p.m.  I looked out the window, and checked the alarm. It was armed. I didn’t see anyone, so I went back to bed to read. Buddy stopped barking.”

“What company delivered the crates?”

“KYA freight out of Hilton Head.”

“Do you still have their telephone number?”

“Yes, it should be on the invoice. I’ll get it.”

“Didn’t you think it was strange that you hadn’t heard from the vendor with reshipment information?”

“No, Kate told me that she received an email after the delivery that stated the company would pick up the next time they were in the neighborhood, probably in a week or so.”

“Is anything missing from the garage, sir?”

“No, everything seems to be in order.”

 The women came into the garage. “Mrs. Hagan, do you still have the email that you received? I’ll need a copy of it, please.”

“Of course, Officer. Coming up!”

“While I’m waiting for the others to arrive, I’m going to check with your neighbors to see if any of them saw anything. He motioned to Rex.”

***

 “Doug, I wonder what’s going on at the Hagan’s.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Look. Two more police cars just went over there along with an unmarked car and truck. Something is up, and I don’t think it’s a break in.” 

“No, that’s too much firepower for a burglary.”

Officer Allen walked across the street to speak with Doug and Sarah who lived adjacent on the north side of the cul-de-sac. A retired couple who had taught school on Hilton Head, and one of the first to buy into the new development, they were curious about the disturbance across the way.

“We were not home during that time,” said Sarah, in answer to Allen’s question. “Officer, what is this about?”

“I’m just checking with some of the neighbors to see if anyone saw a stranger in the area that night after furniture was delivered to the Hagan’s.”

“I’m sorry we can’t help you.”

“If you think of anything, please call.” He handed her his card.

As she watched him re-cross the street, Sarah picked up her phone. “I’m calling Alice, the neighborhood watch coordinator, to see if she knows anything.” Sarah was peering out of her living room window watching the men going into the Hagan’s garage.

Rick Gorman, a SLED technician, was busy dusting for fingerprints on the recycle bin and the inside and outside of the doorknob leading out of the garage. Another SLED technician bagged the crate to transport back to the SLED lab for inspection. Officer Allen, along with two other officers, followed Rex to the back around the lake behind the Hagan’s house, tracking the path the suspected stowaway may have taken. 

Meanwhile, Scott, Kate and Terry went over their story again with Simon Russell, the agent in charge. Agent Russell transcribed all of the information on a tablet, and he took copies of the email and invoice from the purchase of the chairs as well. He spoke to no one in particular.

“The email address for seller was registered in India, but the shipment came from Mondale, California.”    

***

Several hours had passed. Some of the neighbors were curious about what was going on at the Hagan house. The police officers and Rex returned after about an hour of searching in the nearby woods. Officer Allen told Agent Russell that Rex tracked the scent to the back street of Canal Parkway where it ended. 

A few neighbors had gathered near the south side of the cul-de-sac. They noticed two men carrying a crate wrapped in red plastic. It was placed in the van. The policemen got into their vehicles, two men in the black van followed, as well as another unmarked black car.

Alice came driving around the north side of the cul-de-sac toward the Hagan’s house, while the other vehicles left from the south side. She parked in the driveway as Scott walked toward her.

She rolled down her window. “Hi Scott, I got a call from a neighbor who said something was going on that involved law enforcement.”

“Yes, Alice. We bought two chairs from DEAL MART online. They shipped four chairs in two separate crates. Kate called to let them know and a furniture store representative in New York told her that we would be contacted with reshipment information. That was two weeks ago. Today Kate and her sister were in the garage when they noticed the crate had been cut open, and it was empty. The police think it may have had a stowaway in it.”

“Oh my, it’s a good thing you and Kate didn’t open it!”

“Yeah, I hate to think what might have happened to us. I’m planning to write an article in the Homeowner’s newsletter to alert the residents of Pine View. As president, I try to write something every month, but I don’t want to cause undue concern because the police seem to think the individual left the area. However, we should keep a close watch for suspicious activity.” 

“I’ll pass the information to the neighbors. I’m sure that I’ll get some more calls. I’ll have the neighborhood watch guards make hourly rounds through the neighborhood. I’m glad that you and Kate are okay. There are so many things going on in this country right under our noses. We can’t be too careful.”

“No, I agree. Take care.”

Scott entered the garage as the sisters were picking up the microwave for Terry to take home. Scott took the oven from them and placed it in the back seat of Terry’s car while they hugged good-bye. 

“Honey, I’m going to take Buddy for his evening walk around the lake in the back. Put the alarm on when we leave and try not to worry.”

“I’ll make us some soup and a sandwich for supper.”

“Sounds good! We’ll be back shortly.”  

Scott saw Brad West, a neighbor from across the lake, feeding the fish that had been stocked by the Homeowners’ Association. He was casually dressed and looked like a typical resident.  

