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The years had been a friend to her, that was for sure. Her seductive brown eyes scanned the room. She flashed a nervous smile, revealing teeth white as piano keys.

I raised my martini to my lips and sipped as I regarded the lithe brunette seated opposite me. She wore a"go-to" little black dress and a pair of high-heeled strappy sandals. Both her nails and lips were the color of a fine Cabernet. 

We were dining Ombra on that fine March afternoon. We perused our menus, trying to avoid the white elephant in the room.

I set my glass down.

"Want to tell what this is all about, Lisa?"

She set her menu aside.

"What makes you think this is about something?"

People's insistence on jumping through these conversational hoops mystifies me. Nevertheless, I obediently jumped.

"Let's see, we had a fling back in '04, but haven't seen each other since. Then, out of nowhere, you slide into my Facebook DMs and offer to stand me lunch for starters. That and you look like you have something on your mind."

Lisa clasped her hands together and laid them on the table. 

"We had our fun. Didn't we, Vance?"

"Indeed we did."

I wasn’t counting on any more such “fun.”

"The truth is, Vance, this isn't a social call."

Really? I had no idea.

"I heard you’re a private investigator these days.”

“You heard correctly.”

"A few days ago, my sister and my father argued and she came down here."

I put a hand up.

"Let me just stop you right there. First, you’re not a client of Devane and Associates. Second, I don't handle domestic cases."

You have to understand, Lisa Ventura had three sisters. The Ventura's were a wealthy family out of Chicago who were capable of Kardashian-level drama. No Bueno, my friends!

"Hear me out! I’m buying you lunch. It’s the least you could do."

She was her father’s daughter. I acquiesced and sipped my drink.

"My sister met a guy down here, Randy Caswell. Father doesn't approve, but she is smitten with him."

"Sounds to me like Angela and your father got into it. She finally had enough of him and took a powder. Not much I can do."

Undaunted, Lisa continued.

"I thought that myself. So, I came down here to talk some sense into her and I found this."

She passed an envelope across the table.

"I assume you're at the family place in Wexford."

"You assume correctly."

I pried the envelope open with a fork and used a napkin to lift it. A typewritten note dropped to the table.

"We have your sister. We won't harm her if you follow our instructions. No cops!"

Being careful not to touch the paper, I slid the note into the envelope again.

"How many people have touched this?"

"Just me."

"Okay, good. You understand this is a matter for the police, right?"

"You read the note."

She had a valid point.

"So take me through it. I need dates and times."

"Are you agreeing to take the case?"

"It appears I am."

"Angela left home on the eighth. Dad said she wouldn’t return calls or texts all day on the ninth and 10th. I volunteered to come down here to look for her. I got in on the 11th and no sign of her."

"When did you get that note?"

"Found I on the front doorstep this morning."

"And today's the 13th. Figure she got here very late on the eighth or early on the ninth. That narrows things down a bit. Have you tried contacting her?"

"Of course! Her phone goes straight to voicemail every time!"

"All right, I'll do what I can."

The waiter arrived to take our orders. I selected Tagliatelle alla Bolognese. Lisa chose Linguine alla Mediterranea. I chose a fine bottle of Amarone to wash it all down. Throughout our meal,

we caught up. In the end, I picked up the check, entertaining clients you see. Just wait until my sister-in-law saw the expense report!

Perhaps this would be a good time to explain, I'm employed by my sister-in-law Maura Devane's firm, Devane & Associates Asset Management. She is the Asset Manager and I'm the associate.

As I alluded to above, I'm the head and sole member of the Sensitive Matters department. I handle inquiries our wealthy clients can't go to the police with and want to be kept out of the gossip column. 

***
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I BID LISA VENTURA farewell and slid behind the wheel of my bright purple Lamborghini Murcielago. I sped along William Hilton Parkway towards Sea Pines Circle with my head swimming. Sure the billable hours would be nice, but I found myself murmuring Bogie's "Of All the Gin Joints" speech under my breath!

The weather was warming up rapidly and the tourists arriving. The traffic on Pope Avenue would certainly attest to this. 

I arrived at my condo complex and parked beneath my unit. I noticed Hannah's GMC Acadia was out. She must still have been at her office, or stuck in bridge traffic. 

Hannah Montague, my light of love, had been staying with me since a bit of unpleasantness last December. I loved having her there despite my condo being what realtors would describe as "cozy" and normal folk "microscopic." But I digress.

Once inside, I commanded my Alexa to play Steely Dan and grabbed a cold bottle of IPA from the fridge. I took my Mac Book and my beer to the balcony and listened to Deacon Blues whilst starting my homework on one Randy Casswell.

Thanks in no small part to the internet and social media, we live in a world where privacy is a mere illusion.  My hope was Randy Casswell had given in to the temptation to overshare. I loaded Facebook and searched for his name. 

Pay dirt! There was one Randy Casswell in the Hilton Head Area. He had a gelled mop of brown hair and a goatee. His occupation was listed as "mobile car detailer."

One would think I could go confront the man here and now. That's a rookie mistake. Instead, I scanned through his friends list. To my pleasant surprise, I had a mutual friend! One Jeff Crowder my favorite bartender at the Tiki Hut. That establishment was within walking distance of my pad. I suddenly found myself in the mood for Pina Colada. 

The front door swung open.

"Vance!"

"That you Hannah?"

I turned and saw her in the entryway. Hannah is a lovely woman with a portly yet buxom build, chin-length ebony hair, and pretty eyes. But she looked a tad perturbed.

"Who was she?"

Uh oh! I played dumb.

"Who was whom?"

"The woman you were having lunch with at Ombra."

See what I mean about privacy being an illusion? Having done nothing wrong, I opted for the truth.

"A client. How did you even know?"

"A friend who bar tends there. She told me she saw you with an ex."

As if this case wasn't already giving me an acid stomach! Now I needed a drink!

"That's true. Years ago we had the briefest of flings."

"And now you're working for her? I don't like it."

"Neither do I for that matter, but I have bills to pay."

Hannah closed her eyes for a moment.

"You promise you're not cheating on me?"

"My right hand to God."

"You're an atheist."

"Agnostic."

"I trust you."

"I appreciate that."

I drew her into an embrace and hugged her tightly. 

"Hannah, you in the mood for a Pina Colada?"
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The Tiki Hut sits on the edge of Coligny Beach. It's part of a resort but others come in and wet their whistles too. The place was busy but not "height of the season" busy and we snagged a pair of stools at the bar.

Jeff saw us and his face lit up. Bartenders remember their regulars, especially the generous tippers.

"Vance! What can I get you?"

"Two pina colladas my good man."

"You got it."

Jeff prepared our drinks. I took a moment to admire Hannah. She wore a lilac blouse and a black skirt. She'd kicked off her Birkenstock sandals and rested her bare feet on the lower rung of her stool. I took her hand in mine. 

Jeff brought our drinks.

I turned to Hannah.

"Salute!"

We bumped cups and sipped.

"How are they?" Jeff asked.

"Tastes like summer."

He turned to leave.

"Hey, Jeff."

He spun around.

"What do need?"

"You know a Randy Casswell?"

"Yeah, I know him. Why do ask?"

"Lisa Ventura's in town and thinks her sister may be with him."

"Lisa Ventura? She the one whose father walked in on you licking Kahlua off her—"

"Yes, the same."

It was a rather embarrassing affair. I'd just poured Kahlua on Lisa's toes and was proceeding to lick it off when her father walked in to tell Lisa to get ready for church!

"Anyway, Randy Casswell."

"Oh yeah, met him a few times. Works as a car detailer. But he has Champaign tastes on
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