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Prologue
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My pulse quickened as I followed Sergeant McCook down the corridor. Our footsteps on the tile floor reverberated off the walls. A short, balding and bearded man clad in medical scrubs waited at the end of the hallway. He stood beside a door bearing a placard reading “Morgue, Authorized Personnel Only.” 

He regarded us.

“Good morning gentlemen,” he said. 

The Sergeant turned to him. 

“Can we skip the pleasantries, Rich?” 

“Very well.” 

Richard “Rich” Clevenger was the Jasper County medical examiner. He took a keycard from his pocket and held it to the reader. With a beep, the light turned from red to green and he opened the door. 

Before we entered, the sarge turned to me. 

“You’re sure you’re okay.” 

“I’m as okay as one can be in this situation.” 

“All right.” 

I entered the room last. The cold hit me first. The cloying smell assaulted my nostrils. The aroma of disinfectant hung heavy in the air. But it was masking another odor, the smell of death. 

Overhead, the fluorescent lights buzzed. Water dripped from a faucet. 

The walls were covered in white subway tiles. Not exactly welcoming. Large stainless steel drawers lined one wall. 

Clevenger opened one of the drawers, revealing a body beneath a sheet. 

“You ready, Mr. Devane?” 

“Yes.” 

He pulled the sheet back. 
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Six Days Earlier 

Ah, October on Hilton Head Island: I loved it. The weather was still spectacular, yet the tourists were gone and we locals had the place to ourselves for a while. On a warm Sunday morning, I brewed myself a cup of coffee and made the short walk to the beach. 

What a glorious morning it was. The sun shined bright in a cloudless azure sky. In a few hours I’d head over to my brother and sister-in-law’s place for brunch. But they were still in church and I had some time to kill. 

I leaned on the wooden railing at the end of the boardwalk and watched the gentle surf lap at the sand. Now this, my friends, was heaven. I stood there, blissfully unaware of the capricious events about to unfold. 

It was just a bit past eight and the temperature was hovering in the low 70s. The weather report called for highs in the low 80s for the next few days. You’d be hard-pressed to tell me Halloween was mere days away. 

With my coffee finished, I walked back to my condo. My fiance Hannah would be back from her church soon. It was time to get ready. I selected my favorite pair of blue jeans, a violet dress shirt, matching pocket square, and a pinstriped jacket. With a quick spritz of cologne I was ready. 

An hour or so later, the door opened. 

“Hello Hannah.” 

“Hi Vance.” 

“How was church?” 

“It was a nice service.” 

I could tell from her tone of voice she was still disappointed I chose not to join her. But, I’d made it clear to her from the start I’m a devout agnostic. Hannah’s a Methodist. We had an unspoken agreement that I wasn’t going to change her and she wasn’t going to change me. So we agreed to disagree. 

We shared a brief kiss before Hannah went to change. She’s of somewhat portly build with creamy complexion and ebony hair. Most times she dressed in a manner the kids called “goth.” 

Hannah wore a simple black dress, a pair of Birkenstock sandals and a pearl choker. 

I regarded her. 

“You ready?” 

“Absolutely.” 

I took her hand and walked her to my bright purple Lamborghini Murcielago and off we went. I zipped along William Hilton Parkway hitting every light green while Dua Lippa’s “Dance the Night” played on the radio. 

We arrived at my Arty and Maura’s beach house on Terra Bella Trace. It was a tall, narrow three story house with a rooftop terrace. 

As I crossed the long, wooden bridge spanning the marsh between the road and the house, I spotted a black Lincoln parked beside Maura’s Prius. 

“Oh boy.” 

“What is it, Vance?” 

“It appears Maura’s parents are joining us.” 

“Nothing wrong with that, is there?” 

I’d only met Maura’s folks and handful of times. Her father was a Presbyterian minister in Beaufort. Each Sunday, Arty, Maura and the kids made the trip to attend his church. 

“You see, they don’t exactly think too much of me.” 

“Gee, I wonder why.” 

“The last time I spent time with them was Thanksgiving several years ago. Yours truly enjoyed a bit too much Beaujolais Nouveau.” 

“Drink too much? You? Never!” 

“At any rate, it was after dinner, we were playing a game and in my loosened state I commanded their Alexa to play Butterfly by Crazy Town.” 

“No!” 

“Indeed, they were not amused.” 

Hannah laughed. 

And, as if someone within the deep recesses of my mind pushed the buttons on a jukebox, the song started playing in my head. 

I rang the bell. Maura answered. 

“Vance! Hannah! Glad you could make it.” 

“Thank you for having us,” I replied. 

“Nice to see you again,” Hannah said, busing Maura’s cheek. 

“Come on in.” 

Maura showed us in. 

The living room looked out onto the beach. Maura’s parents were drinking coffee while Arty cooked. 

Her father, the Rev. John Windsor Hodges rose. His hand clamped mine like a vise. 

“Vance! My word it’s been a while. How wonderful to see you again.” 

He spoke with all the sincerity of a used car salesman. 

“How have you been?” 

“Wonderful, and yourself?” 

“Oh, I can’t complain. And who is this young lady your with?” 

“This is my fiance Hannah Montague.” 

“Fiance? Vance, are you finally settling down?” 

Oh, the judgment of the clergy. I could tell already this brunch would be about as pleasant as prepping for a colonoscopy. 

I took Hannah’s hand. 

“This is John Hodges and his wife Martha.” 

“Delighted.” 

I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to see Maura. 

“Can I borrow you for a moment?” 

“Of course.” 

Maura turned to the others. 

“Excuse us for a moment.” 

She led me up the stairs to her home office. 

“Shut the door.” 

I obliged. 

“What's going on?” 

Maura leaned back on her desk and drew a deep breath. 

“About a year ago, I put my DNA into one of those genealogy websites.” 

“Okay, nothing wrong with that.” 

“I’m not nearly finished. What I tell you next must stay in strictest confidence.” 

“Maura, I assure you, I take the ‘private’ in private eye seriously.” 

I’d never seen Maura look like this. She was shaking, and her skin was pallid. 

“At any rate, I sent my DNA in, found out what I wanted to find and pretty well forgot about it. Then, out of the blue, I get this.” 

Maura spun her monitor around. 

The website was pulled up and a direct message showed on the screen. The message was from “ES.” I moved to the body. 

“You and I are a 50% match. If you want this kept quiet it will cost you.” 

I stared at the screen for a moment. 

“A 50% match? That means—” 

“Either a parent or a sibling.” 

“So that means one of two things. Either your parents are blackmailing you, highly unlikely. Or, one of your parents had a child out of wedlock.” 

Maura closed her eyes and shook her head. 

“Does your father know about this?” 

“Not as of yet. I don’t think I have to tell you what it would mean for his reputation.” 

“I think I get the picture. Let me guess, you want me to try and find this guy.” 

“You surmise correctly.” 

The room spun. I flopped down in one of the club chairs. Perhaps this would be a good time to explain. I work for Devane and Associates Asset Management. Maura is the asset manager and I’m the associate. My job is to handle “sensitive matters'' on behalf of the firm’s clients. If this wasn’t a sensitive matter, then I don’t know what is. 

“You realize any money you give this person is just a down payment.” 

“I know that, Vance.” 

“Do I have permission to talk to your father?” 

“Please avoid it if you can.” 

Great! Not only did she want me to handle this, but she wanted me to do it with a hand tied behind my back! 

“How about Sergeant McCook?” 

Another long sigh. 

“If you must.” 

*** 
[image: ]


AFTER WHAT HAD BEEN one of the most awkward meals of my life, Hannah and I were headed back to my place. I honestly felt little better. 

“What’s wrong, Vance?” 

“Nothing.” 

“You were really quiet during brunch. Something’s on your mind.” 

I slowed for the light at Shelter Cove. 

“I’m your fiance. You can tell me.” 

“All right, here goes.” 

I recounted everything Maura told me. 

Hannah looked at me wide eyed. 

“And she wants you to find this person?” 

“She does.” 

“And then what does she expect you to do?” 

“Do you really want to know?” 

“I don’t like it.” 

“What choice do I have?” 

“Best of luck to you.” 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 

Hannah smirked. 

We rounded Sea Pines Circle and headed east on Pope Avenue toward Coligny. We soon arrived at my condo off South Forest Beach Road. 

Once inside, I went straight to the fridge and retrieved a cold bottle of IPA. After that brunch, I needed a good stiff drink. I sat down in my club chair and took a gulp of my beer. 

Hannah regarded me. 

“Thank you for getting one for me.” 

“Oh!” 

I set my beer down and started to get up. 

“It’s okay, Vance, I got it.” 

Hannah grabbed a White Claw. I don’t know how she drank those things. She sat down on the sofa, slid her feet out of her sandals and placed them in my lap. Almost without thought, I started massaging them. 

“That feels delightful.” 

Hannah usually spent the weekends at my place before returning to her apartment in Bluffton. It was a nice arrangement for the time being. 

“Vance, are you all ready for the big Halloween bash this Saturday at
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