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Hannah stood in the yellowish glow of the breezeway lights. She wore a black dress and Birkenstock sandals, but it wasn’t the outfit that caught my attention — it was the way she hesitated at the threshold, as though unsure she should be here.

I studied her for a long moment.

“What are you doing here?”

Her brown eyes flicked past me toward the parking lot, almost as if she were checking someone hadn’t followed her. 

“I... I was in town...and I needed to see you.”

I gestured for her to enter, though a part of me knew this was a mistake. She slipped out of her sandals and padded into my living room, her bare feet whispering against the hardwood.

“The truth is, Vance... I haven’t been able to get you off my mind since we ran into each other at the Mills House.”

I froze, the words heavy in the air. What was I supposed to say? That you’re married? That you shouldn’t be here? That I have someone waiting for me at home?

“Would you care for a glass of wine?” I offered, the pretense of civility barely masking my unease.

“I’d love one.”

I set aside the beer I’d been reaching for, uncorked a bottle of Pinot Noir, and poured two glasses. She settled onto the sofa, and I sat beside her, every nerve on alert.

We sipped in awkward silence, the storm outside beginning to rumble softly, distant but insistent. Then I saw the tear slide down her cheek.

“Are you crying?”

She nodded, looking away. I felt the old ache tighten in my chest.

I set my glass down and slipped an arm around her. She leaned into me, her head resting on my shoulder, and I could feel the tension in her body, tight as a drawn bow.

“I never should’ve let you go.”

I thought of the man she’d married — a cretin who looked as though his fitness regimen consisted of Botox and Ozempic, and whose presence could ruin any sense of calm. I should have told her to leave, to go back to Charles Rutledge the Third. She had made her choice once.

Of course, I did none of that.

I pulled her into my lap, hand tracing the curves of her thickly-built legs. Every rational part of my brain screamed at me to stop. But another organ, less cautious and infinitely more persuasive, had assumed the thinking duties.

She leaned closer, her warmth pressing against me. I caressed her foot, played with her toes, feeling the small, familiar pulse of life there.

“You haven’t changed a bit, Vance.”

I commanded my Alexa to play some music, and Cannons’ “Talk Talk” began to fill the room. I drew her in, and our lips met in a long, deep kiss. Our tongues mingled, hot and desperate, and for a moment the world outside ceased to exist.

Even then, I was aware of the storm outside, of the shadows that danced across the walls. Every instinct told me this was reckless, dangerous — and yet it felt inevitable.

Moments later, we were in the bedroom. Hannah slipped slowly out of her dress, eyes wary, lips trembling with anticipation and something else — fear, maybe, or guilt.

I disrobed, holding her close, tracing the lines of her body, memorizing the curves I had longed for in absence and in memory. The feel of her against me was magnetic, almost painful in its intensity.

We made stormy, passionate love, the world reduced to the rhythm of our bodies and the sound of thunder outside. In the afterglow, I held her close, feeling the subtle pressure of her foot against my calf, a quiet intimacy that grounded us both.

Eventually, sleep claimed us. I woke hours later alone, her sandals still at the door like a silent warning.

Coffee in hand, I tried to shake the lingering sense of unease. This wasn’t just a tryst; it was a crossing of lines that could not be uncrossed. And yet, even as guilt gnawed at me, part of me hoped she would return.

*** 
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I ARRIVED AT THE OFFICES of Devane & Associates Asset Management at eight a.m. sharp. Perhaps I should explain, my sister-in-law, Maura, is the asset manager and I am an associate. I head a small department known as “Sensitive Matters.” It’s my job to handle issues where our wealthy clients can’t, or won’t, bring to the authorities.

My department has a trio of offices clustered around an anteroom. I was the first of the team to arrive and I turned on the lights. I brewed a cup of coffee and sat at my desk chair. I started replaying the events of the previous night.

So immersed I was in deep thought, I didn’t hear Danni enter.

“Morning, Vance!”

I jumped.

“Whoa! Did I startle you?”

“Indeed, I have a bit on my mind.”

Danielle “Danni” Calvo was one of my investigators and my right hand woman. Like me, she was a New York transplant. Before coming to Hilton Head, she’d been a narcotics detective with the NYPD.

“It’s not like you to be jumpy. What’s on your mind?”

“Hannah.”

“Hannah, your ex? Don’t tell me you’re beating yourself up over that again!”

“She came to my place last night.”

“Shut up!”

“I’m serious.”

“And what did you do?”

I gave her the PG-13 version of the previous evening’s exploits.

“You slept with her? After she broke your heart like that!”

“Admitedly it was poor judgement on my part. But, she was somewhat justified in ending our relationship. I mean I man sent to prison nearly killed her.”

“She’s married! And you have Angie!”

“Angie and I are not exclusive, at least not yet.”

“At this rate you never will be.”

Danni sat in one of the client chairs.

“Look, I’m no shrink, but you’ve gotta move on from her. Tell her to go to hell the next time she shows up.”

I knew Danni was right. 

Before the conversation could go further, a man in a crisp black suit entered the anteroom. He was tall and slender with short, graying-black hair. I put him in his mid 40s.

I rose to greet him.

“May I help you?”

“I hope so. You’re the private investigators, right?”

“Indeed. I’m Vance and this is my partner Danni.”

He shook our hands.

“My name is Howard MacMullan, but please call me Harry.”

I gestured for him to enter my office.

He took a seat in a client chair.

I spread my hands.

“How may we be of service?”

MacMullen crossed his legs.

“The problem is my mother. You see, my father passed away about a year ago.”

I rested my hands on the desk.

“I’m terribly sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you. Anyway, after my father’s passing, my mother came down here to live me.”

Danni folded her arms.

“Where’d you move from?”

“Boston. I’ve been down here since 2014, but I’d been trying to convince mom and dad for some time. At any rate, dad left us a substantial amount of money.”

I took a sip of coffee.

“Interesting.”

“Anyway, mother hasn’t been the happiest down here. So I suggested she try online dating and she actually signed up! She met somebody right away. A man named Edward. Oh, how mother just gushes about Edward. I hadn’t seen her so happy in ages. And I was happy for her. Then I started seeing the red flags.”

Danni leaned in.

“What sort of red flags.”

“Well, I got a load of this Edward’s profile picture. He looks youngger than me! I mean know offense to my mom, but she’s 68 years old! I’m sorry but nobody that young’s going to be into her.”

Danni and I exchanged a look. We both knew where this was going.

“Then I come to find out this Edward guy’s somewhere in Africa. Every time he’s supposed to fly home, there’s a problem and he needs money. Your sister-in-law raised the alarm on the amount of money she’s sending this guy!”

I steepled my fingers.

“How much has Edward taken her for?”

“About 20 grand so far.”

Danni let out a whistle.

“Wow.”

“Yeah, wow. Anyway, I don't need to tell you my mother’s getting taken but she won’t listen to reason!”

I spread my hands.

“So what do you need from us?”

“I want you to find out who this Edward guy really is. Maybe with some hard evidence, I can finally get mom to listen!”

I knew Eric Blake, the third member of our team and the resident egg head would make short work of this.

I rose from my chair.

“Mr. MacMullen.”

“Harry, please.”

“Harry, proving Edward is a fake should be a simple matter. Convincing your mother may be a taller order. She thinks Edward is real and it would be devastating to her to face the truth.”

“I realize that, Mr. Devane.”

“Call me Vance, please.”

“I know my mother may still bury her head in the sand, but at least with the evidence I can go to the courts or something!”

Danni and I exchanged looks.

“Would you mind giving my partner and I a moment?”

“Of course.”

MacMullen excused himself.

Danni shut the door behind him.

“So? What do you think?”

I reclined in my seat and steepled my fingers.

“I think Eric could crack this one blindfolded."

“Got that right.”

“Let’s get him on the phone.”

Eric, was unfortunately stuck at home with a bad case of Covid 19. I dialed his number and he answered on the third ring.

“Yeah?” he said in a raspy tone.

I put him on speaker and gave him the rundown of our latest case.

He chuckled before bursting into a coughing fit.

“Come on! Give me a hard one!”

I leaned over the desk.

“So you can get the goods on this scammer?”

“All I need is Momma’s user name and I can do the rest.”

I rang off and invited Mr. MacMullen back in.

“Harry, after consulting with my computer expert, we’re going to take your case.”

“Wonderful!”
“We’ll need your mother’s dating site username and we can handle the rest.”
“Splendid.”

Danni and I
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