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I stirred as dawn’s first light streamed through the condensation-streaked windows. I reached for my phone as my surroundings came into focus. It was nearing 7:30.

Angie slipped her arm around me. The warmth of her body against mine tempted me to disregard the lateness of the hour.

“My love, I must be going.”

She stroked my leg with her toes.

“Stay.”

“I wish I could, but the traffic going onto the island will be murder.”

I turned to her and gazed into her deep brown eyes.

“Must you really go to Greenwood?”

“Yeah, I do. It sucks.”

Angie, or more properly Deputy Inspector Angelina Reyes handled major cases for the State Law Enforcement Division or SLED.

“You and I both knew this going in.”

That was true. Angie was stationed in the Hilton Head Area most of the time, but she was often sent where she was needed.

She drew me closer, caressing my leg with her foot.

“Come on. One more time before I go?”

There isn’t a straight man alive who could’ve passed that up. An hour of stormy, passionate lovemaking later, I took my leave.

I jumped into my bright “Volcano Orange” McLaren 650S and sped west along Route 278. Traffic thickened as I neared the bridges to Hitlon Head. Surprisingly it didn’t let up once I took the split for the Cross Island.

As I neared the site of the former toll plaza, I knew why.

“Damnable rubberneckers!”

On the far side of the roadway, a vehicle had slammed into a palmetto tree. There were several emergency vehicles with the lights ablaze. 

“Let’s all get a good look!”

I rolled into the offices of Devane and Associates Asset Management fashionably late. Perhaps I should explain, my sister-in-law, Maura is the asset manager and I am one of the associates. I head a small department that handles “sensitive matters” on behalf of our wealthy clients.

I oversaw a small staff. Danielle “Danni” Calvo, like me, was a transplanted New Yorker. Being a former New York City cop, she was my second in command. She’d come to us thinking she’d be chasing after cheating spouses, but had been disabused of that notion on several occasions.

Eric Blake was the egghead. There wasn’t a computer system he couldn’t crack. He was working for us in order to obtain his own PI license.

We occupied a trio of offices at one corner of the second floor. I entered our anteroom to find Danni straightening the magazines on the side table.

“Any calls?” I asked.

She shook her head. 

Business had been slow since the events of the previous spring. Maura was happy. She’d started the Sensitive Matters department with the intent that I would be chasing after philanderers and not ruthless criminals. We were bored out of our minds.

Little did we know, our prayers were to be answered just before we left for the night. It was closing in on 4:30. Eric had already departed and Danni and I were about to do the same. The door to the anteroom opened and in strode a man with long sandy hair and a neatly trimmed beard.

I set down the sheaf of papers in my hand and regarded the fellow.

“May I help you?”

“God, I hope so.”

His voice was shaking and his skin pallid.

Danni gestured for him to sit and retrieved a bottle of water from our mini fridge.

He accepted the beverage, removed the cap and took a long swig.

“Thank you.”

I turned to him.

“You said you hoped we could help you. I assume you know what we do.”

He nodded.

“I know exactly what you do. That’s why I’m here. My wife and I are...were clients of this firm for quite a while.”

I needed this gentleman to start making sense and fast.

“Were you not satisfied with the firm’s services?”

“Oh no, far from it.”

“Then what exactly did you mean by ‘were’?”

“My wife is dead.”

I wasn’t expecting that.

“I’m very sorry to hear that sir.”

He nodded.

“That’s why I’m here.”

Danni and I gave each other a look.

“She died in a car crash this morning. But it was no accident.”

He took another long swig of water.

I raised my hand.

“Sir, take a moment and gather yourself.”

“I know how crazy this sounds.”

“Why don’t you start by telling us your name?”

“Oh! Yes...right! My name is Drew Conway. My wife is...was Dr. Faith Conway.”

“Go on.”

“Anyway, she is...was a cancer researcher at the Medical University of South Carolina. We have a weekend place down here on Hilton Head. She left for Charleston around five this morning. I got the call a few hours later. They’d found her in the wreckage of her car on the Cross Island.”

It clicked.

“I passed the wreck this morning.”

Danni cleared her throat.

“Accidents with fatalities always take time to process. But what makes you think this was no accident?”

Drew ran his fingers through his hair.

“Last night, I overheard Faith on the phone having a rather heated conversation with her partner, Dr. Harry Caldwell.”

Danni shifted in her seat.

“Any idea what they were talking about?”

“I don’t know how much I should say.”

I steepled my fingers.

“The more you tell us, the more likely we can help you. Everything you tell us will be kept in the strictest confidence.”

Drew exhaled.

“Okay, Faith and Harry were on the verge of something huge. Potential cure for pancreatic cancer.”

I looked at him wide-eyed. Pancreatic cancer was essentially a death sentence.

“Wow! That would be a game changer. What were they arguing about? This Caldwell character and your wife?”

“I only heard bits and pieces. The gist of it sounded like Harry was all gung ho to publish their findings but Faith wanted to run more tests.”

“I see.”

“I did hear Faith say Harry needed to ‘stay in line’.”

“Oh ho. Any idea what she meant?”

“None.”

I turned to Danni.

“Mind if my partner and I talk in my office for a moment?”

Drew nodded.

Danni and I entered my office and shut the door.

“Vance, are you seriously going to take this guy’s money?”

“We could use the business.”

“Just when I was starting to think you had scruples.”

“We’ll do what we can for him.”

Danni sighed.

“I’ll get the paperwork.”

***
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AFTER LEAVING THE OFFICE, I jumped into the McLaren, rounded Sea Pines Circle and made the turn onto Palmetto Bay Road. I was on my way to the scene of the accident. I had no idea what I hoped to find. But, sometimes in this line of work you don’t know what you’re looking for until you find it.

I reached the Charles E. Fraser Bridge over Broad Creek and the start of the Cross Island Parkway. A short ways passed the exit for Spanish Wells Road, I hit the four ways and pulled onto the shoulder.

There was a pair of ruts in the grassy verge of the highway. I snapped a photo. The ruts veered towards a palmetto tree. Said tree was streaked with blue paint. I photographed this too.

I turned to the road. No tire marks. I thought that was peculiar. Just as I was about to snap a photo, a Beaufort County Sheriff’s cruiser pulled up behind my McLaren, blue lights flashing. The deputy stepped out.

“I ought to write you for stopping illegally.”

“A pleasure to see you too, Sarge.”

Sergeant Brian McCook and I went way back to my NCIS days. We’d worked a fair number of cases together to our mutual benefit. But sometimes we get on like an old married couple.

“What the hell are you doing out here?”

“Working a case.”

“Ah jeez! Don’t tell me Drew Conway got you with his crackpot theory.”

See what I mean?

“Fine, I won’t tell you.”

“You’re actually taking the guy’s money? I should arrest you for robbery.”

I spread my hands.

“I’ll admit, it looks like your run-of-the-mill car wreck at first blush.”

“Because that’s just what it was.”

“Why aren’t there any skid marks on the road?”

“Maybe someone cut her off and she veered into the grass out of instinct.”

I took another glance at the ruts.

“It looks like she made quite a sharp turn. And why didn’t she break before hitting the wall?”

“I couldn’t tell you. It wasn’t my case. But I can tell you we’ll have a better idea when we get the autopsy report.”

The Sarge returned to his cruiser and drove off. He’d never admit it, but I have an eye for these things. 

I jumped back in the McLaren and headed back to my condo on South Forest Beach Road. Once there, I packed a suitcase and booked a room at the Mills House in downtown Charleston. I departed a short while later. My plan was to question Dr. Harry Caldwell first thing in the morning.
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