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I set a glass on the marble counter and paused for a moment. I stared out the large window looking out on Long Island Sound. The light was fading and the sky resembled a sodden bathmat. On clear days you could just make out the Connecticut shoreline, but not tonight.

I raised the crystal decanter and poured two fingers of my uncle’s bourbon. The liquor’s bite felt good and this chilly evening. 

Outside the wind whipped up in a loud whoosh. The denuded trees swayed. I sat down in a red club chair.

A fire crackled away in the massive stone fireplace.

Six months ago, my life felt as though it had fallen apart. I handled it by taking a powder and returning to my hometown of Wardenclyffe, New York. But it wasn’t home anymore. I hadn’t lived there in 20 years.

“I think that tropical island of yours has spoiled you.”

I turned to see my Uncle Henry in the entryway. He stood about six foot four with a mane of Snowy white hair. He wore a black chalk-stripe suit.

Uncle Henry went to the bar and poured himself a brandy.

“I’ve about had it with winter myself.”

I nodded.”

“Something on your mind, Vance?”

“Not really.”

I took a pull from my drink.

Uncle Henry settled into his chair.

“Then how much longer are you planning on doing this?”

“Doing what?”

“Staying here, drinking my booze and wallowing in self-pity You need to get on with your life.”

The wind howled. I looked out at the gray skies and barren trees once more. Then, I took out my phone and looked at the forecast for Hilton Head Island. It was 70 degrees and sunny. Why was I subjecting myself to this?

For the first time in half a year, I found myself longing for the warmth of the South Carolina Lowcountry. I could visualize the tall pines, the spreading live oaks with their scraggly beards of Spanish Moss, the palmettos, and the beaches.

Uncle Henry snapped me out of it.

“You’ve got to get on with your life, either up here or down there. In the words of Fleetwood Mac, you know how to pick up the pieces and go home?”

He was right.

An hour later, I was in an Uber headed to Laguardia Airport.
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STEPPING OUT OF THE Savannah-Hilton Head Airport was akin to landing on another planet. The air was warm, birds sang and the sky a brilliant azure. I had my Uber driver take the back way to Hilton Head Island via the Eugene Talmadge Memorial Bridge. I rolled down the window and savored the smell of the salt air.

The good feelings ebbed a bit when I reached my condo on South Forest Beach Road. I turned the key and let the door swing open. Realtors would call the place cozy; normal folks would call it cramped. It had a bedroom, a small galley kitchen, and a small living room. It was here I’d last seen Hannah.

The memory hit like a punch to the gut. I flashed back to the night my love of my life, Hannah Montague returned the ring and told me she couldn’t marry me. My job is too dangerous for her. Perhaps she was right, but still hurt. I’d dreamt of her many nights over the last six months. 

I tried hard to force it out of my mind. My phone shrilled. It was a message from J&S Auto Transport. I’d had to purchase a new vehicle after Eddie Sykes blew up my Lamborghini Murcielago. 

In my line of work, a plain vehicle that blends into traffic is best. Naturally when I got the insurance check, I’d found a Volcano Orange McClaren 650s. 

With a few strokes of a pen, the car was mine. I decided not to waste any time and headed to the DMV. Even that seemed better than brooding away in my empty condo. 

With my car legally registered, I headed east on Route 278 toward Hilton Head. This car was quick, but missed shifting my gears.

I’m not sure why, but when I reached the light for Buckingham Plantation Drive, I flicked the turn signal stalk and made the right. A moment later I rolled into Hannah’s apartment complex. I pulled up to her unit and killed the motor. 

In hindsight, I should’ve planned this better. You know, bought flowers, rehearsed what I was going to say before forgetting it, falling to my knees and begging her to come back. Oh well. I rang the bell.

A few minutes that seemed like hours passed. I was about to turn away when I heard the lock disengage. My heart raced. My hastily prepared speech exited my brain stage right. 

The door opened and before me stood a man of short, portly build looking to be in his late 70s at least.

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry, I was looking for Hannah.”

“Whom?”

“Hannah Montague?”

“I’m sorry, there’s no one here by that name.”

It was a palm-to-forehead moment. Just before the terrible events, Hannah had told me her lease was set to expire. She’d no doubt moved. As a private investigator, I knew I could find her. But could does not mean should.

Accepting defeat, I boarded the McClaren and sped back to the island. I told myself yet again, the pity party was over. 

Back at my pad, I showered and dressed in a pair of stonewashed jeans, a magenta dress shirt, and a black pinstriped jacket. I shod myself in loafers, no socks of course. I glanced in the mirror.

“I’m back, baby.”
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I STRUTTED THROUGH the door of Devane & Associates Asset Management with a confidence I hadn’t felt in some time. The front receptionist’s eyes widened.

“Mr. Devane! You’re back.”

“I am indeed. Do you know if the boss lady is in?”

“Yes, I believe Mrs. Devane is in her office.”

Mrs. Devane was of course my sister-in-law Maura. She is the founder and CEO of Devane and Associates Asset Management. It used to be Maura was the Asset Manager and I was the associate. But the firm has since grown and I’d been buying my way towards partnership.

I bounded up the stairs to the second floor. Maura’s purple-haired secretary Rebecca looked up from her fantasy novel.

“Mr. Devane! How wonderful to see you.”

“Lovely to see you too. Is the big cheese available?”

“I’ll check.”

She got the intercom and announced my presence.

“Tell him to come in,” I heard her say.

Without waiting for the green light from Rebecca, I opened the double doors leading to Maura’s inner sanctum.

“Vance! As I live and breathe!”

“I’m back baby!”

“Please take a seat.”

I sat down in one of the client chairs.

“I’m glad you’re back.”

“Not the response I was expecting.”

“Oh come now, you and I may not see eye to eye, but you provided a valuable service to our clients.”

I appreciated her attempt at blowing smoke up my skirt.

“As it is, the firm is growing and we’ve more sensitive matters to handle.”

“Have Eric and Danni been running things well?”

“They have, but they’ve been asking about you.”

I placed my hands on my heart.

“I’m touched.”

“Do I have your word that you’re ready to be back and you won’t flake out again?”

“You have my word.”

“Good. Care for a brandy?”

“But of course.”

Maura rose and strode over to a sideboard. She poured two snifters with a crystal decanter. She returned to her seat and raised her glass.

“Cheers to having you back.”

“Salute!”

We clinked and sipped.

I leaned back in my chair.

“Hannah moved away.”

Maura closed her eyes.

“Oh, yes. You didn’t hear, did you?”

“No, I haven’t. Care to enlighten me?”

“You sure you want to know?”

“Yes.”

Maura sipped her drink.

“Hannah moved to Charleston.”

“Did she now?”

“Yes. But that’s not all.”

“Thought not.”

“She’s engaged.”

The words stung but I tried not to let it show.

“Yes. To some old money son of her parents’ friends. He’s a lawyer you know?”

“Good for him. I wish them both well.”

Maura and I finished our drinks and I ventured down to my office.

The sensitive matters department inhabited a trio of offices clustered around a small anteroom on the second floor.

I found my second in command Danielle “Danni” Calvo in the anteroom retrieving a Fiji Water from our small fridge.

“Vance! You’re back!”

Before I could reply, she had me in a bear hug. Like me, Danni was from Long Island. She was ex-NYPD. We got on great.

“Is Eric in?”

“Nah, he’s at Starbucks using their wifi to get the goods on a blackmailer.”

“Oh ho.”

Eric Blake was the third member of the team, a real egghead. He was serving out his three years of working for a private investigator to get his PI license.

Before either of us could speak, the anteroom door swung open and a man about my age dressed in a black suit entered.

“May I help you?”

“God, I hope so.”
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