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Cleetus "Cleet" Wetmore was born dirt poor in Allendale County, South Carolina. At the age of 23, he used his meager inheritance to purchase a 20-year-old bulldozer along with an equally antediluvian truck and trailer to haul it around.

Forty years later, Wetmore Grading and Site Prep was the largest such firm in the South Carolina Low Country. There wasn’t a cubic yard of earth moved in the Hilton Head area without Cleet’s hand in it.

I met Cleet for lunch at the Bluffton Room on an overcast April afternoon. Cleet had been a long-time customer of Devane & Associates Asset Management and he required my services.

Perhaps this would be a good time to explain. My sister-in-law, Maura Devane is the asset manager, I am the associate. My job is handling “sensitive matters” on behalf of clients who can’t or won’t go to the police.

Cleet was a tall man of broad build. He had a shock of white hair and a matching handlebar mustache. He wore a tan jacket, jeans, and a bolo tie. He was a redneck in a world of blue bloods.

We’d barely taken our seats when he started in.

“I’m telling you straight, Vance, it’s got to stop!”

“Pardon my asking, but what needs to stop?”

“Those damned tree huggers! That’s what! They’re out to ruin me!”

“Would you care to elaborate?”

“These pain-in-the-ass granola brains have got it in for me. First I gotta deal with them picking my job sites. Then they show up at my office and my yard in Hardeeville!"

“Well, Mr. Wetmore—"

“Call me Cleet; all my friends do.”

“Very well, Cleet, if all they’re doing is protesting—”

“I ain’t finished yet! Then they start spraying graffiti all over my fence and my equipment! The cops ain’t doing shit! The other day they cut the wires on one of my dozers!”

“You wish me to find the guilty party.”

“Damn right, I do. How soon can you start?"

“Immediately.”

“Good!”

The waitress arrived with our drink orders. Cleet selected Maker’s Mark on the rocks and opted for a draft IPA.

“When did all this start?”

“About two months ago. We’re doing the site prep for May River Gardens down on Alljoy Road.”

“And I take it this group was displeased?”

“Yep. Said it was a habitat for some damn spider!”

I sipped my beer.

“Does this group of ‘tree huggers’ have a name?”

“Yep, call themselves May River Watch.”

Cleet sipped his bourbon.

The waitress returned to take our orders. We both opted for the 14-ounce bone in fillet.

“Have you any proof May River Watch was behind the vandalism?”

“You think I’d be talking to you f I had proof?”

Gruff as he was, the old Cleet had a point.

“I’ll need access to your yard after hours.”

“I’ll get the office manager to set you up with the gate code."

“Perfect. I’ll stake the yard out tonight. And the next few nights.”

Our steaks arrived and conversation ceased.

With the meal finished, Cleet and I parted company. I watched him drive off in his Ford F150 King Ranch and I boarded my bright purple Lamborghini Murcieligo.
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I TURNED ONTO ROUTE 46 and headed west into Hardeeville. I made a left onto US Route 17 southbound. This stretch of 17, affectionately known as “Motel Mile,” was the final exit off I-95 in South Carolina. As such it was lined by hotels, motels, gas stations, fast food joints, and fireworks stands.

I crossed the interstate and reached the edge of Motel Mile. Just beyond the final gas station was the main yard for Wetmore Grading and Site Prep. I slowed down and took the place in. It was a large expanse surrounded by a barbed wire fence. Inside the perimeter were a pair of steel buildings as well as dump trucks, bulldozers, loaders, and the like.

Upon finding a place to pop a U-turn, I headed back north. I’d have little difficulty staking the place out. The yard was a stone’s throw from a gas station. I could park there and lie in wait. Perfect. I put the car in gear and made my way east.

I sped across the bridges to Hilton Head Island. Hannah Montague, my light of love was turning 40 in a few short days and I had some big plans up my sleeve.

I made a quick stop at Heritage Jewelers in Shelter Cove before returning to the office. I unlocked my top desk drawer with the intent of hiding my purchase within. But then Maura entered.

“How’d things go with Cleet Wetmore?”

“Interesting.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He seems to think the environmental group that’s been protesting his latest development project is behind a rash of vandalism at his yard.”

“Oh ho.”

“Indeed. My next order of business is to call Enterprise and rent a non-nondescript car. Something that won’t stick out like a sore thumb on a stakeout.”

“I see. What’s in the bag?”

“Part of my birthday gift for Hannah.”

“May I see it? Because I'm prying."

I acquiesced, retrieving a small jewelry box. When I opened it, Maura’s jaw dropped in disbelief. In that small box was a white gold ring upon which was set a princess-cut diamond solitaire.

“Wow!”

“Yup.”

“You’re going to propose to Hannah?”

“Indeed.”

“You? Mr. Commitment phobe?”

“What can I say? I found the right one at long last.”

Maura smiled.

“Way to go. I wish you the best of luck.”

“Thank you.”

“I just hope you included your swindle sheets in with the two months' salary."

“You going to audit me or something?”

We both enjoyed a hearty belly laugh.

“Are you busy right now, Vance?”

“Not with anything that can’t wait. Why?”

“Come take a ride with me.”

I followed Maura to her Prius and stood whilst she cleared the passenger seat of papers and food wrappers. I'd have offered to drive but Maura refuses to ride in a vehicle "so hostile to the environment."

Maura made a right onto New Orleans Road.

“Where are we going, anyway?”

She smiled.

“Not far.”

We came to the light at Pope Avenue. Maura took a right and headed to Sea Pines Circle.

“As you know, Devane and Associates just surpassed $25 Million in assets managed.”

I responded with a whistle.

“As such, I'll be bringing on more staff."

“I see. I won’t be ‘the associate’ anymore.”

Maura rounded the circle, took the exit for Greenwood Drive, and immediately hung a left.  We were in the parking lot of a modern red brick and glass office building that had once housed a Bank of America branch.

“What are we doing here?”

“Showing you the new home of Devane and Associates.”

“We can’t possibly use all that space. I mean don’t get me wrong, I’d love a bigger office.”

“Good lord willing, someday we will. Until then, we rent it out.”

“When do we move in?”

“About a week.”
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I RETURNED TO OUR SOON-to-be former office and got on my laptop. A quick Google search for May River Watch yielded a veritable treasure trove. I'm sure you know by now I have a love-hate relationship with the internet and social media. On the one hand, it makes my job easier. On the other? Privacy has become a fiction.

I landed on the group's official Facebook page and found the head was one Chris Lemke of Bluffton. He had a scraggly black beard and a man bun. I didn't like him already! I clicked on his page.

Chris Lemke had a day job, as the manager of Sprouts, a vegan eatery on Alljoy Road in Bluffton. It wasn’t far from Cleet Wetmore’s latest project.  I’m not a fan of vegan cuisine. Don’t get me wrong, I love animals; they’re delicious. But I was hungry and I could add this to my “swindle sheet.”

I boarded the Lamborghini and sped back to the mainland. I took Bluffton Parkway to Malphrus Road and then onto Alljoy. I found Sprouts in short order but drove a short way past and parked at a public boat ramp. No need to roll up in such an eco-unfriendly car.

I alighted from my car and stood for a moment. The salty smell of the ocean hung in the air. The placid May River glistened in the sun. Along the shore, pines towered above scrub palmettos and stately live oaks wearing scraggly beards of Spanish Moss.

As much as I disagreed with environmental extremism, I had to agree the Lowcountry is a special place. I couldn't blame people for wanting to live and vacation here. But if we let developers keep building, weren't we robbing the area of all that made it special?

Oh well, I had a job to do.

Sprouts was a small establishment with a few tables and a counter. There were no other diners and I walked right up to the counter.

Man Bun himself was at the register.

“What can I get for you?”

“Hmm...”

“Still making up your mind?”

“Yes sir.”

I perused the menu in search of something that wouldn’t give me gas.

“May I have a number three?”

“You got it.”

He handed me a numbered placard and instructed me to bring it to a table.

I sat by the front window.  A DHEC food grade sticker giving Sprouts an A rating was affixed to the lower right corner. At least I wouldn't die of food poisoning.

I looked out across the small gravel parking lot. There was a Subaru covered in stickers including the de rigure “Coexist” spelled out in religious symbols, another endorsing Bernie Sanders. It had to be Lemke’s ride.

My food arrived in short order and I must say, it wasn't bad. I ate at a leisurely pace, but during that time, no other customers came. I found that odd.

True, this time of day was a bit early for dinner.

I looked up at Lemke.

“A bit slow today?”

“Yeah, should pick up in a bit though.”

I went back to my meal. I was nearing the end of it when a black Mercedes pulled in alongside the Subaru. As soon as he sighted the car, Lemke went outside The trunk opened.

I pulled out my phone and discreetly
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