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I was cruising westbound on William Hilton Parkway in my bright purple Lamborghini Murcielago singing along to The Midnight’s “Sunset” one sultry July evening. I was en route to the Art League of Hilton Head's gallery. One of the firm’s newest clients was opening her photography exhibit. Yours truly was running fashionably late, as usual. 

I pulled into Shelter Cove, found a parking spot, and killed the motor. After a final look in the vanity mirror, I made my entrance. I dressed somewhat conservatively, at least by my standards in crisp khaki slacks, a teal dress shirt, and a navy sport coat. I shod myself in black loafers, sans socks of course. 

The room was bright, hot, and cacophonous. A passing waiter offered a flute of champagne, which I gratefully accepted. I scanned the crowd, spotted my sister-in-law and employer, Maura Devane, and made my way towards her.

"Vance! Where have you been?"

"Sorry, I lost track of time."

"Ms. Gelner is an important new client. We must make a good impression."

"I get it."

Maura is president and founder of Devane & Associates Asset Management. 

I watched the artist, Rebecca "Becca" P. Gelner float through the crowd. She stood about five foot four with long, deep red hair. At age 37, she was taking the Hilton Head art scene by storm. Her black and white photographs, which she still shot with film and developed herself, were met with widespread acclaim. 

I noticed her moving in our direction. 

"Maura!" She said. "Hello! So glad you could make it."

"We wouldn't miss this for the world."

"We?"

Maura gestured towards me.

"My brother-in-law Vance."

I offered my hand and Becca shook.

"Delighted to meet you. Truly superb work."

"I'm glad you like it. Do you work with Maura?"

"Indeed," I said. "Maura is the asset manager. I am the associate. I am the head and soul member of a department known as 'Sensitive Matters'." 

"Pray tell what is 'sensitive matters'?"

"I handle things our monied clients can't go to the police with, lest they add grist to the Hilton Head rumor mill."

"I see. Walk with me."

I followed Becca like an obedient puppy. She led me to a quiet corner. Well, "quiet" being a relative term. She looked at me with two big, hazel-green eyes. Wow.

"So you're a shamus?"

"Indeed."

"Interesting line of work."

"It has its ups and downs."

I accepted a canape from a passing waiter.

Becca placed a hand on my shoulder and my heart skipped a beat.

"I may require your services."

"Oh really?"

"Yes."

"For what?"

"Not here."

Before could reply, a woman about Becca’s height and build strode through the front door. She had long, ebony hair and wore a tight-fitting red dress with black Roman sandals.

Becca shook her head.

“Excuse me a moment.”

She strode towards the woman in red.

“Lydia Giddings! You have some nerve showing your face here.”

Lydia folded her arms and stood up straight.

“Becca, I see you haven’t changed a bit in 20 years.”

“What do you want?”

“Believe it or not I wanted to let bygons be bygons and wish you well.”

“Ha! You try and steal my work and now that I'm a success you want to let 'bygones be bygones?' I think not!"

Lydia snatched a Champaign flute and flung its contents into Becca's face. 

“I took that photo! I was my work you fraud!”

Becca snapped her fingers

I jostled through the crowd to get to them. A pair of security guards grabbed Lydia's arms and "escorted" her from the room. 

I tapped Becca on the shoulder.

"What was that about?"

"Long story."

"So you desire my services?"

"I'll call you tomorrow."

Being newly single and sensing an opportunity, I went for it.

"Shall we discuss the matter over dinner tomorrow evening?"

Becca smiled.

"You're a smooth talker, Vance Devane, I'll give you that."

"You're not spoken for, are you?"

"Separated."

"Ah."

She regarded me for a moment.

"I accept your invitation to a business dinner."

"I'll pick you up at six."

I walked away with a bit of spring in my step. Having done my part and put in an appearance, I decided to slink away. I stepped outside and ah, golden silence. 
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THE NIGHT WAS STILL young and I was within walking distance of the Shelter Cove Harbor Promenade. That's where I headed. I ended up at the Other Sister's Wine Bar, a lovely establishment overlooking the water.

I saw her sitting at one end of the bar. Feeling bold, I took a stool next to hers. I ordered a glass of Black Ridge Pinot Noir. Truly Magnificent. Cannons’ “Bad Dream” played.

I turned my attention to the woman, who was nursing a glass of white. 

"Lydia, right?"

"Do I know you?"

"I was at the reception for Becca Gelner."

"Oh yes, I remember you."

"I'm Vance."

"Nice to meet you."

“The pleasure’s all mine.”

I sipped my wine.

"Seems as though there's some bad blood between you and Ms. Gelner."

"You could say that."

A real talker, this one. Prying too hard here would be counterproductive, to say the least, so I shifted mental gears.

"I'm guessing you're a photographer too?"

"Indeed. I'm the one who got Becca into it."

"Oh ho."

"We went to high school together and I encouraged her to take photography our senior year."

Ah yes, high school photography. Every attractive woman who can click a shutter button thinks she's the next Ansel Adams. A black and white photo of a chain link fence? Yeah, that's deep. Of course in the vague hopes of getting some that night, I kept those thoughts to myself.

"What are you drinking there?"

"Oh? This? Just a Sauvignon Blanc."

"Would you care to split a carafe and an appetizer?"

"That would be delightful."

I ordered a carafe along with the Shrimp Piccata. The pairing was exceptional. I took a moment to eye Lydia from head to toe. 

"So you were getting pretty friendly with Becca."

"Indeed I was. She's a client."

"I see."

"As a matter of fact, I'm having dinner with her tomorrow. Strictly business of course."

Lydia laughed.

"What?"

"You better believe it's going to be strictly business. She's deeply religious."

"Is she now?"

She popped a shrimp into her mouth and chased it with a sip of wine. I refilled our glasses.

"She is. Born again since high school."

"Ah."

"I'm talking snake handling, jumping up from pews yelling hallelujah."

"I think I get the picture."

I partook of a shrimp myself.

"She mentioned she was separated."

"That's news to me."

I drank some more wine, starting to feel a warm buzz creep over me.

"So why the animosity between you two? If you don't mind my asking."

"I don't. Years ago Becca was taking care of a kitten for a mutual friend. It started climbing on her foot. She signaled for me to get my camera. I snapped the photo and she developed it."

"I think I see where this is headed."

"We both wanted to claim it as our own."

"And what happened?"

"She entered it in a contest and that’s how she started getting recognition.”

“And she started to outshine you, didn’t she?”

“She did, and that hurt. But, it was her using my work to do it that hurt the most. Anyway, she went to college in Kansas and stayed out there and that was it for our friendship."

It sounded to be just as much her fault as Becca's.

"And this was how long ago?"

"Almost 20 years."

"A tad long to hold a grudge, don't you think?"

"I agree. I wanted to reach out to her over the years and bury the hatchet but I never could make myself do it. So the years went by, I kind of forgot the whole thing as I built my own career in photography. Then I found out she was back in town having her own exhibition."

“And that brought up the old memories.”

“Bingo.”

I lifted the carafe and found it empty.

"Shall I order another?"

"No thank you. It's getting late."

"Indeed it is. You're welcome to come back to my place."

"I'd like that."

I walked Lydia to the Lamborghini and opened the passenger door. 

“Sweet ride.”

“Thank you.”

About ten minutes later, I pulled into my condo complex off South Forest Beach Road and parked under my building. The air was thick and alive with the sound of insects. Just over the dune, the surf pounded away.

I led Lydia to my unit.

“Welcome to my humble abode.”

My condo was about the size of a 20-foot shipping container. I had a bedroom, a bathroom, a small galley kitchen, and a living room.

“It’s very nice.”

“Thank you.”

I was about to offer Lydia a drink when turned me. I drew her into my embrace, relishing the warmth of her body against mine. Our eyes met and we stood lost in each other's gaze for a moment. Our lips came together in a long, deep kiss.
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AFTER A NIGHT OF PASSIONATE lovemaking, I awoke bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Switching to white wine had been a smart move on my part, fewer cogeners, you see. 

Lydia stirred.

"Good morning," I said.

"Morning."

"Would you care for some coffee?"

"Please."

I made my way to my cramped galley kitchen and shoved a K-cup into the machine. Lydia came out wearing nothing but a shirt and panties. I slipped an arm around her. 

"I had a lot of fun last night."

"Me too. I've never had a guy suck my toes before."

"I must confess I’m a sucker for a pretty face and a bigger sucker for pretty feet."

"I'll say."

We drank our coffee and I drove Lydia back to Shelter Cove to retrieve her car.

"Call me again sometime," she said.

"I certainly will."

***
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I ARRIVED AT THE OFFICE just as Maura was pulling in. 

"Vance! You're on time! To what do I owe this pleasure?"

"I've got a bit of work to do."

"Oh really? I saw you getting pretty friendly with Becca Gelner last night."

"Yes, that. Seems she has a sensitive matter for me to handle."

"And what would that be?"

"Don't know the details yet. I'm meeting her for dinner tonight to discuss it."

Maura shook her head.

"Promise me you won't order the most expensive thing on the menu."

"I
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