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Chapter 1


The Sister at the Gate

The third thing you learn in sales is that a person can tell you the truth and still be selling you something.

Gianna Russo told the truth at the gate. I watched her do it on camera one, at 3:57 on the Friday afternoon of Memorial Day weekend, while the monitor in Nicole’s office painted her in hard sunlight. She was thirty-four, small and dark-haired, standing beside a dusty blue hatchback with a Springfield Public Library sticker in the rear window. She wore linen trousers, a white shirt, and the expression of a woman who had practiced a sentence in the car for ninety miles.

“I’m Gianna,” she told the camera. “I think I’m expected.”

Not I’m Sienna’s sister. Not I own a third of this. Just expected.

Nicole, forty-one and barefoot beside me, put her finger on the intercom. “You are. Come up slowly. There are people everywhere.”

The gate rolled back. Gianna looked once toward the lens before she got in the car. She had Salvatore Marchetti’s eyes. I had seen them in the survey photograph hanging behind Nicole’s desk: Sal in shirtsleeves in 1987, one boot on a limestone shelf, looking into a future he intended to own.

“Well,” Sienna said from the doorway. “That’s unfortunate.”

“The eyes?” I asked.

“The honesty.”

Nicole laughed once, shakily. Sienna did not.

On camera two, the hatchback climbed the drive. On three, Carol Calloway’s Chrysler was already parked under the oaks, its Chiefs flag hanging from the antenna. Alan and Joanne Pruitt were unloading their Lexus; Jace and Brielle Holloway had arrived by boat with their toddler asleep in a life jacket. On four, my Theo crossed the dock with a toolbox in one hand and the other shading his eyes. Forty-three, broad through the shoulders, gray coming into his beard. He looked up at the house as if he could feel me watching.

I was thirty-eight. I sold boats for Sienna now, though director of sales had never stopped sounding like a costume I had stolen. I lived with Theo in a cedar cottage across the cove. I had learned to swim two hundred yards before breakfast. And I was on cameras because Nicole trusted me to notice what other people missed.

What I noticed was the white envelope on Gianna’s passenger seat.

It had her lawyer’s return address.

The drive up from the gate had taken Nicole and me two years to get right. Sal’s original lane went straight at the bluff, a demonstration that a man with enough gravel and dynamite could ignore topography. After Wes died, Greg designed the switchbacks and the lit path. Now the road bent through oaks and came out below the house gently. You saw the water before you saw the glass. I always thought that mattered.

Gianna did not look at the water. She watched the house rise in her windshield, floor by floor, until it filled the camera.

I had arrived the first time with Wes Calloway’s hand heavy on my knee and a drink already working in my blood. The house had looked like a place where other people knew what to do. I had spent the weekend pretending I knew too. It was strange, watching a woman arrive clear-eyed with a legal claim and realizing she and I were equally frightened of the same front door.

Nicole touched two fingers to the monitor. “I can still cancel.”

“No,” Sienna said.

“You don’t have to be brave before she parks.”

Sienna turned from the screen. Her hair was silver-blond now at the temples, worn shorter than in the Luke years. She was thirty-nine and ran two marinas, forty-one employees, and one difficult legacy. She could face a banker without blinking. The sister at the gate had her reaching for the brass key at her neck that was no longer there.

“I’m not brave,” she said. “I’m curious.”

“Good,” Nicole said. “Be curious.”

I left them at the monitor and went downstairs. The long room smelled of Marisol’s coffee and cut lemons. Sun came through three floors of windows and made bright rectangles on the limestone floor. There was a hairline crack in one pane from a hailstorm, not yet repaired. Sal had built with insulated glass and expensive fittings, but he had not been able to build out weather.

Theo came in carrying a coil of dock line over his shoulder.

“Car’s up,” he said.

“I saw.”

“You’re doing the voice.”

“What voice?”

“The one where every word costs a dollar.”

I took a breath. “Her lawyer has a white envelope on the passenger seat.”

“Of course he does.” He set down the line. “Want me here or on the dock?”

“Here until she gets inside. Then dock. If she sees a man your size standing beside Sienna she’ll think we brought security.”

“You did bring security.”

“I brought cameras.”

He smiled faintly. “And you’re on them.”

That was the difference between us. I looked for the approach; he looked for the exit. After four years, I no longer mistook either habit for pessimism.

The hatchback stopped. Gianna sat behind the wheel for eleven seconds before opening the door. I counted because counting was better than running outside and offering to carry something she might not want touched.

Nicole met her on the steps. They did not hug. Nicole said, “I’m Nicole,” and Gianna answered, “I know.” It could have sounded rude. It sounded instead like the final mile of a journey through photographs.

Sienna waited inside. When Gianna crossed the threshold, she looked not at her sisters but at the far point. From that angle the glass made it appear almost close enough to touch, though the cove lay between.

“It’s smaller,” she said.

“The point?” Nicole asked.

“The house. In the pictures my mother had, it looked like a hotel.”

“It was supposed to,” Sienna said. “Daddy built it to impress people he didn’t like.”

Gianna turned then. The three women stood in a triangle, connected by a dead man and none of the ordinary debris of growing up together. No shared birthdays. No arguments over borrowed sweaters. No memory of the same staircase in the dark.

“I brought the DNA reports,” Gianna said.

“We can look later,” Nicole replied. “Would you like water?”

“Yes.”

One ordinary question, one ordinary answer. I saw Sienna’s shoulders drop half an inch.

I went to the kitchen for the water. By the time I returned, Gianna had set her purse down but kept the white envelope against her side. She took the glass with her free hand and thanked me by name. Voss had shown her pictures of all of us, then.

That was the first small thing I put away for later.

The other guests’ arrivals had made the office monitor feel like a theater of old friendships. Carol came first at noon, a casserole in the back seat and a folded Chiefs blanket over her arm. She had lost weight since Danny’s funeral and moved more carefully, but she still inspected the gate camera with the skepticism of a woman who knew every machine lied eventually.

“No funny business before my nap,” she told Nicole.

“Your nap is protected by house rule.”

“Good. Write that one down.”

Joanne and Alan arrived next. Alan now carried his own bag instead of letting Greg take it, a change so small only people who had watched his first anxious visit would notice. Joanne wore a red swimsuit under her sundress and told Tara she had bought it without asking whether the color was sensible.

Jace and Brielle’s boat entered at idle. Their daughter, Maddie, sat in Brielle’s lap inside a bright orange life jacket, both fists raised at the wake. Jace killed the engine twenty feet out and let momentum carry them to Theo. There was no rushed leap with a line, no show. Fatherhood had made an already careful firefighter slower in the best way.

On the dock, Brielle hugged Tara hard. “If anybody threatens us this weekend, I’m billing extra.”

Tara froze.

Brielle’s face fell. “Too soon?”

“A little.”

“Sorry. I cope with charm. It’s exhausting.”

They laughed, and the weekend briefly became what the invitation promised: old friends, too much food, water, and private choices.

That was why Gianna’s white envelope stood out. The others had brought swimsuits and overnight bags. She had brought a case.

While Nicole and Sienna watched her approach, Tara checked the rest of the property by habit. Camera five covered the service path. Six covered the boat lifts. Seven was the new wide view installed after Luke’s crash, pointed at the black rocks under the far point. Eight belonged to Theo’s cottage and was switched off unless they were away.

There were no cameras inside bedrooms, bathrooms, or the loft. After Wes’s recordings and Danny’s blackmail, Tara had needed to say that aloud each visit, even though she now lived here. Privacy was not proven by trust alone. It was proven by checking.

The system’s hard drive sat in a locked cabinet. It recorded on a thirty-day loop. Access required Nicole’s key and a second code. Tara had both for the weekend.

“Paranoia with admin rights,” Theo called it.

“Accountability,” she corrected.

Still, as Gianna’s hatchback climbed, Tara wondered whether every safety system eventually became a way to watch the wrong thing. Cameras saw the gate but not the years a child spent waiting for her mother. A trust recorded property but not who had been allowed to call a place home.

She wrote nothing in the black Book. That was Nicole’s province, sometimes Sienna’s. Tara’s notes were for facts: times, names, inconsistencies.

At 3:58, she wrote G.R. arrived alone.

At 4:02, she added Voss/Halloway approaching? after spotting the two cars at the public pull-off beyond the gate.

By then, Gianna was standing at the fireplace, seeing the fossil for the first time.

Gianna’s white envelope had arrived on a Tuesday, when Sienna was in Kansas City and Nicole was in the attic looking for a photograph of Sal’s old dock. Tara opened the outer mailer because it had been addressed to Marina Operations and marked legal.

Inside, a smaller envelope carried three names: Sienna Marchetti, Nicole Barrett, and Private. Tara did not open that one. She called Nicole down and waited.

Nicole read the lawyer’s letter standing up. Then she sat on the attic step and read it again. Her face did not collapse. It became attentive, the expression she used when a boat’s engine made a sound she did not recognize.

“DNA,” she said.

Tara looked at the first page but not the attached test. “Real lab?”

“Looks like it.”

“Real lawyer?”

“Martin Voss has a Springfield address. That’s all I know.”

They called Sienna. She arrived the next morning with two title binders and a protein bar she forgot to eat. The three women read the letter at the kitchen island while Theo repaired the ice maker and pretended not to listen.

The claim was straightforward: Angela Russo had worked for Sal from March 1993 through August 1994. Gianna was born June 6, 1995. DNA comparison with an item belonging to Sal indicated a 99.97 percent probability of paternity. Gianna sought recognition, a full accounting, and the opportunity to discuss the far point.

No demand for money appeared in the first letter. The demand for a response within ten days did.

Sienna called Voss. Tara listened on speaker. His voice was pleasant, unhurried, offended by the suggestion of a DNA retest.

“Miss Russo has been more than patient,” he said.

“She’s been alive for thirty-three years without contacting me,” Sienna replied. “I need more than a fax.”

“Your father was not known for leaving clear records.”

“My records are clear.”

The call ended with Voss agreeing to an independent test. Gianna’s swab went to a lab in Columbia, Nicole’s cheek swab the same afternoon. Half-siblings share enough markers to make the relationship distinguishable from coincidence, especially with Angela’s sample available. The second test took ten business days.

During that wait, Tara researched Angela. The Osage Beach store’s 1993 payroll showed an A. Russo working thirty-two hours a week. A newspaper birth announcement named Gianna Elise Russo, no father listed. Rosa Russo had signed the hospital emergency contact.

There were no marriage records. No lawsuits. No missing-person report under Angela’s name, only a brief article about a presumed drowning near the old store’s dock. Her car had been found with the keys inside. A baby blanket was on the passenger seat, though Gianna had been safe with Rosa.

That detail convinced Tara the scene had been staged. It convinced Nicole only that Angela had left in a hurry.

Sienna focused on Sal’s responses. His checkbook showed monthly payments to Rosa beginning July 1995 and ending June 2016, Gianna’s twenty-first birthday. He had supported his child while never naming her in a trust. The contradiction felt exactly like him: financially responsible where money could remain secret, absent where acknowledgment would cost him control.

By the time the independent test confirmed the relationship, all three women had constructed different versions of Gianna. Sienna expected an extortionist because that was easier to fight. Nicole expected a wounded child because she knew how to mother one. Tara expected a witness because she distrusted anyone arriving without a grievance.

Gianna was none of those things exclusively.

At the gate, she presented her identification before anyone asked. She offered the original birth certificate and her grandmother’s phone number. She did not call either woman sister until Nicole used the word first.

That restraint made the house feel less under attack and more exposed.

Tara’s first note in her incident log was not about DNA. It was about Gianna’s shoes: practical flats, wet from the walk across the gravel, no attempt to dress for wealth.

A small thing. She wrote it anyway.



We gathered in the long glass room before dinner. Marisol Ortega, sixty, had made enough food for a wedding and warned everybody that nobody was getting so much as a grape until she finished. Carol, sixty-eight, sat near the window with her grandson’s photo on her phone. The Pruitts had brought their careful manners; the Holloways had brought sand toys and a monitor.

Gianna stood beside the fireplace with nothing in her hands.

Nicole read the rules. Only yes means yes. Maybe means no. Red stops, yellow slows, green goes. Nobody plays after a drink. Nobody photographs anybody. Private rooms are private; common rooms are only as common as the people in them want them to be. Ask, listen, and no one owes an explanation.

Gianna’s cheeks reddened, but she did not look away.

“This is that kind of house,” she said.

“This is a house where adults mind their business,” Carol said. “Mostly.”

“Mostly,” Nicole agreed. “You never have to participate in anything but dinner. You can have a drink and sleep, or stay sober and make other choices tomorrow. Either way, you’re our guest.”

Sienna watched her sister. Gianna watched the far point through the glass.

“I came about the property,” Gianna said.

“I know,” Sienna replied.

“And I came because my mother told me there was a stone fireplace here with a fossil in it. A little shell, near the bottom.”

Sienna’s face changed. She crossed the room, knelt, and brushed soot from a piece of gray limestone. In it was a spiral no bigger than a thumbnail.

Gianna knelt opposite her. For a moment their hands were close on the stone, two women with the same father and different childhoods.

“She said he showed it to her,” Gianna whispered. “Before I was born.”

“He showed us too,” Nicole said. “Every time we thought we were too old for stories.”

That was when the doorbell rang. Nobody rings at Marchetti Point. The gate sees to that.

On the monitor, a man in a navy suit stood on the step. Martin Voss, Gianna’s lawyer, according to the card he held toward the camera. He had a leather document case in one hand.

Behind him, at the foot of the steps, stood a second man in a white polo with a development company logo.

He was smiling at the glass house like he already owned the view.





Chapter 2


Paragraph Eleven

Martin Voss was forty-eight and had the soft, alert face of a man who apologized before he interrupted. He did not apologize for arriving uninvited. He apologized for the traffic.

The other man was Grant Halloway, fifty-two, no relation to Jace, a fact he volunteered before anyone asked. His company, Halloway Shore Partners, built marinas where coves used to be.

Nicole let them stand on the deck. She did not offer drinks.

“My client’s claim is straightforward,” Voss said. “The trust defines issue broadly. A third share of the real property passes to Gianna. We’d prefer a friendly partition.”

“A sale,” Sienna said.

“Only if you can’t agree on a buyout.”

Gianna stared at him. “We discussed a valuation. We did not discuss serving anybody during dinner.”

Halloway smiled at the far point. “A first-class marina here could serve three hundred boats. Deep water. Protected cove. The family could keep the house.”

“The family is standing in front of you,” Nicole said. “You can stop describing us in the third person.”

I watched Gianna. She was not performing surprise; surprise has a way of reaching the hands, and hers had closed around the back of a chair until the knuckles blanched.

Voss opened his case and produced a survey. A bright yellow line cut across the far point, showing a right-of-way to an old commercial dock permit. The document bore Angela Russo’s initials on an acknowledgment dated August 17, 1994.

“My mother couldn’t acknowledge a property transfer,” Gianna said.

“She witnessed Salvatore’s signature,” Voss replied. “As his bookkeeper.”

Sienna took the paper with two fingers. “My father never signed this.”

“Then the litigation will be exciting.”

Theo came up from the dock and set his toolbox down harder than necessary. Halloway’s smile thinned. Theo did not threaten anyone. He simply asked whether the white survey boat at our no-wake buoy belonged to them.

It did. Halloway had brought an engineer named Eli Venn, forty-four, who was taking depth readings without permission. Nicole ordered all three men off the property. Voss left the survey; Gianna left with him only after Nicole promised there would be no police call unless someone returned.

At the bottom of the steps, Gianna caught my sleeve.

“The letter’s eleventh paragraph,” she said. “I wrote that myself. I only wanted to see the fireplace.”

“Then why is he here?”

“Because I let him pay for the DNA records.”

It was the second true thing she told me that day.

The white envelope remained on the island through the first round of introductions. Gianna presented it to Nicole only after Marisol had gone to check the roast and the guests had dispersed to their rooms.

“I’m supposed to let Voss do the talking,” she said. “But he talks as if I’m not there. I’d rather start with what I know.”

Nicole put on her reading glasses. Sienna stood behind her. Tara and Theo stayed at the far end of the island, close enough to be included if wanted, far enough not to surround her.

The first folder contained the consumer DNA result: a predicted half-sibling relationship to a Marchetti cousin, supported by a laboratory test using a stored sample of Sal’s from his medical records. The second contained Angela’s employment records from Marchetti Marine. Hours, tax withholding, a handwritten recommendation in Sal’s forceful script. The third held a photograph of Angela outside the original store, young and very pregnant, looking away from the camera.

Nicole stopped there.

“How far along?” Sienna asked.

“Seven months, according to the date on the back.” Gianna’s voice softened. “She kept it in the bottom of a shoebox. I found it when I was twelve. She told me the man beside her was my father, but she didn’t tell me his name until after he died.”

Sal had been dead nine years by then. Nine years in which Gianna could have found them and did not, because her mother had taught her that silence kept the rent paid.

Theo asked whether he could see the employment records. Gianna handed them over. He knew old marina invoices better than anyone; half his adolescence had been spent in shops that smelled of carbon paper and two-stroke oil.

“This stock was used until the store flooded in ninety-three,” he said. “Not a new print on an old letterhead. That part’s real.”

Voss’s envelope also contained a valuation of the far point. Halloway Shore Partners had estimated it at four million dollars. The number sat on the page with obscene confidence.

“My whole life,” Gianna said, “I thought being his daughter would mean an apology. Then a lawyer told me it meant four million dollars, and for about a day I believed him.”

“What changed?” Tara asked.

“He said we had to move before you found out I existed.” She looked at Nicole. “You already knew from the cousin match. You’d known for six weeks. He said you were hiring someone to discredit me.”

Nicole’s mouth tightened. “We were trying to find your address so the letter wouldn’t be the first thing you heard from us. The cousin called Sienna. We didn’t know whether you wanted contact.”

“So you waited.”

“We made the wrong choice out of a good intention,” Nicole said. “That’s still the wrong choice.”

Gianna absorbed that. It was easier to fight a denial than an admission.

Tara pointed to the valuation. “Voss approached Halloway before he wrote to us?”

“He said the number came from a public appraisal.”

“There isn’t one,” Sienna said. “Not since the conservation transfer.”

The first crack in Voss’s story opened quietly, with no music and no gasp. Just four people around a kitchen island and a number that could not have come from where he said it did.

Outside, Eli Venn’s survey boat crossed the mouth of the cove. The engine note dropped as it passed the no-wake buoys, then rose again on the other side. Theo watched it through the glass.

“He’s taking a grid,” he said. “Not fishing.”

“Can you tell from here?” Gianna asked.

“I can tell from the turns.”

That was when the doorbell rang. Voss had timed his arrival to follow the boat, a small piece of choreography designed to make private property feel already public.

Halloway’s logo showed a stylized wave curling around the letter H. Tara had seen it on construction signs along the main channel, each project named after the trees removed to build it. Heron Reserve. Cypress Landing. Old Oaks Marina.

“You’re the boat mechanic,” he said to Theo.

“One of them.”

“You did the repower on my Sea Ray last year. Good work.”

Theo did not thank him. “I told your service manager the port manifold needed replacing.”

“It’s on the list.”

“List won’t keep water out of the cylinders.”

Halloway turned back to the view, offended by the introduction of maintenance into his fantasy of ownership.

Voss placed a business card on the teak. MARTIN E. VOSS, FAMILY LAW • ESTATE LITIGATION • MEDIATION. The three specialties described his method better than he knew: make a family fight, make the fight expensive, then charge to end it.

Gianna faced him with her arms folded. “You told me no one would be contacted before Tuesday.”

“Your sisters’ attorneys were moving to sever the property.”

“They didn’t know about the claim until my letter,” Nicole said.

Voss gave her a tolerant smile. “Public records, Mrs. Barrett.”

“Then show me the filing.”

He did not. Halloway filled the silence by describing docks, parking, a restaurant. The marina would bring jobs. It would improve the cove. It would honor Sal’s commercial vision.

Sienna listened until he finished. “My father’s commercial vision was forty-two stone steps down a cliff and a dock with no rail. You can keep his name out of your brochure.”

Halloway’s jaw flexed. For the first time, Tara saw that his affability depended on being agreed with.

Voss produced the survey with the yellow line. He let the paper unfurl across the table, weighting one corner with his card case. Sal’s signature appeared at the bottom. It looked right to Tara, who had seen it on marina contracts: the tall S, the flattened final o. Sienna saw a difference in the upward stroke.

“He never lifted the pen there,” she said.

Voss said signature analysis was for experts.

“Yes,” Sienna replied. “And I’ll hire one.”

Gianna looked from the signature to her lawyer. The betrayal was not yet belief, but it had become a question.

Eli Venn’s survey boat passed again, close enough that they could see him at the console. He was thin, graying at the temples, wearing the white vest that would later float empty. He raised a hand to his ear as he turned. A phone call.

Halloway’s phone vibrated on the table. He declined it without looking.

Tara wrote the time: 6:42.

When Tuttle later reconstructed the evening, that small observation helped place Venn’s final argument with his employer. Halloway had told everyone the surveyor stopped work at five.

The lie lasted less than a day. At the time, it was only one more vibration nobody answered.

Voss and Halloway stayed forty-three minutes. During that time, Gianna said almost nothing. She stood behind Sienna’s chair with her hands on its back, not hiding but choosing a position from which she could see everyone.

Tara watched Voss notice this and adjust. He addressed his client more often, using phrases like your inheritance and what you’re owed. Each phrase tried to return her to his side.

When Sienna asked for the surveyor’s name, Voss said he did not have it. Halloway looked toward the water before answering, “Eli Venn. Local man.”

“Can I speak to him?” Nicole asked.

“Of course,” Voss said.

He did not provide a number.

Halloway’s interest in the fireplace was equally specific. He asked whether the stone was original and whether the far-point steps could support construction equipment. Theo replied that no equipment could use them.

“Barges,” Halloway said.

“The cove has a no-wake restriction.”

“Restrictions change.”

Sienna’s expression changed too. Halloway was not talking about a theoretical development; he had already considered the logistics.

When they left, Tara followed at a distance to the gate. Voss’s sedan stopped beside Gianna’s hatchback. Halloway’s SUV continued through, but Voss rolled down his window.

Gianna was waiting there, as if summoned.

Tara could not hear their conversation. She saw Voss hand Gianna a small brass key. Gianna turned it over, asked something, and put it in her pocket. Voss pointed toward the far point.

Then he drove away.

Tara wrote the observation and did not embellish it. Gianna had not agreed to anything in Tara’s presence. She had accepted a key.

Back at the house, Nicole asked about it. Gianna said Voss had found it in Sal’s Springfield safe-deposit box and believed it opened a compartment at the old boathouse.

“And you didn’t think to mention it?” Sienna asked.

“I just received it.”

“While my father’s former lawyer was standing at my gate.”

“Your gate?” Gianna said.

Sienna stopped. “No. Ours is apparently under discussion.”

The sentence landed harder than an accusation. Gianna put the key on the table.

“Search it,” she said. “Search me if you want. I came here with everything I own in two bags because I didn’t want you to think I was moving in.”

Nicole touched the key but did not pick it up. “I don’t need to search you.”

“Then don’t make me feel searched.”

Tara understood both positions. The house had been entered by too many people pretending friendship. Gianna had been excluded by too many pretending protection.

They agreed the key would remain in Nicole’s drawer until Tuttle could examine it. Gianna initialled the envelope. So did Nicole.

The gesture looked absurdly formal between sisters. It prevented a later argument about who had possessed it.

That evening, Gianna asked Tara whether the cameras recorded sound.

“Only at the gate,” Tara said.

“So you heard him?”

“No. Wind.”

Gianna nodded. “Good. I told him to stop calling me his client in the third person.”

“What did he say?”

“That legal representation can feel impersonal.”

Tara laughed despite herself. Gianna did too.

Their first moment of trust came from disliking the same sentence.



After dark, the unrelated guests sat on the upper deck with iced tea while Gianna took the ground-floor guest room. The family meeting moved to Nicole’s office.

Sienna produced the original trust. The language did include all children, but the far point had been transferred into a separate conservation entity in 2027. Voss’s right-of-way, if real, predated it.

“DNA is real,” Nicole said. “The claim may be real. That doesn’t make the survey real.”

Carol had raised two sons and buried both. She understood how love could become a weapon in somebody else’s hand. “Don’t make her prove she deserves kindness,” she told the sisters. “Make him prove every piece of paper.”

I called Ray Tuttle at home. The detective was fifty-nine now and considering retirement with all the enthusiasm of a man considering a root canal. He listened, asked for photographs of the survey, and told us not to touch the survey boat.

At 11:18, its depth finder appeared on the dock camera. Eli Venn was still out there, a small figure under a work light, lowering something into the water.

Theo and I took the Lund to the no-wake buoys. The night smelled of rain. Venn cut his engine when our light found him.

“Hydrographic work,” he called. “Public water.”

“You’re over private bottomland,” Theo said.

Venn lifted the object. It was a concrete block with a brass ring set into it.

“Found an old mooring,” he said. “You folks lose anything?”

Behind him, something white floated face-down beside the survey boat.

For one stupid second I thought it was a buoy. Then I saw the heel of a rubber boot.

Theo was already moving. He jumped into the survey boat while I called 911. The white shape was a surveyor’s vest, empty and snagged on a branch.

Eli Venn was nowhere in sight.

Under the work light, the brass ring in the concrete block shone like a keyhole.



