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      Carey Mallick crouched to the busted pieces of wood at the end of Lomax Jetty. She picked at a spiky splinter.

      The jetty was sixty feet long. Probably fifty years old. Its planking had been well laid, but the years had been unkind, and now they were twisted and weathered. Maybe a decade had passed since it had been painted, and there were cracks and chips and gaps. Gray wood showed through in places, and the heads of nails poked up where the wood had flexed.

      You wouldn't want to run along it in bare feet. You'd end up catching your heel or the ball of your foot or a toe on one. You'd rip a nasty gash in your foot.

      The jetty had a railing along one side. Three feet high, with three foot gaps between uprights. The same weathered wood. Less for reassurance about the possibility of falling off and more to lean against with a fishing pole, or maybe to just rest on as you chewed the fat over a beer and watched the sunset.

      This was that kind of place.

      Forty feet of the jetty stood over water. Lake Summerfield, though any larger body of water would laugh at it being called a lake. Lagoon, perhaps? Pond?

      And someone had hit the jetty, that was for sure. A boat. It had to be.

      The lake covered perhaps ten acres. The southern half touched on Jim Pine Park, itself little more than ten acres, and home to racoons and possums, jays and robins. The elms and ash trees rustled quietly in the light breeze.

      A winding, limed path led from the corner of the parking lot into the park. There was a signboard at the entry, with, presumably, details about the history of the area, and a guide to the trail through the trees. Perhaps some pictures of birds and critters you might see.

      The lake was ten miles out of town. Past the struggling lumber mill, Sal's Self Storage and Andy Ishtak's vast and crowded Dolphin Boats and R.V.s. The guy was always hustling.

      Out on the lake a pair of black loons peeped and chuckled. They dipped their heads into the water, feeding on algae or small bugs. This time of year they would be thinking about laying some eggs and raising a brood of cute, fuzzy chicks.

      High overhead, and to the north, beyond the fields, a small plane flew along. Banten Field was fifteen miles off and Andrea Grampian had a little private flight school.

      Jim Pine Park bordered half of the lake, and the other half was fenced against the Clover's farm. In summer the fields would be filled with long, flat spreads of leafy green corn, just whispering in the wind. The smell could be heady.

      Now, though, the fields were fallow. A mile or more off a green tractor chugged along slowly. Probably ploughing.

      Carey looked back along the length. This part of the lake had a low, sandy beach. Years back, probably around the time she'd been born, the local town council, in their wisdom, had decided that the lake and the park should become a feature item of the country.

      They'd trucked in sand, a kind of yellow-orange color, and created this section for people to lay out picnic blankets and beach towels. Every few years another truckload would arrive to top up the slope.

      It was easy to imagine the bottom of the lake slowly filling with the sand and at some point in the distant future, there would be no room for water.

      There was play equipment and parking lot. At the far end of the lot was an ancient concrete boat, cracked and pitted. Built with the best intentions, but never maintained since no one really went boating on the lake.

      Right now the only vehicle parked in the lot was Carey's F150. It look imposing in the landscape. Black, crew cab, with a lid on the tray.

      As a private investigator, she didn't need such a huge work vehicle. A little BMW or maybe a Mustang would have sufficed. Would have given her a whole different image.

      But then, around here a beemer or a muscle car would stand out, that was for sure. A pickup fitted right in. Farms about as far as the eye could see. Practically a whole day's drive to the city.

      Carey walked back along the jetty. The thing creaked under her weight. It needed to be condemned. Or maybe it needed one of those working bees. Get half the town out here with lumber and tools, a barbeque and a cooler filled with beer for after. Maybe even some fireworks for after sunset.

      Stepping back down to the grassy berm between the tarmac lot and the edge of the imported sand, Carey scanned the area again.

      Clues.

      Tire tracks. A scrap of clothing. A dropped phone.

      Anything that might give a hint as to what had happened to Brittnay Elphorn. There were some tire tracks in the grass, but that could be anything.

      Missing three days already. Cops doing everything they could, right up to canvassing and talking to the Feds.

      Sam and Jake Elphorn beside themselves with worry. Their only child. Sixteen years old. High achieving student. Great at art. Played a blistering guitar and liked to show it off on YouTube and TikTok and whichever other place the kids where showing off these days.

      A little bit too much of a tearaway at times. Not a bad kid, but had no problem hanging out with the bad kids.

      Keith Thorne. Damien Bradson. Natalie Get Out Of My Face Smith.

      Keith's father had a boat. A little twenty-foot speedboat with an inboard engine and a pokey cabin. He'd had some trouble with the IRS and had asked Carey if she could help out. She'd had to decline. It wasn't clear just what he wanted and how she could actually help. It had felt way at the shady end of even what she would accept.

      Still, he liked her truck. He was looking at getting something bigger to tow the boat, so he'd been forty questions about mileage and towing capacity and sightlines.

      That, she'd been happy to help with.

      Lake Summerfield wasn't exactly a place to go boating. Maybe you'd toss in a dinghy with some lines and pretend to go fishing. Or even get a kayak or paddleboard to mess around in. A nice, flat body of water. It would just about take a concerted effort to drown yourself in it. Be good for exercise.

      Carey racked her brain a moment. Someone she'd talked to a few years back, when she'd been starting out on this gig, had said that they swam in the lake.

      Bill Cooper. The guy who ran a little auto-repair-come-handyman shop in town.

      "Cheaper than the town pool," he'd said. "And cleaner. Less-crowded. That lake's got everything going for it."

      Nice guy. She'd played a game of checkers with him, drinking coffee, while his apprentice had rotated the tires on her previous vehicle.

      Carey looked again a the end of the jetty.

      Broken timbers. Out of alignment.

      Why would anyone put a boat big enough to do that kind of damage into such a small body of water?

      From behind, she heard the rustle of tires on the tarmac.

      She turned and saw a black Caprice pulling into the lot. A cruiser. Police kit bars on the front, flashers on the top, and decals on the side.

      Maybe they'd decided to listen to her after all.

      The cruiser parked two spaces away from her truck. The engine shut off and the driver's door opened.

      The driver stepped out.

      Great.

      Alexis Reicher.
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      A pair of ducks flew over, from the direction of the road, encouraging each other with quiet quacks. They angled for the lake and flared just above the water, landing with long, perfect wakes.

      "Hello," Carey said, turning to the cruiser again and steeling herself.

      Not just Alexis Reicher, but Sergeant Alexis Reicher.

      Doubtless here to tell Carey that she was tromping all over Alexis's patch. To back off. To go back to finding missing pets and surveilling errant spouses.

      As if that was the job.

      Alexis had been busting Carey's chops since high school.

      "Hello," Alexis said. She was in uniform. Black as if the fabric was freshly from a vat of dye, with her badge shined to a mirror finish. Her belt and satchels sat right on her hips. Alexis was slim and tall and her hair was thick and dark. Tied back now. Carey always felt kind of frumpy next to her.

      "Nice morning," Carey said. From over in the field came the distant chug of the tractor changing direction.

      "We've got a missing kid," Alexis said. "I heard you'd been employed by the parents to help out with finding her."

      "They have money," Carey said. "I'm happy to take it."

      "Right, that's always been you, hasn't it?"

      "I didn't mean it like that. A job is a job as far as I'm concerned. I checked in with Captain Avers before I took them on as a client. No sense in duplicating work, or getting in the way. I explained to Sam and Jake that the police had it well in hand and that really they should be letting you all take care of it."

      "You said that, huh?"

      "Yes I did. And they wanted me to go ahead anyway. Supplementary. On a level, I'm seeing it as a form of reassurance more than anything. Should she not be found, they won't be left wondering if there was something else they could have done."

      "At six hundred dollars a day, plus expenses."

      "Eight hundred," Carey whispered.

      "That much? So, are you making it worth it?"

      Carey looked back toward the end of the Jetty. "Come look at this," she said.
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