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Chapter One
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The sun came up over Breach Creek at 6:52, and Cole Brandt was parked on the gravel shoulder by 6:40, because he had promised the board daylight and he wanted to see where daylight started.

He left the engine off. Dee Mercer had the window down on her side and her thermos braced between her knees, and she was reading the tide table on her phone with the patience of a woman reading a verdict she had already guessed.

"Low at 7:31," she said. "Minus point four. You'll get your piles."

"I'll get my piles," Cole agreed.

From the shoulder the bridge looked like nothing. That was the first thing he'd noticed about it in February, when Avery Lang had driven them out to meet the board and a woman named Ruth Akers had stood at the north abutment with a binder under each arm and said, Everybody drives over it. Nobody looks under it. I'd like to hire someone who looks under it. A low gray causeway, four hundred and some feet of concrete laid across the marsh on its knees, two lanes and a curb and a pipe rail painted the green of old money and older lawsuits. At the far end the road went into live oaks and the live oaks hid seventy-one houses that could not get to a grocery store, a hospital, or a school without crossing it.

Beside the north approach sat the gatehouse, a cedar box with a striped arm and a keypad, and behind the gatehouse, on pilings of its own, sat the caretaker's house. It was small and white with a screened porch, and there was a man on the porch steps already. He lifted one hand when he saw the truck. He didn't get up.

"Roy," Dee said.

"Roy," Cole said.

Juliette Marchand was in the back seat with three file boxes and her legal pad. She had been awake since four, and she was not, as she had told them both twice on the drive from Kiawah, a morning person. She was a person who could do mornings if mornings were in the contract. Her father's boots were planted on the floor mat and her reading glasses were pushed up into her hair, and she was looking not at the bridge but at a white SUV pulling in behind them.

"He's early," she said.

"He's on time," Cole said. "We're early."

"That's what I said."

*  *  *
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Sterling Ames was forty-four and had the kind of tan that came from a boat rather than a job. He wore a quarter-zip with LOWCOUNTRY ASSOCIATION SERVICES stitched over the heart, and he shook Cole's hand like a man closing a door politely on a salesman. He shook Dee's the same way. He gave Juliette a nod and a smile that said he'd read about her, and that what he'd read had not impressed him as much as it apparently impressed other people.

"Mr. Brandt. Ms. Mercer. Ms. Marchand." He had a folder too. Everybody at Salt Bridge had a folder. "Welcome aboard. I want to say up front that LAS is thrilled the board brought in an independent set of eyes. Transparency is the whole game for us."

"Good," Cole said.

"Some ground rules, just so we're all rowing the same direction." Ames opened the folder. "Inspection access is daylight only. Sunrise to sunset, posted times. No one on the structure after dark. That's liability, that's insurance, that's non-negotiable."

Dee made a small sound into her thermos.

"That works," Cole said.

Ames paused, just slightly, the way men paused when a shove met no resistance. "Great. Second, all photos and data come through my office. We compile for the engineer of record, Mr. Danforth, and he certifies. We don't want two sets of books."

"We'll keep our own copies," Cole said. "You'll get everything we take."

"Of course. Of course." Ames turned a page. "Third, the contractor, Tidewater, works its own schedule. If you see equipment staged, don't touch it. If you see a crew, don't interfere. They're under a bond and they've got enough cooks."

"We don't touch other people's equipment," Dee said. "It's in the rules."

"The rules." Ames smiled at that. "I've heard about the rules."

"There are seven," Juliette said from the truck window. "They fit on an index card. I can get you one."

"I'll survive without," he said, and gave her the nod again, and went back to his SUV and sat in it with the engine running and his phone at his ear.

Dee capped her thermos. "Daylight only," she said, low. "He thinks he's taking something from you."

"He's handing me something I already have," Cole said. "Let him think whatever he wants."

"You're going to be insufferable about this."

"I'm going to be on time."

*  *  *
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Ruth Akers arrived at 7:05 in a golf cart with a canvas top and a basket on the front, and in the basket were two binders, a thermos of her own, and a pair of rubber boots with the price tag still on one of them. She was sixty-eight and narrow and silver-haired, and she wore a fishing shirt buttoned to the collar and the expression of a woman who had taught algebra to fourteen-year-olds for thirty-one years and had never once been surprised by a wrong answer.

"Mr. Brandt."

"Cole."

"Cole. I bought boots." She held them up. "I'm told the marsh eats sneakers."

"It eats everything," Dee said. "You want to come under?"

"I want to see the thing I've been paying for," Ruth said. "I don't need to be under it. I've been under it. I've been counting it since 1994."

Cole looked at her.

"Low tides," Ruth said. "Spring and fall. There's a place by Roy's dock where you can stand on the shell and see straight down the line of bents. I count them. It's a habit. My husband used to say I counted the stairs in every house we ever toured." She set the boots on the gravel. "I've counted thirty-two, every time, for thirty years. Eight rows of four. I want to be very careful how I say this next part, because I'm the secretary and the secretary is supposed to be neutral."

"Say it however you want," Cole said.

Ruth opened the top binder. She had tabbed it with colored flags, and the flags were labeled in a small, upright hand. She turned to a flag marked CONTRACT and laid her finger under a line.

Item 14. Fiberglass pile jacket with structural grout fill, tidal zone, complete in place. Quantity: 48. Unit price: $38,500.00.

Juliette had come up behind them. She read it over Ruth's shoulder and then looked at the bridge, and then she read it again.

"Forty-eight," Juliette said.

"Forty-eight," Ruth said. "I raised it at the meeting in October. Mr. Ames said the number included the abutment piles, which are underground, and some redundancy. Mr. Pruitt said I should leave the engineering to engineers. I'm not an engineer. I'm a math teacher. I'd like someone who isn't either of those things to go and count."

Cole took the rubber boots off the gravel and handed them back to her. "Let's go count," he said.

*  *  *
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The path to Roy's dock ran around the side of the caretaker's house, past a vegetable bed fenced against deer and a rain barrel with a spigot and a hand-lettered sign that said DO NOT DRINK. Roy Gadsden stood up from the steps when they came around the corner. He was fifty-two, broad through the shoulders, gray coming in at his temples, and he had a coffee mug with a faded SC State Bulldogs logo on it.

"Mr. Brandt."

"Cole."

"Roy." He shook hands. He didn't smile, but his face did the thing that smiling faces did before they decided to. He looked past Cole at Ames's SUV, still idling. Then he looked at Ruth's boots and something in his mouth eased. "Miss Ruth, you bought boots."

"I've been told," Ruth said.

"Dock's slick. Hold the rail." Roy led them down. The dock was old and solid, the boards gone silver, the pilings shaggy with oysters at the waterline. At the end of it the creek opened, brown and moving, and the bridge ran across their line of sight from left to right. With the tide still going out, the bents stood up out of the mud like the legs of something that had waded in and decided to stay.

Cole didn't count right away. He looked. He looked at the deck edge first, at the drip line and the old patch work and the long weep stain on the east fascia of span four that he and Dee had photographed in February, when someone had dressed it with a cosmetic clamp and a coat of gray paint that hadn't matched. The clamp was gone now. Where it had been, there was a fresh smear of epoxy the color of putty, still glossy.

"That's new," Dee said.

"That's two weeks old," Cole said. "Maybe less."

"Someone's tidying."

"Someone's tidying something they don't want us to see wet."

Then he counted. Bent one, closest to the north abutment, four piles in a row, square and pale above the mud. Bent two. Bent three. On the first three bents some of the piles wore new jackets, white fiberglass sleeves banded at the top and bottom, clean as new socks. He counted those too. Bent four. Bent five stood in the channel, where the water ran deepest even at low tide, its piles darker, older-looking, the riprap mounded around their feet. Bent six. Bent seven. Bent eight, at the island end, half in the marsh grass.

"Thirty-two," Cole said.

"Thirty-two," Dee said.

Ruth had her pen out. She wrote the number down in the binder under the date as if it were the hundredth time and as if it mattered as much as the first.

"Jackets," Cole said. "I've got nine."

"Nine," Dee said. "Three on bent one, four on two, two on three."

"Draw four says thirty-one jackets complete," Juliette said quietly. She had the packet. She'd brought it from the truck without anyone telling her to. "Certified March fifteenth. Peter Danforth, PE, engineer of record. Photo log attached."

Cole looked at the bridge. Thirty-two piles. Nine jackets. A line item for forty-eight. Somewhere behind him a car door opened and shut.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay?" Ruth asked.

"Okay is what I say when I don't know yet," Cole said. "It means I'm not going to guess out loud. We're going to measure and photograph and log, and we're going to do it in daylight, and we're going to give Mr. Ames a copy of everything. And then we're going to see what the paper says when it's standing next to the bridge."

Ruth studied him the way she must once have studied a proof on a chalkboard, line by line. Then she closed her binder.

"Thank you," she said. "That's the first time anyone has said okay to me about this bridge and meant it as a question."

*  *  *
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They went under at the bottom of the tide, Cole and Dee in waders, in pairs, with a camera on Dee's chest harness logging every frame with a timestamp and a GPS tag. Juliette stayed on the dock with the packet and called out photo numbers from the draw log, and Cole found each one and stood where its photographer must have stood. Ruth sat on the dock bench with her binders and wrote down every number Juliette called. Roy leaned on the rail with his coffee and said nothing, but twice he pointed with his chin at something Cole hadn't looked at yet, and both times it was worth looking at.

The jackets on bents one through three were real. Cole put his hand on them. The grout was cured and the bands were tight and the fiberglass rang dully when he knocked it. Whoever had done this work had done it properly, which was its own kind of information.

Bent five was different. The mud around its piles was churned, and the riprap, the big broken stones laid against the bottom of the bent to keep the current from scouring it, had been moved. Not by water. Water moved small things and left big things alone. Here the big stones lay in a ragged fan downstream of the piles, and the mud they'd sat on showed pale and fresh.

"Storm?" Dee said, flat, the way she said things she didn't believe so that someone else could have the pleasure of not believing them too.

"Last named storm was October," Cole said. "There hasn't been a blow over thirty knots since January." He crouched. The water came to his thighs. He photographed the stones, the mud, the piles, and then he photographed the creek bottom ten feet upstream where the stones still sat in their old places, crusted and settled and dark. "These were pulled."

"By who?"

"I don't know yet."

"Okay," Dee said, and it wasn't quite mockery. It was close enough to be friendly.

When they came back up the bank, Ames was standing at the top of the dock path with his phone in his hand. He looked, Cole thought, like a man who'd been standing there longer than he wanted anyone to know.

"Everything all right down there?"

"It's a bridge," Cole said. "It's doing bridge things."

"The channel bent took a beating this winter," Ames said. "Tidewater's got a change order in for emergency stabilization. You'll see it in the packet next week." He glanced at the camera on Dee's chest. "You'll send me those."

"By five," Dee said.

"By five." Ames smiled. "Daylight hours. I'll let you get on with it."

When he'd gone back to the SUV, Roy Gadsden finished his coffee and set the mug on the rail.

"He's right that it took a beating," Roy said. He said it to the creek. "Wasn't the winter did it."

Cole waited. Roy left it there. After a minute he picked his mug back up and went up to his porch, and he left the screen door open behind him, which Cole decided to take as an invitation he hadn't been given yet.

"Rule five," Dee said under her breath.

"Invited only," Cole said. "I know."

"So we wait."

"So we come back tomorrow," Cole said. "At sunrise."
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Chapter Two
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The Honey-Do office was the back room of Delphine's cottage on Kiawah, and in the evenings it smelled like printer toner, salt air, and whatever Constance Beaumont had decided they needed to eat.

Tonight it was shrimp and grits in a covered dish with a note taped to the lid: EAT FIRST. READ SECOND. I WILL KNOW. Juliette ate first. She ate standing up at the counter, reading, which she considered a technical compliance, and then she carried the four draw packets into the office and spread them across the long table under the corkboard.

The corkboard had been Dee's idea in the fall and had become, over the winter, the closest thing Honey-Do had to a mission statement. The seven rules were pinned at the top on an index card gone soft at the corners. Under them, a strip of masking tape said FREEDOM LOGGED in Dee's square capitals, and a second strip said EAT FIRST in Constance's looping hand. Fourteen green pins marked the jobs they had finished on Kiawah and beyond, and a red crab magnet held a photo of Cypress House drying in the sun. Tonight Juliette moved the crab and pinned up a sheet of plain paper with three words on it in marker.

BRIDGE. MONEY. PEOPLE.

It was how she'd always started, back when she'd had an office downtown with her name on the glass, and she'd learned that it worked better than anything more elegant. You put the thing on the left, the money in the middle, and the people on the right, and then you drew lines until the lines told you who was lying.

Under BRIDGE she wrote: 32 piles. 8 bents x 4. 9 jackets in place (bents 1-3). Bent 5 riprap disturbed, recent. Epoxy over Feb weep line, recent.

Under MONEY she wrote: Loan $4.6M, Lowcountry Community Bank. Special assessment ~$540/mo/home, 10 yrs. Item 14: 48 jackets @ $38,500 = $1,848,000. Draws 1-4 paid: $2,113,000. Draw 4 certifies 31 jackets complete.

Under PEOPLE she wrote the names she had so far, and then she sat back and let them sit on the board where she could see all of them at once.

Sterling Ames, LAS. Tidewater Span Restoration, LLC. Peter Danforth, PE. Wendell Pruitt, president. Lacey Whitmire, treasurer. Ruth Akers, secretary. Roy Gadsden, caretaker.

"You're doing the thing," Cole said from the doorway.

"I'm doing the thing."

He'd showered. His hair was wet and he was wearing the old gray Stonebridge T-shirt with the hole in the collar, and he was holding two mugs of decaf because he knew she'd stay up and he'd decided, some months ago, that if she was going to stay up she was going to do it with something warm. He put one by her elbow and sat on the corner of the table with the other.

"What's the thing telling you?"

"That a twenty-two-year-old handyman and a sixty-eight-year-old math teacher can count better than a professional engineer." She tapped Danforth's stamp on the Draw 4 certification. "Or that a professional engineer isn't counting at all."

"Could be both."

"Could be." She pulled the photo log out of the packet. It was forty pages, two photos to a page, each one captioned in the same sans-serif font: Jacket 22, Bent 6, Pile B, complete. Jacket 23, Bent 6, Pile C, complete. The pictures showed white fiberglass sleeves banded tight around pale square piles, brown water at their feet, the occasional fiddler crab on the mud. They looked like the jackets Cole had put his hand on that morning. They looked exactly like them.

"Do these look right to you?" she asked.

Cole leaned over and looked, and kept looking. He didn't answer quickly. It was one of the things she'd loved about him first, before she'd let herself love anything else about him, that he took a question as a job and not as a test.

"They look like jackets," he said finally. "I'd want to see them next to ours. Ours from this morning. Same angle."

"Tristan can do that."

"Tristan can do that," Cole agreed. "He'll want to make a spreadsheet."

"Let him make a spreadsheet." She turned the page. "He's very good at spreadsheets now. He made one for his basil."

*  *  *
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The money was easier than the bridge, because money didn't have barnacles.

Tidewater Span Restoration, LLC had been organized with the South Carolina Secretary of State nineteen months ago, two weeks before the Salt Bridge board voted to put the repair out for bid. Its sole member was listed as Wade A. Kersey, of Moncks Corner. Its registered agent was a company called Palmetto Filing Services, at 1035 Johnnie Dodds Boulevard, Suite 114, Mount Pleasant.

Juliette read the address twice. Then she got up, went to the filing cabinet in the corner where the Kiawah boxes lived, and pulled the red folder she'd built the previous fall when she and Cole and Dee had been following Linus Pell's money around the island like people following a leak through a ceiling.

She found it on the fourth page. Pelican Property Services, LLC. Registered agent: Palmetto Filing Services, 1035 Johnnie Dodds Blvd., Ste. 114, Mount Pleasant, SC.

She sat back down.

"Cole."

He looked over from the photo log.

"Suite 114 is a mailbox at a pack-and-ship store next to a nail salon," she said. "I know because I drove past it in November to make sure it was a mailbox at a pack-and-ship store next to a nail salon. Pelican used it. Two of Pell's other shells used it. And now Tidewater uses it."

Cole was quiet for a moment. "Lots of companies can use one filing service."

"Lots of companies can," Juliette agreed. "That's what a filing service is for. I'm not saying it's proof. I'm saying it's a smell." She set the two pages side by side. "Pell's in a cell in Columbia waiting for a trial date. Barrett's in Ridgeland. Neither of them is running a bridge contractor. But somebody who learned how to build a company from Linus Pell might be."

"Ames?"

"I don't know. I don't know anything about Ames except that he manages eleven associations in three counties and he doesn't like my face." She wrote Box 114 = Pelican's box under MONEY and drew a line from it to Tidewater. Then she drew a light dotted line to Ames, and she wrote a question mark beside it, because she had been a litigator for twelve years and she knew what a dotted line looked like to a jury.

"Can you find out who he worked for before LAS?"

"I can find out what he puts on LinkedIn," she said. "Which isn't the same thing." She sighed and took her glasses off and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "And I can't do much more than that, officially. Not for the board."

"Because of the license."

"Because of the license." She'd said it so many times this year that the words had worn smooth. Her South Carolina bar membership had been on inactive status since the spring she'd walked out of the firm. She could think like a lawyer, and talk like one, and read a contract like one. What she couldn't do was give legal advice to the Salt Bridge Property Owners Association, or sign anything as their counsel, or stand up in front of their board and say as your attorney. "I can be a resident's guest with a legal pad. I can help Ruth read things. I can't be their lawyer."

"Do you want to be?"

She looked at him. He asked it plainly, the way he asked everything, and it irritated her for about half a second before she realized that she didn't know the answer and that he'd guessed she didn't.

"I don't know," she said. "Ask me again in a month."

"Okay."

"That's your word for when you don't know."

"It's also my word for when I'll wait." He finished his decaf. "I'm going to bed. You're going to stay up and draw lines."

"I'm going to stay up and draw lines," she said. "I'll come to bed when the lines stop moving."

"They never stop moving."

"Then I'll come when they slow down."

He kissed the top of her head on the way out, a dry, brief kiss that tasted, she imagined, of salt and printer toner. She listened to him go down the hall. She heard the bedroom door, and the old floorboard by the closet, and then the cottage was quiet except for the marsh outside and the refrigerator humming.

She drew lines until midnight.

*  *  *
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At twelve-fifteen she went into the kitchen for water and found Delphine Harrow sitting at the table in the dark with a cup of tea gone cold in front of her and a small square object on the table under her hand.

"I didn't mean to scare you," Delphine said.

"You didn't. I mean, you did. It's fine." Juliette turned on the light over the stove, the dim one, and filled her glass at the sink. "Can't sleep?"

"I sleep fine. I wake up fine too, around midnight, most nights. It's a talent." Delphine lifted her hand. Under it was Arthur's compass, silver gone soft with handling, its lid closed. "Cole said you went to Salt Bridge today."

"We did."

"Did you see the abutment? The north one?"

"I saw a lot of oysters on it."

Delphine nodded as if that were the right answer. She opened the compass. The needle swung and settled. On the inside of the lid, where people usually put a name or a date, someone had engraved two lines of small numbers, and Juliette had seen them before, in February, when the compass had come back out of Reed Calhoun's bag at Cypress House, but she had not understood them then and she was not sure she did now.

32°38.41'N
80°11.07'W
"Arthur did that," Delphine said. "He did it with a borrowed engraving pen when he was fifteen, and he got the kerning wrong on the W, and he was furious about it for a week. It was his father's compass. His father was an engineer." She closed the lid again with a soft click. "I've known what those numbers were for thirty years. I never needed to know where they went. When he died I didn't want to know. And then Barrett put it in a box and lied about it, and when it came back, I put the numbers into my phone, because I'm not a saint, Juliette. I'm a curious woman with a telephone."

Juliette set her glass down. "Salt Bridge."

"The north abutment," Delphine said. "To within about thirty feet."

The refrigerator hummed. Out in the marsh something called once, low, and didn't call again.

"Why?"

"I don't know," Delphine said. "That's what I'd like you to find out. I'd like the people I trust to stand on the spot and look." She stood and took her cold tea to the sink and poured it out. "Arthur's father was named Walter Lisle. I kept my name when I married. Arthur liked that. He said one of us should have a name people could spell." She rinsed the cup. "Walt built bridges. Little ones, mostly. County roads. Causeways. He was very proud of one he built in 1968, on a creek south of Charleston, for a developer who was going to put houses on an island."

"Delphine."

"I'm going to bed," Delphine said. "I just wanted it said out loud to someone who would write it down."

She left the compass on the table. Juliette turned the compass over once in her hand and set it down again. Then she went back to the office and wrote, under BRIDGE, in small letters, Walt Lisle. 1968. Compass = N. abutment. She drew a line from it to nothing, because there was nothing yet to draw it to.

She went to bed at one. Cole was asleep on his side with one arm flung out across her half of the bed, as if he'd been holding her place. She moved the arm and lay down under it. He woke up enough to pull her in, and said something that might have been lines or might have been her name, and then he was asleep again.

She lay in the dark and thought about forty-eight jackets and a mailbox next to a nail salon and a fifteen-year-old boy with a borrowed engraving pen. Then she thought about the cottage, and the lease that had only Cole's name and Dee's on it because she'd told Delphine in December that she was just staying through the job. That was three jobs ago.

Ask me again in a month, she'd said. She'd meant the license. She wondered, now, whether he'd heard it as something else.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


A tell-tale crack monitor is two overlapping pieces of clear acrylic. One has a crosshair on it and the other has a grid. You glue one half on each side of a crack, line up the crosshair at zero, and walk away. If the crack opens, closes, or slides, the crosshair moves across the grid, and the grid tells you how far, to a quarter of a millimeter. It doesn't need batteries. It doesn't need Wi-Fi. It doesn't care who's paying for it.

Cole loved them the way some men loved fishing lures.

"You've got that look," Dee said.

"What look?"

"The look you get at the hardware store when they've restocked the good shims."

They were under span four at 8:10 on Wednesday morning, the tide at the bottom and the mud at its worst, sucking at their waders with a sound like a drain clearing. The underside of the deck was a gallery of old repairs: patches over spalled concrete, rust stains blooming from rebar that had been too close to the surface for fifty years, a mineral drip line along the weep stain on the east fascia where someone had smeared epoxy two weeks ago. Cole had already photographed the epoxy from six angles. Now he was cleaning the concrete on either side of the old crack under it with a wire brush and a rag soaked in alcohol, and Dee was holding the tell-tale and the tube of two-part adhesive and the timer.

"Ninety seconds," she said
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