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2019

Day one - Tuesday evening

Frankie

Frankie was sitting in his favorite chair on the lanai, talking to his business partner over Skype. The ceiling fans rotated with a gentle thropping noise, his little dog Charlie lay at his feet and yelped occasionally as he dreamed. Every now and then Frankie leaned down to stroke Charlie’s head.

“So how hot is it there now Frankie, at what, seven in the evening?” 

Frankie looked at the thermometer.

“Seventy-five,” said Frankie

“So that’s about twenty-four?”

“I guess so,” said Frankie.

“Well lucky you. It’s colder than a witch’s tit here. We’ll be lucky if the temperature gets above freezing this week.”

“Hang on a minute Barnsie, got to open one of the sliders, let some cool air in.”

“Yeah, rub it in why don’t you? Anyway, don’t you have air con?” 

“I do,” said Frankie getting up from his chair, “but I don’t turn it on ‘til I go to bed.”

Frankie slid one of the floor to ceiling windows along, letting the evening breeze waft into the lanai. His condo was on the second floor, offering an uninterrupted view over Venetian Bay. He stopped briefly to watch the sunset, the sky now a mixture of blues, burnished copper and red swirls The sun was a red molten ball descending behind the high-rise buildings opposite, heralding another spectacular Naples sunset. He sighed, then lowered his gaze to look out over the condo gardens. About 150 yards away, he could just about make out a couple on the other side of the swimming pool, silhouetted in the fading light. 

His view was partially obscured by the branches of the poolside bottle brush tree. The couple were standing on one of the boat docks having an animated discussion. Odd for anyone to be out there this time of night? He shrugged, went to sit down and resumed his conversation with Derek, Barnsie his business partner and friend. He took another sip of his cold Michelob. 

“Okay Derek, I’m concentrating now.” 

“Okay, so, as I was saying... Do you think it’s too soon to make Gareth a director? He’s worked hard and really improved the IT department. We’re getting loads of recommends from existing clients. Pen testing and cyber security in general is more in demand than ever. We’re in a great position to make a killing. My suggestion is we make Gareth a director, move Jimmy up to office manager and employ a couple more techies. What do you think?” 

“Yeah, sounds like a good move,” Charlie suddenly woke up, went to the open window and started barking, “Just hold on Barnsie, give me a minute.”

“What’s up Frankie?”

“Not sure, something’s going on outside,” said Frankie putting his beer down. He stood and pushed the mosquito screen aside to get a clearer view, and straining to try to hear what was going on. The discussion between the two people had become more animated, but he was too far away to see properly and couldn’t hear anything distinctly. They’d moved further along the boat dock. The woman appeared to be gesticulating, then seemed to stumble backwards. Frankie heard her scream, then a splash as she fell off the dock into the water. Frankie watched transfixed. A split second later another louder and more horrific scream rent the air. Did the man push her, why isn’t he helping her? Frankie turned back to the laptop, then looked back briefly to where the couple had been. The man had gone. He turned back to the laptop.

“Sorry Derek, got to go, someone’s just fallen in the bay,” and with that Frankie rushed for the door, stopping only briefly to grab his cell. 

He opened the condo door, ran along the walkway to the stair’s door, opened it then dashed down the stairs two at a time and out through the ground floor door. He suddenly realized he didn’t have any shoes on but didn’t stop. Turning left and left again, he passed under the breezeway and along the path through the gardens, and on round the swimming pool towards the boat dock where he’d seen the woman go into the water. 

He got to the dock and ran to the end. The docks were wooden pier like structures, about thirty feet long. A boat was moored on the right-hand side of the dock, but no boat on the left-hand side where the woman had gone in. He couldn’t see any sign of the woman. The sun had now disappeared beyond the horizon and illumination was limited to a small dim light on the dock, the security lights around the pool and some reflected light from the houses and condos alongside the bay.

Frankie ran back down the dock to the rear of the pool where there was an extending pole kept in a plastic tube holder. It had a large hook on the end.  He took it out and quickly returned to the dock, nearly bumping into a man holding a flashlight. He recognized him as Hector Carmouche, one of the other residents. 

“Frankie is that you?” the man asked, shining the torch in Frankie’s face.

“Yes, it is,” said Frankie holding up his hand to shield his eyes from the blinding glare.

“Oh, sorry,” said Hector, “what’s going on? I heard a scream,” he said as he followed Frankie to the far end of the dock.  

“Not sure Hector, but I saw a woman fall off the dock and into the water, or maybe she was pushed?” 

“Pushed! Sweet Jesus, by who?” 

“No idea.” Frankie replied

Hector shone his light across the water

“Keep shining that light Hector.”

Frankie got down on all fours, then flattened himself out on the wooden deck and leaned over trying to look underneath the dock. They were joined on the dock by another two of the residents who’d come to see what was going on.  

“Anything?” asked Hector, waving his flashlight and trying to provide some light underneath the structure.  

“Nothing,” Frankie replied. “You know, when I got into the garden, Hector, I’d swear I could hear a sort of thrashing, not like somebody struggling in the water, something more, I don’t know, a sort of heavy slapping sound, something violent.”

“Oh, shit,” said one of the others who had joined them.  

“What?” asked Frankie.

“You heard about the gator?”

“What gator? no I didn’t hear about any gator. I haven’t been around the pool the last few days, been sorting out some business stuff. You’re not saying...?”

“A few folks have seen an alligator near the docks in the last couple of days. Not every day but... Tom and Marge saw it and they reckoned it was a bull gator, well over twelve feet long, but then you know how people exaggerate?” 

“Oh Christ,” said Frankie, scanning the water as he took out his cell. “Did anyone call 911?” he asked the little group, now joined by one of the women residents.

They all looked at each other. 

“No,” said one of the men who Frankie recognized as Bill Ferenczi “I thought someone else would have.”

“Jesus,” said Frankie in frustration. He took out his cell and punched in the numbers 911.

“Yes, an emergency, someone fell, or was pushed into the bay, Venetian Bay that is. Anyway, we can’t see her. Yes, Venetian Bay,” he said again, then proceeded to give the operator the address and zip. “They’ll be here shortly,” he said to others. He looked around and saw some more people had come down to see what the fuss was. One shouted.

“Can we help?”

“I don’t think so,” Frankie shouted back. There were already enough people doing nothing useful he thought. “Someone fell in the water,” he shouted back to them, “the emergency services are on the way.” There was a collective gasp. Frankie turned his attention back to scanning the bay.

“Look, over there Hector, out there,” Frankie said pointing “shine your flashlight. See that red thing?”

“Yeah, I see, can’t see what it is though, clothing maybe?” said Hector,

“Might be the woman,” one of the others said. Frankie went to the end of the dock and dived in.  
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Day One - later that evening

Frankie & Detective Randazzo

“So, you’re the guy who called it in?” asked the detective who’d arrived at his door ten minutes before. He’d introduced himself as Lieutenant Detective Sam Randazzo. He was a similar height and build to Frankie, but had shiny black hair, an almond complexion and intelligent searching eyes. He and Frankie were now sitting at the dining table in Frankie’s condo. Frankie had showered and dressed after his unplanned swim in the bay earlier. He had a cup of piping hot tea in front of him, which he sipped at before asking.

“Have you heard anything more, have they found a body? Do you know who she was, was it one of the residents?”

“Hold up there buddy, one thing at a time. The divers are still out there, but it’s obviously difficult searching in the dark, even using the arc lights. So, it’s unlikely we’ll find anything tonight,” said the detective. “They’ll probably keep at it for another hour max, then come back tomorrow morning at first light, see what they can find. As to the identity, well, that’s what we’re trying to establish. We’re working to account for all the residents, but with people out for the evening, or away, or not in residence at this time, it’s not easy.” 

“I’ve asked the Condo Association President,” Randazzo consulted his notebook, “Err Rudy Sprouse?” Frankie nodded, “I’ve asked him to email all the residents telling them about the incident and asking them to notify him of anyone they can’t account for. I also asked him for a full list of residents along with their cell numbers so we can contact them to make arrangements to speak to them all, probably tomorrow afternoon. I’ll organize a couple of detectives to help me interview everyone who was here at the time. You’re excluded on account of our present conversation.” 

“So, let’s start at the beginning,” said the Lieutenant, “mind if I record this? I’ll make notes as well, but best to have a full record. Okay with you?” Frankie opened his hands in an expression of cooperation. 

“No problem,” he replied.

“You’re a limey, right? Sorry, a Brit?” Frankie smiled, “so what are you doing in Naples, vacation or what?”

Frankie took a deep breath and blew it out. “You really need to know all that?”

“Yeah I do.”

“Okay,” said Frankie. “Well I first came out here, to Naples that is, in March 2017 to help a friend. An American soldier I met in the army in Iraq.”

“Help him how?”

“His nephew had disappeared, and he asked for my help in finding him. Sort of returning a big favor he did me in Iraq.”

“Favor?” said the detective, eyebrows raised. 

“He saved my life.”

“That’s a big favor all right. But apart from the favor angle, why you? You have some sort of expertise in finding people?”

“No not as such, no, but I’m a partner in a security firm back in the UK, so I do have a bit of general experience in the area I suppose.”

“And did you find his nephew for him?”

“Yes, I did, so it all worked out okay. And in the process, I got to know Naples and I like it here. I like it a lot, so I came back.”

“For a vacation?”

“No, not really. I’m renting this place for six months, see how it goes long term. Then who knows? I might try to apply for a green card.”

“What made you choose this place in particular?”

“The location mainly. It’s on the bay, near the beaches, access to the gulf, if I ever get a boat. Great view out the back, and I also liked the name Acadiana.”

“How long have you been here already?”

“Two months. I have a six-month visa.”

“What about your business back in the UK?”

“Almost runs itself these days, and I have a great partner who manages it day to day. My role was always strategy and financial, so I was never really customer facing. These days it’s as easy to work remotely as being in an office, so I work from here.”

“I see, so no wife or kids?”

“No kids but I do have a wife, but things aren’t going too smoothly at the moment, hence my extended trip here.” 

Randazzo made a note in his pad. 

“Okay, so let’s cut to the chase. Tonight, what happened?”

Frankie recounted the events from when he first noticed the couple at the pool. Randazzo listened intently, without interrupting, making a note now and then. Frankie finished his account and took a long swig of his now lukewarm tea. Randazzo checked his notes.

“You were quite the hero diving in like that.”

“Foolhardy more like. Truth is I’d forgotten all about the alligator. Anyway, all I rescued was a piece of red cloth. Didn’t even look like part of a dress or blouse.” The detective smiled, then changed tack.  

“So, two months, I guess you’ve had time to get to know some of the other condo residents?”

“Yes, they’re a friendly lot. I think I know most of them by now.”

“But you didn’t recognize who the two people were, the ones you say were having a heated discussion?”

“No, they were too far away. The dock must be what 150 to 200 yards away? And it was getting dark. Then there’s the tree. It’s not a big tree, but the branches were enough to obscure the view a bit.”

“Show me,” said Randazzo. They got up and Frankie led the way to his lanai where Charlie was lying on his bed. He got up and went up to the detective, wagging his tail. Randazzo bent down and stroked the dog’s head briefly. 

“Friendly little guy.”

“Yes, Charlie loves everyone.”

“So, you brought your pooch all the way from England?”

“No, he was already here. It’s complicated. Charlie belonged to the missing man I was looking for, and for a while I looked after Charlie. He was good company. We took a shine to each other, so as part of the reward you might say, I got ownership of Charlie. I couldn’t take him home at that time due to the rabies restrictions, but when I got here this time, I was able to get him, so here we are,” said Frankie.

“Okay, so tell me where the couple were,” said the detective.  Frankie pointed out the boat dock where the two people had stood. 

“See, the way the condos are built in a semi-circle, means everyone has a view of the rear garden, the pool and the bay, just from slightly different angles. So, it’s possible someone else might have had a better view and recognized who the people were.”

“We’ll get to that when we start interviewing the other residents. Now, the other residents, the ones who came down to help, who were they, can you give me their names?”

“I think I can give you the names of the people who initially came to help, but then a bit of a crowd gathered, and I wouldn’t be able to say who they all were.”

“Okay, give me what you can.”

“Let’s see, there was Mr. Carmouche, Hector Carmouche, he was the first to come down and help. Fortunately, he had the good sense to bring a flashlight. Then there was Bill, that would be Bill Firenze, I think he was the one who said the noise I heard could have been an alligator. I remember that because it was such a shock when I heard alligators could be in the bay.”

“Yeah I can see that, and in salt water too,” said the detective 

“How do you mean ‘in salt water too’?” asked Frankie.

“Well, it’s unusual that’s all. Gators don’t usually like salt water. Not unheard of though. The guy who owns Park Shore Marina, Dave Ramsey, he was telling me about a six-foot gator that hung around his dock last summer for a couple of days. And I remember one turning up on a beach in Naples a few years ago. Made headlines in the Naples News.”

“Are you saying there might not have been an alligator, I mean...?” 

“Oh, I’m not doubting it was a gator. Nothing else fits. I guess it could have easily fallen in, and it would have a hell of a time getting out, seeing the bay’s completely surrounded by sea wall.”

“Could someone have chucked it in the bay for a prank?” asked Frankie

“It’s possible. There’s plenty of weirdos who would think that was a great joke to tell their drinking buddies. Anyway, we digress. So, who else was there?”  

“Okay, let me see, Roger, Roger Tuckerman. There were definitely four in that first lot who came down, now who was it? Yes, the guy with the funny name, Bodo, that’s it, Bodo Kellerman.”

“Anyone else?” 

“Yes, there was one woman, Nancy, Farr I think is her second name. Like I said more people came afterwards, but they stayed back by the pool. The ones I’ve told you about were the first ones to come to try and help.”

“Okay,” said Randazzo, “do you know if any of those people who came to help witnessed the argument?”

“I don’t know for certain, but my impression was they didn’t. I think they just responded to hearing the screams, but I can’t say for sure.”

“Okay, said the detective finishing his notes. “We’ll interview them as soon as possible. So, going back to what you saw. You saw the guy push the woman off the dock and into the bay, then he ran off?”

“I couldn’t swear I saw him push the woman, but it seemed that way. As I said, it was too far away to be certain, but why would he run away, if it was just an accident?”

“Yep, why indeed?” replied the detective. “So which way did he run?”

“He ran to the left and disappeared into the darkness, but I didn’t stop to try and see where he went, I was already running out of here to get to the woman.” 

“There’s another condo block next door, on the left, right?”

“Yes, it’s called Blue Horizons I think.”

“And that was the direction the guy ran in?”

“Yes, but he could have turned left again, around the side of Acadiana and out into the front parking lot area, then on to Bayline Drive.”

“I see,” said Randazzo making another note before he continued. “So, you didn’t see any indication of any kind of weapon being used at all?”

“No, I couldn’t say I did. But like I say, they were too far away, and in poor light. Why do you ask?”

“No particular reason. Just got to cover all the bases. The use of a weapon would suggest premeditation.”

“Yes, I see.”

“Having said that, it could have still been a premeditated attack regardless of not using any weapon, especially when it’s a man who’s the aggressor. On the other hand, it could simply have been an argument that got out of hand,” said the detective. He tapped his pencil on his pad as he considered what Frankie had told him, then said, “the gator element, which seems a distinct possibility, especially in view of the thrashing noise you heard, and the reports of a large gator around here recently, that has to be a possibility. That and the fact that the body disappeared so quickly, it all points that way. You didn’t actually see anything that might have been a gator?”

“No, I didn’t, just heard a loud thrashing, or maybe better to describe it as a slapping noise as I ran towards the boat dock. It was those screams though. The first scream I heard sounded like a normal scream, if there is such a thing as a normal scream. The second scream was much more, I don’t know, dramatic, or horrific, and louder, much louder.”

“Yeah I get the picture,” said the detective. 

“What are the chances of finding the body, or the alligator, assuming there is one?” asked Frankie.

“Venetian Bay is what, three miles long and pretty wide in places and it’s tidal so my guess is we’ll be lucky to find either. Gators tend to take their prey down to the bottom Take their time to digest their meal.” Randazzo stopped talking and looked at his notes. “Okay,” he said turning around and walking back to the dining table to retrieve his recording machine.

“That about wraps it up for tonight. Just write down your cell number on my pad here and I’ll leave you in peace, until tomorrow anyway. You around tomorrow?”

Frankie said he was and started to show the detective out. 

“Have you accounted for an Ava Ledinski?”

Randazzo turned back to face Frankie.

“Why do you think it might be her?”

“Well I’ve just realized, I haven’t heard her piano. Early evenings I can normally hear piano music. I think she gives lessons as well. It’s never loud at all, but like I say, I can hear it, probably because her condo’s next door to the one underneath me.”

“Well,” said the detective, “I think she’s one of the people we can’t locate at the moment. Her apartment’s locked and no answer, so maybe it could be her? But she’s not the only one we can’t account for just now, there are quite a few. She could just be out for the evening, or out of town, so until we get more definite information... But are you now saying it might have been her you saw arguing with the man?”

“No, no I couldn’t say that. It was, just like I say, it popped into my mind that I hadn’t heard the piano, that’s all. Like you say, she could just be out with friends or whatever. And as I said, they were just too far away, the tree branches and so on...”

“Yeah, okay. Well as soon as we find out who it was, I’ll let you know”

“Thanks Detective.”

Frankie closed the door and suddenly felt exhausted. He couldn’t face up to a telephone conversation with Derek, so he went back, picked up his laptop and placed it on his desk and fired off a quick email to him to explain what had happened, then went to his bedroom. He stripped off, got into bed and fell into a deep dreamless sleep. 
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Chapter 3
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Day one Tuesday Evening 

The Breezeway

The Perp

The perp took a beer with him and joined the other Acadiana residents in the Breezeway. Nothing folks love more than a gruesome tragedy to gossip about, especially in a place like this. The residents were sitting around discussing the dramatic events earlier that evening and speculating as to what had happened. A few of them asked where his wife was. The perp explained she’d gone to Indianapolis to see her uncle, whose health was failing. Said she’d be back in a few days he told them. His wife was very popular. 

A few of the residents had already been interviewed by the police and were discussing who the unidentified woman might be. Speculation was rife. There were a lot of expressions of horror that the woman had apparently been attacked by an unknown man, and then eaten by a huge alligator. Those who’d seen the gator swimming around the docks in the previous couple of weeks, drew the largest contingent of gossips. People speculated on whether the victim and the attacker were either residents, or maybe just the victim was, and the attacker was a stranger. Others theorized that it could have been the other way around. 

There was lots of discussion on what could have been the cause of such an attack. One or two mentioned heated disagreements at the recent condo association meetings, but no one could imagine such arguments morphing into violence Others weren’t so sure. He learned from eavesdropping on various conversations that there were at least three, maybe four single lady Acadiana residents who weren’t at home, but that didn’t mean much. 

A lot of the single residents often went to visit relatives and stayed away for a few days. They went on overnight trips organized by the various groups they’d joined, or organized events by the church they attended. His takeaway was that no one definitely knew who the woman was, and the police were no wiser. He began to make a plan. 

***
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After searching through Ava’s bag, he’d taken out her keys and hidden the bag in his closet. He waited until 2:00 a.m. before venturing out Hope there are no cops still around. I’ve got to get hold of her laptop. If I don’t, and the cops get to it first, I’ll be in big trouble, regardless of whether they could pin her death on me. My whole life could unravel.

He’d prepared his cover story, ready in the unlikely event he bumped into anyone. Couldn’t sleep after what had happened. Such a terrible tragedy so I got up and went to make a coffee and found I’d run out. Then I realized, in the confusion, I’d left some shopping in my trunk... and so on. 

He took an old Publix plastic bag out of the drawer in the kitchen and put some miscellaneous items into it to support his story, a packet of coffee and a box of Grapenuts, that should be enough then he exited his condo. As he suspected, there was nobody around as he stole slowly down the walkway towards her condo. The dumb cops haven’t thought to post anyone to keep an eye on things. As he approached the condo door, he donned some latex gloves. 

He used Ava’s keys to open the door and closed it quietly behind him, then walked around, cupping the flashlight in his hand to avoid it being seen from outside. He located her laptop, which was in a cupboard in the entertainment center in the living room. He found her iPad on the kitchen counter. He knew her iPhone had gone into the bay with her. The chances of the cops finding her phone would be extremely remote, what, with the thick mud and the tides, no chance. The phone might even be in the gator? 

He left both items he’d found on the counter and went into the bedroom where he knew she must have a hidden camera. He’d done some basic research on Google just an hour before, and found an amazing array of spy camera products, some as cheap as $150.  They came as air fresheners, picture frames, clocks, even one hidden in a coffee cup. He checked the bedside clock, then the back of a painting of flowers hung on the wall facing the bed. Then he lifted a framed picture of Ava receiving one of her many music awards, off the wall.

The camera was cleverly integrated into the frame assembly, which was patterned with decorative holes through which the lens could record whatever happened in the room. There was what looked like a motion sensor situated next to the small lens with tiny infra-red lights on either side to facilitate night vision. He pried the back of the frame off and it revealed a space with connections for the mic and USB port, plus a 32GB SD card. He knew from his research that the images were transmitted electronically via the wireless network to any nearby PC, laptop or smartphone. There was a small hole left in the wall where the picture hook had been, but hardly noticeable. He rubbed it with his finger to try to close it further, then stood back to examine his work. Perfect. 

Checking that there were no other marks to indicate where the picture had been, he took the picture frame and placed it together with the laptop and the iPad, then looked around for any other method she might have used for keeping records or notes. He found a domestic filing cabinet in the other bedroom, but all it contained were the usual documents relating to the condo, her car, air conditioning, instructions and guarantees for various appliances she’d purchased. He checked all the wardrobes, kitchen cupboards, drawers and an ornate drinks cabinet in the lounge and found nothing to worry about. 

Satisfied he had all he needed, he put the picture frame, laptop, iPad all in the Publix bag with his shopping and exited her condo, had a quick look around to check no one had seen him leaving, then made his way back to his own condo. He mused as he made his way along the corridor. I wonder what the cops will make of not being able to find her laptop and iPad? Once they find out it was Ava, they’ll search her condo and expect to find some sort of computer. They’ll soon be able to establish that she owned a laptop and an iPad. Still, that’s their problem not mine. He smiled and hummed quietly to himself as he neared the door of his own condo.

As soon as he was back and safe inside his own place, he set the laptop on the kitchen counter, made some coffee, came back and sat on a stool, took a sip of coffee and opened the laptop lid. It asked for the password. How likely am I to find out what the password is? Not very.... There was no password hint beneath the password box on the screen. A lot of use this is if I can’t find the password, On the other hand, I have deprived the cops of the opportunity to access all her data, a not insignificant result in the circumstances. Still, if I could crack the password and get into this thing, I could find what records she kept and who else the bitch kept records on. And, who knows what else I might find? She probably has a stash of cash hidden somewhere. She’d hardly declare earnings for the sort of services she provided - well apart from maybe reporting some of the money she earned giving piano lessons. 

He closed the laptop, examined it then turned it over and found a label stuck on the bottom with something written on it. The label was worn away with age, but he could still discern what was written on it instrumentnos. It took him a minute to figure out it was probably two words, an instrument and some numbers. Fuck! How many kinds of instruments are there, and what might the numbers be? He decided the likelihood would be that she chose a conventional instrument rather than some esoteric obscure type, piano being the obvious one in her case.  

He knew that a date of birth was always a favorite number combination in passwords, so he googled Ava Ledinski. It turned out she’d won a piano contest in Memphis when she was twenty-five and went on to play in the state orchestra for two years after that, wining more acclaim and the odd prize. These events generated plenty of information about Ava Ledinski, including her place and date of birth. Pleased with himself, he combined the date of birth with the word piano. He tried various combinations - at the end of the word, at the beginning, in reverse order, and any number of other variations, nothing. He tried the same with a range of other instruments, guitar, trumpet, saxophone, and so on, but after two solid hours of trying, he gave up. 

Cursing, he stood up, went over to the drinks cabinet and opened a bottle of bourbon, then went to sit in his lounge and switched on the TV. Maybe I can find some computer whiz kid to break the code, or whatever it was that was required to gain access? He went back to the laptop and tried a few more combinations. Nothing doing, then he looked at the battery “shit,” the battery indicator showed red and a message came on the screen warning that unless the laptop was connected to a power source, it would automatically close down in sixty seconds. He stood up and hit himself on the forehead with the heel of his hand. What a fucking moron I am, I forgot to look for the charger! 

He considered going back to the condo, but decided it would be pushing his luck, far too risky. I can get a charger tomorrow at Office Depot. Maybe they would also know some likely nerdy candidate who could crack the password problem? He looked at his watch 5:23. The adrenalin that had sustained him until now suddenly dissipated. He felt weak and exhausted to the point of near collapse. He closed the laptop lid, turned off the lights, staggered to his bedroom and fell on the bed fully clothed. He was asleep within seconds. 
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Chapter 4


[image: ]




Day two Wednesday morning 

The Perp

He woke up bleary eyed but strangely refreshed, made himself a coffee, then wandered to the lanai and looked out on a day dawned clear and bright. Hardly any wind disturbed the surface of the bay. The sky reflected on the shining water as if it was blue tinted glass, the calm serene surface, broken only by the odd morning fish rise. Then he cast his eyes left and saw something else disturbing the calm waters of Venetian Bay. Two divers had just fallen backwards from the side of a boat into the water. Nearer to shore, he saw a third diver, searching in the water around the dock. A man assisting him, stood on the dock talking into a mic. The perp took a sip of coffee and continued to watch. 

Suddenly, the diver near to the dock surfaced, pulled his mask to the top of his head and gave thumbs up sign. Shit, thought the perp, and took another gulp of coffee. He’d been hoping they wouldn’t find the body, surely the gator would have chewed her into little pieces by now? He looked on anxiously, hardly daring to breathe as he waited to see what they’d found. A few minutes later the diver appeared on the surface again, holding what appeared to be part of a severed arm. He handed it up to the man on the dock. Phew, thought the perp, breathing a sigh of relief, before going to make some breakfast. 

After breakfast he tried firing up the laptop, but it was as dead as the proverbial doornail. He went to get the iPad, placed it on the counter, sat on a kitchen stool and pressed the bottom button. It woke up, and a number pad appeared as he’d expected. He checked Ava’s date of birth again, wrote down the numbers on a piece of paper and began to try various combinations. He wasn’t sure if the iPad required four numbers or six, or maybe more. It was hopeless. He wondered if he should simply destroy it. I’ll delay that decision for a while, then if I decide to get rid, I’ll ditch it in the bay. 

Having heard that the media mob were likely to descend on Acadiana later that morning, he’d planned to get out to Office Depot before they arrived, but he was too late. They knocked on his door just after nine and asked for an interview. The woman had a cameraman standing immediately behind her, filming as he opened the door. He shielded his face and told the reporter he had nothing to say. They knocked again a few minutes later. He kept the door closed this time, but shouted through the door in no uncertain terms, that he would not be interviewed. His actual words were ‘Fuck off and leave me alone!’

He decided to wait awhile. Maybe they’d go away once they’d got all the interviews they needed? And so he distracted himself by tidying up his living room, changing his bedsheets and getting all his dirty clothes ready to take to the laundry. Going to his computer, he checked his messages and caught up on paying some bills. As he was working, his computer dinged the arrival of a new email. He opened it. It was from the association president, Rudy Sprouse.  

Dear residents (renters and owners)

You may know by now that divers have recovered part of a body from the bay, near the number 3 boat dock. The police are saying nothing more at this time and continue their search of the bay for the rest of the body of the unfortunate victim. They have advised that due to this development, it is inevitable that the news media will arrive in force over the next couple of days.  It is obviously up to you if you agree to be interviewed, but the police request that you refrain from speculation about who the victim was and how the incident or accident occurred. Unfounded speculation at this stage may severely hinder their investigations and might serve to cast suspicion on innocent people. 

Yours

Rudy

He waited another hour before venturing out, but still had to fend off some remaining persistent news people before he got to the relative safety of his car. Some of them were still gathered in clusters around other residents, who were apparently willing to be interviewed. Some people will turn cartwheels naked to be on television, he thought as he drove out of the parking lot. Driving to the mall, he parked outside Office Depot. As he got out of his car, he donned a plain blue cap with a large peak and pulled it down over his face. Entering the store, he kept his head down, and checked out the location of the security cameras. He wasn’t going to risk leaving a trail of evidence. 

Eventually he managed to get the attention of a sales guy and showed him a picture of the laptop he’d taken on his phone. The man took him to the appropriate section and handed him the charger.

“This should do it, but keep the receipt just in case, okay?”

“Yes, thanks. Oh, by the way, I wonder if you help me with a problem I have?”

“I will if I can sir, what is the problem?”

“Well, a relative of mine died recently and his wife doesn’t have his password for his computer, and she asked me if there was any way it could be recovered?”

The man looked at him with more than a hint of suspicion and he suddenly realized how foolish he’d been to have asked such a stupid question and draw attention to himself. 

“Tell you what buddy,” said the salesman, “you get a letter from the lawyer handling the estate, or whatever, and we’ll try to help, but without that my friend...”

“Yes, of course, and that’s how it should be,” he said, “I’ll talk to his wife and pop back in tomorrow.” 

“You do that sir. Now, is there anything more I can help you with today?”

“No thanks,” he said and went to join the line for payment. He paid in cash. Transaction completed, he walked out to his car and set off back to his condo. 

As he drove into the condo parking lot, more press people were arriving. Will this circus never stop? Despite being accosted another couple of times by news reporters, he managed to get back to his condo without too much hassle. He unpacked the charger, plugged it in and connected it to the laptop, gave it a few minutes, then fired it up. The screen came to life, and after loading up a beautiful picture of the Rockies bathed in dawn sunlight, the password box appeared. 

He began to try out a series of combinations of Ava’s date of birth and the word piano, then the numbers backwards, then the letters backwards.  He worked for over an hour trying every combination he could think of. He got angrier and angrier, pacing up and down the living room trying to think, and the more he tried, the more his mind refused to come up with anything constructive. He went to the lanai and looked out over the bay.  He was tense, frustrated and upset. The boat and divers were still searching in the bay, but now much further out. 

The weather had changed dramatically as the day had progressed. Dark clouds now appeared on the horizon. He needed some distraction, something to clear all the clutter from his mind. He closed the laptop, detached the power supply and hid the laptop in the oven. Opening the condo front door, he gauged the outside temperature. It was warm and humid. 

Changing into his shorts and a short-sleeved cotton shirt, he left the condo and made for the beach on foot. Navigating his way through the news crews, he exited Acadiana, turned right, and walked over the bridge then walked the remaining several hundred yards distance to the beach entrance. There were a few other people walking along the shoreline along with the usual variety of feeding birds – gulls, herons, egrets along with busy groups of sandpipers running alongside the shore - seemingly in a constant panic as the waves washed up on the sand to send them scuttling further up the beach. 

He walked further along to find a space where he was on his own and stopped as thunder rumbled. He looked out to sea. The sun was dimmed now, surrounded by black and grey clouds and a darkening sky. Lightning suddenly lit up the horizon, the sky now broody and threatening. The water became much rougher, egged on by the wind. White horses now topped the waves as the angry sea smashed on to the sandy shore, demonstrating its fearsome latent power. He waited, a loud thunderclap rent the air and made him jump. Then he saw rain, sweeping in across the Gulf. Looking around at the now empty beach he turned to run, then thought better of it and turned back to face the sea, arms open, waiting for the driving rain to come and drench him. Cleanse my soul? A bit late for that. He laughed a dry laugh. Then the wind and rain hit, nearly knocking him over. 
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