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March 9, 2023, Siesta Key, Florida

Lili nudged Gil to prevent him from nodding off again.  They were sitting on a couch in the Florida condo they had rented for the winter. Vera, one of their favorite shows, was playing on the Britbox channel. CRASH! Thump, thump! The sounds of running footsteps, shouting, and more crashing were coming from the unit above them. “Call 911!” said Lili. “I’m getting my gun. Tell them I’m armed.”

Lili was a semi-retired agent with the Massachusetts State Crime Lab, but she still traveled with her service weapon. She went into the bedroom closet and opened the little safe where she kept her pistol. She put on her flip flops and ran out the front door.

Gil heard more sounds of trouble from above while the dispatcher answered. “Sarasota County Emergency Services. What is your emergency?”

“It sounds like there’s a violent fight going on in the condo above mine. We need police to come to Unit 26 at Manatee Point, on Siesta Key.” Gil walked out to the parking lot, barefoot, while he was talking. A small crowd was gathering on the second-floor walkway.

“And what is your name, sir?”

“I’m Gil Novak. My girlfriend went up to that condo with her gun.”

Lili peered through the screen door into Martha’s condo. There was broken glass, an overturned side table, and a pistol on the hallway floor. She thought she saw a man on top of Martha at the far end of the living room. She entered quickly and saw a man strangling Martha with an electrical cord. “Police! Let her go, now!” The guy pulled tighter and just smiled at Lili, his gold front tooth shining in the light. Martha was turning blue and her eyes were bugging out.

“What is your girlfriend’s name, sir?”

“Her name is Lili D’Amico. She’s an agent with the Massachusetts State Police.”

“I have police on the way, three minutes out. I’ve told them about Agent D’Amico.”

BOOM! Fear struck Gil. “There was a gunshot! I’m going up there.”

“Do not go up there, Mr. Novak.”

Lili burst out of the front door onto the balcony and yelled, “Get EMTs out here! Get an ambulance!”

“We need EMTs and an ambulance!”

“Sir, can you find out what’s happening?”

“Lili, what’s going on?”

“Martha was strangled. She’s still alive, but just barely. Her attacker is dead. I shot him.” Lili went back in to help Martha.

Gil relayed the information to the dispatcher. His hands were shaking. He felt cold.

A Sheriff’s car pulled in, blue lights flashing. Two deputies got out and Gil waived them over. He quickly explained what happened and pointed to Unit 26. The deputies ran up the stairs and made their way past the onlookers into Unit 26. Another sheriff’s car and the EMTs from the Fire Department pulled in and Gil showed them where to go. A detective pulled up in an unmarked car and Gil pointed to Unit 26.

“Gil, get my badge!” yelled Lili. Gil got her badge and brought it to her at Martha’s door. Lili went right back in.

About ten minutes later, the EMTs brought Martha down the stairs on a stretcher. She looked alive to Gil, but she was unconscious. They loaded her into the ambulance and drove off, lights flashing. A few minutes later, Lili came out with the detective. The detective had her gun in an evidence bag.
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AT SEVEN A.M., GIL pulled into the hospital parking lot to pick up Lili. “You look pretty good, considering,” he said.

“Thanks, I think. The doctor thinks Martha’s going to survive. She has an injury to her larynx, and the EMTs had to put a tube in her neck so she could breathe. A crike, they called it. Today, assuming she remains stable, the surgeon will operate to fix her up.”

“So, you’ve been here all night?”

“No, I was at the sheriff’s office for a couple of hours, givng my statement. They were very nice. They treated me like one of their own. I asked them to use me as a liaison for Martha.”

“Are you hungry? Do you want to stop for breakfast?”

“Sure. I’ll sleep by the pool, later.”

––––––––
[image: ]


GIL SAT ON THE LOUNGE next to Lili, who was still sleeping. Most of the lounges by the pool were occupied and there were half a dozen people in the pool chatting. Most of the people there were from the upper Midwest or Toronto. There were enough puffy clouds going by that he didn’t think Lili would get a sunburn. He was reading a science-fiction novel about first contact with aliens. 

Lili stretched. “How long was I out?”

“About an hour. How are you feeling?”

“Not bad, but I could use an iced coffee.”

When Gil returned with her coffee, he found Lili surrounded by “the girls,” being grilled about last night. “Yes, it’s the first time I’ve ever shot anyone, and no, it doesn’t bother me. If I didn’t shoot him, Martha would have been dead.”

“What did he look like?” asked Francine.

“I can’t really talk about the case because I’m an officer of the law. When I go over to the hospital later, I’ll find out when you can visit her.”

Beryl asked, “Was the detective good looking? Can you talk about that?” The girls laughed. Beryl was in her late seventies and she had been a widow for many years.

Ellen said, “Beryl, I think you’d go more for the bad guy, not the cop.” More laughing.

Frank wandered over. “Lili, are you going to be in any kind of trouble over the shooting?”

“I’m not worried about that, Frank. The shooting was justified. I really want to know why someone would want to hurt Martha. Any ideas?”

“Maybe she’s a drug lord!” offered Francine.

“Or a weapons dealer,” said Beryl.

“Maybe a human trafficker,” said Ellen.

“Oh brother,” said Gil.

Lili picked up her ringing phone, spoke for a few seconds and hung up. “That was another detective. He’s out front and wants to talk to me. I better put some clothes on.”
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“AGENT D’AMICO, I’M Agent Sammy Arias from the Florida Department of Law Enforcement. If it’s okay, I’d like to go through the crime scene with you, and review what happened.”

“Sure. Please call me Lili.”

As they walked up the stairs, Sammy said, “So you’re Crime Scene?”

“Yes, for a long time. I just went part-time, semi-retirement.”

“Must be nice. Are you a scientist? Why do you carry a service weapon?”

“I started out as a uniform, then I made detective. It was early days for forensics back then, but I had a degree in chemistry and was given the opportunity to lead a forensics team. I stuck with it, but I maintained my weapons qual.”

They went into Unit 26. “So talk me through it.” Lili talked him through the whole thing, which didn’t take very long. He said, “It sounds like, if you weren’t here with your gun, Ms. Eames would be dead.”

“No question. He was going to finish the job, even though he knew I was going to shoot him. Do you know who he was?”

“We’re still working on that. No ID. Ms. Eames is quite a fighter, though. She disarmed her assailant. He resorted to strangling her with the wire from the lamp she hit him with. His gun’s a ghost, no numbers. His prints aren’t in AFIS. He’s got a lot of tats, though. We’re looking at that, and his DNA.”

“It’s amazing she survived. Martha’s in her mid-seventies, I think. I don’t know if she has any kids.”

“The emergency contact in her phone is her neighbor, Barbara LeClerc. Ms. LeClerc didn’t know of any relatives. She checked on Ms. Eames’s home in New Hampshire and didn’t see anything wrong.”

“Well, it looks like you’ve got a good mystery. Let me know if you need anything.” 
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Gil and Frank were fishing at Turtle Beach the next morning. They each had a rod sitting in a sand-spike rod holder. Gil had a thawing baby mullet on his hook, and Frank was using three frozen shrimps on a multi-hook rig.

“Why the hell would someone want to go into Martha’s place and kill her?” asked Frank.

“I don’t know Martha that well,” said Gil. This is my first year coming here. I didn’t even know her last name. What do you know about her?”

“I’ve known her for about six or seven years. I knew her husband George, too. He was a quiet guy. He designed computer chips. He died a few years ago. Stroke, I think. Martha was a teacher. I don’t think they had any kids. Whoa.” Frank jumped up and ran to his pole which twitched a couple of times. He gave it a yank, but nothing happened. He reeled it in and found that one of his shrimps was missing. He put another shrimp on his hook and cast his rig back out.

“Hey Frank, I don’t even know your last name. What is it?”

“It’s Sanborn. What’s yours?”

“Novak. It’s funny here. I’ve gotten to know a lot of people, but I don’t know many last names.” Gil’s pole suddenly bent way over. His rod holder tipped over and his rod and reel headed into the waves. He jumped up, ran down, splashed in, and lunged into the water. After a few seconds, he stood up, triumphantly holding his rod up. Suddenly, the rod tip bent over and was almost yanked from his hand. ZIZZZZZ!  His reel buzzed as the line peeled off.

Frank yelled, “Point your pole closer to the horizon or it’ll snap! It’s a big one!”

Gil lowered the tip of his pole. The fish was slowing, but then it sped up again and turned to the right. Gil splashed through the shallows to follow it up the beach. His legs got tangled in the next guy’s line and he fell to the water. He managed to untangle himself while the line continued to peel off his reel. Other fishing guys were laughing while quickly pulling in their lines to give Gil room to maneuver. After a few minutes, the fish faltered, so Gil started to reel it in. It was very heavy, and he hoped his forty-pound line would hold. Gil’s eyes stung from saltwater and sweat. The fish surfaced and its fins breached the surface a little. It was over a hundred yards out. Then it ran again, this time to the left. Gil followed it back down the beach and it faltered again, occasionally allowing him to reel it in, like a tug of war. “I think it’s a stingray!” he yelled.

After about fifteen minutes, the fish finally gave up, and Gil slowly reeled it in to the water’s edge. Frank and another guy helped slide it onshore and flip it over, carefully avoiding its barb. Another guy asked, “Do you want me to take your hook out?”

“Yes, please. We’ll just put it back in the water. It must weigh forty pounds!” Using pliers, the guy deftly twisted the hook out and a couple of other guys slid it back into the waves. The ray recovered and swam away.

Gil threw his rod on the sand and plopped into his chair. “Well, that was something.”

“You gave us quite a show. What a crowd! Hey!” Frank hopped up and grabbed his twitching pole. His line ran in a little racetrack pattern, and he reeled it in with a silvery fish on the hook. “A pompano! Fish for dinner tonight.”
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“SIX BAM!” SAID ELLEN, laying down a mahjong tile.

“Two crak,” said Lili.

“Flower,” said Francine. Beryl was unresponsive. Francine gave her a nudge and said, “Stay with us, Beryl. You want some coffee?”

“No, no. I’ll be fine. Um, nine dot.”

“I’ll take the nine dot,” said Lili. Lili took the nine dot tile and revealed her sequence of four dot tiles on her mahjong rack.

“South wind,” said Francine. Beryl was zoned out again. Francine gave her another nudge. “We better take a break after this round.”

“Uh, flower,” said Beryl.

“Six dot!” said Ellen.

“Four bam,” said Lili.

“Seven crak,” said Francine.

“I’ll take that,” said Lili. “Mahjong!” Lili revealed her tiles.

Francine said, “For crying out loud, that’s three in a row!”

“It’s my lucky day,” said Lili.

Francine paid Lili fifty cents and the other two players each paid her a quarter. Everyone then dumped their tiles into the middle of the table. The tiles were clickety-clacking as the women turned them all face down and shuffled them around. Francine got up and said, “I have coffee, tea, iced or regular.” She quickly made an iced coffee with a lot of cream and sugar and placed it in front of Beryl.

“I’m so glad it’s cool enough to play on the lanai,” said Ellen.

“Not too many cool days left for this year,” said Francine.

“Is it much hotter in April?” asked Lili.

“It’ll start to get hotter and muggier. It gets to me once the nights stay hot. It’s like you can’t get any fresh air,” said Francine.

“May gets even hotter. And it starts to storm almost every day for a little while. We used to stay down here through May because Larry would fish for tarpon. He doesn’t fish that much anymore,” said Ellen. 

“Why doesn’t Deb play mahjong?” asked Lili.

“She doesn’t like the Orientals,” said Ellen. “She’s kind of a racist.”

“Really?”

“Her brother was in a Vietnamese prison during the war. He was never right after that,” said Ellen.

Francine said, “That’s part of it, maybe, but I think it’s mainly because Debbie’s a shopaholic. She wouldn’t waste an afternoon of potential shopping to play a game. Sometimes she and Larry play Mexican Train in the evening, though.”

“What does she shop for?”

“Art. And antiques, too,” said Francine. “At an age when most people downsize, Debbie and Frank bought a bigger house so they’d have room for more stuff.”

“Who needs to buy antiques?” said Ellen. “All the stuff we bought years ago is antique now.”

“So, is that new detective single?” asked Beryl.
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Gil pulled the laundry out of the dryer. He brought it to the bedroom and started to fold each article of clothing. He felt that living with Lili had become less awkward over the last couple of months. They’d been together for about five months, and their life together was reaching a rhythm of sorts, but he still had to think carefully about every little thing he did. Sometimes, when he was doing something without thinking, he would catch himself from feeling he was still with his late wife, Cynthia. She had died a year and a half ago from COVID.

Gil became in charge of laundry duty and took out the garbage. Lili did the dusting and arranged social engagements. They both vacuumed, shopped for groceries, and cooked. They mostly ate breakfast and lunch separately, but they always had dinner together. Should he tell her every time he decides to go out to the pool or fish off the dock? Will she automatically share with him what’s going on with Martha’s investigation? She was currently at the hospital visiting Martha.

Gil pulled an article of Lili’s clothing out of the laundry basket and flipped it around, trying to figure out what it was. It looked like it was inside-out, so he pulled it through the other way. It still looked inside-out. Hmm. It seemed to be a skirt with shorts attached. He wondered what that was called. He pushed the shorts inside the skirt and it was inside-out again. He pulled it through the other way. Success!

He liked being in Florida for the winter. He liked living with Lili down here. He wondered what she thought about it? He had already booked the place for next winter, but could always cancel it up until mid-October. He decided to ask her what she thought about this whole thing. He came upon another perplexing piece of clothing. It looked inside-out, maybe. It had lots of straps, some twists in the cloth, and a couple of boob-holding cups. It was brightly colored with lots of flower patterns which camouflaged its shape, making it harder to figure out. He decided it was a shirt with a strappy back, an embedded bra, and a kind of twisted neckline. He wondered what it was called.
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AT THE HOSPITAL, LILI took the elevator up and found Martha’s hospital room. She spoke to the officer standing guard. He checked his notebook and told her she was cleared to go in. She asked about arranging for other visitors and was told to check with Detective Arias to get them on the list. She walked in and saw that Martha was awake, but still had a breathing machine hooked up to her neck, along with heart and oxygen sensors. It had been a week since the surgery to repair her neck. Her hair was disheveled. “Hi Martha, I came to see how you’re feeling.”

Martha pointed to the wheeled table that held a notepad and pen, which Lili handed to her. She wrote a whole paragraph. “I’m still a little doped-up on painkillers, so my neck doesn’t hurt right now. But I don’t like the painkillers. They make me feel depressed and a little nauseous. The nurse said they need to keep me on them a little while longer or I’d be in a lot of pain. I also have other bruises on my body from the fight. Thanks again for shooting the bastard. I don’t remember it.”

Lili read it and tried to stifle the urge to laugh and cry. “I’m so glad I could help. I think you were unconscious by the time I got there. You’re lucky.”

Martha scribbled some more. “I could have been luckier!”

Lili chuckled. “Well, you must be feeling better if you’re cracking jokes. When can you get out of here?”

Martha wrote. “The doctor said they’ll remove the breathing tube tomorrow, but then they’ll need me to stay a couple of more days. Detective Sammy questioned me this morning. I was too woozy the last time he came. Read the last few pages, since I know you’ll be interested.”

Lili read Martha’s replies to the detective. She described what happened. Lili was proud that Martha was able to disarm her assailant. She has no idea who he was or why anyone would want to kill her. Nothing suspicious had happened to her over the past days or months. She has no children or relatives. She was an orphan.

Martha motioned for Lili to give her the notepad. She wrote “I don’t want to go back to the condo. When I get out of here, I want to fly home. Can you help me?”

Lili took a deep breath and said, “Of course I’ll help you. I’ll get us a flight when you think you’re ready. I’ll get you a hotel room until then. Me and the girls will get your things packed up and arrange for your car to be shipped back to Portsmouth. Is there anyone we can call?”

Martha teared up. She wrote, “I don’t have any family. I’ll tell you about that some other time. My neighbor Barbara back home is my best friend. Here’s her number. Thank you.” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOUR



[image: ]


Lili followed as an airline assistant wheeled Martha off the plane and into the terminal at Boston’s Logan Airport. Martha’s neck was bandaged, but she was breathing normally. She could croak a bit, but she still needed her writing pad to communicate.

After getting their bags, a skycap wheeled their luggage to the C&J bus. Lili wheeled Martha out the door, but Martha was able to climb into the bus on her own. She was a little shaky, but she hobbled down the aisle and plopped into a seat. Lili sat down next to her and handed Martha her bag and a cup of ice water with a straw. Martha drank a few gulps and wrote, “I’m starting to feel a little stronger just moving around some.”

Lili smiled at her and asked, “How long is the bus ride?”

Martha wrote, “Just a little over an hour.”

It was a really nice bus. Once they got going, both women settled in for a nap. Lili woke up a bit later and watched the bus drive through the Boston suburbs. Eventually, they reached I-95 and quickly cruised up to the Portsmouth bus terminal. The late-March air was brisk under mostly cloudy skies. Lili summoned an Uber and they reached Martha’s house a few minutes later.

Martha lived in an older two-story white house with a one-car garage. The snow was gone, and the lawn was mostly green. The trees were bare and no flowers were yet in bloom. Lili brought in the luggage, and Martha showed her to the guest bedroom. It was cold, so Martha turned up the thermostat. The radiators started making a clunking noise. When Lili entered the kitchen, Martha pointed to the electric tea kettle and Lili said she’d love some.

Lili sat on a comfy chair in the living room and texted Gil that they’d arrived.

“How’s the weather?” Gil texted.

“Cloudy and cool. Trees are still bare.”

“Well I can’t wait till we’re together again and I can keep you warm.”

Lili chuckled.

Crash! Lili went to the kitchen and found that Martha had dropped a mug and it shattered. Martha was white as a ghost and pointing at the phone list on the refrigerator. Lili asked, “What’s the matter?” She found Martha’s pen and pad, and gave it to her.

Martha wrote, “Someone’s been in here! The phone list is backwards.”

“Wasn’t your neighbor here to check the house? Maybe she moved it. Which house is she in? I’ll go get her.”

Martha wrote, “101. Barbara.”

Lili came back with Barbara in tow. She went over and gave Martha a hug. “Oh, you poor dear! How are you feeling?”

Martha wrote, “I can’t talk yet, but it doesn’t hurt too much.”

Lili said, “Martha noticed that the phone list on her fridge is turned around. Did you move it while you were checking on her house?”

“Oh dear! No, I’m pretty sure I didn’t touch it. All I did was walk around the rooms and check that the doors and windows were locked. Maybe you put it back that way before you left?”

Martha shook her head. She walked over to her desk and sat down. She looked around at the piles of papers, pulled open the drawers, and wiggled the computer mouse. The computer was off. She knelt down by the side of the desk and turned on the power strip. She pushed the power button on the tower and the computer booted up. Martha wrote, “I don’t know what it is, but something doesn’t feel right.”

“Let me look around, a little,” said Lili.

Lili walked from room to room, went down into the cellar, and out into the garage. Nothing looked out of place.

Lili returned and said, “I don’t see anything strange, do you?”

Martha wrote, “Maybe I’m just being paranoid.”

“Let me make a call.” Lili called a digital forensics guy she knew at the Massachusetts Crime Lab. “Hi Ricky. How do I tell if a computer was booted up at some time in the past?”

Ricky started rapidly reciting some techno-speak steps to perform. Lili asked him to hold on for a minute. “Martha, let’s take a look at your computer. Would you sign on please? I have a friend from the Massachusetts State Crime Lab on the phone and he’ll guide us through this.”

Martha got up and let Lili go to work. Lili went through a sequence of steps as Ricky guided her. She described to Ricky the information on the computer, then thanked him and hung up her phone. “Okay Martha, your computer was booted up eight weeks ago. That was while you were in Florida and before the attack. Is there anyone who would have booted up your computer then?”

“Oh my god, somebody was here. There’s nobody I know who would have done that. Barbara doesn’t know how to sign on to my computer. Warren does, but there’s no reason he would have been here. He’s the only one who knows how to sign in.”

“Who’s Warren?” asked Lili.

“Oh, he lives across the street over there. He helps me with my computer.”

Lili said, “I’ll call him just to make sure. Is Warren’s number on your phone list?” Martha nodded.

Barbara said, “I’ll call him.”

Barbara phoned Warren, chatted a little, and hung up. “Warren says he hasn’t been here since last fall, when you were still here.”

“So, we have enough evidence to show that someone broke into your house,” said Lili. “I’m going to get the police over here.”
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THE THREE WOMEN ORDERED from 5 Thai Bistro. It was one of Martha’s favorite restaurants, but she could still only eat soft foods. As they finished eating, the doorbell rang and Lili answered it.

“Hi, I’m Detective James Berniski from the Portsmouth Police Department, and this is Officer Childs.” He held out his badge and Lili let them in. Officer Childs was holding a crime scene kit.

“I’m Agent Lili D’Amico with the Massachusetts Crime Lab. This is Martha Eames, the homeowner and this is Barbara, her neighbor.”

“LeClerc,” said Barbara.

“So, you reported a break-in here, and you think it’s related to a crime in Florida?” asked Berniski.

Lili gave him the whole story. Berniski took a lot of notes and asked a lot of questions. “So, Ms. Eames, do you have any ideas about who would want to harm you or who may be after something in your possession?”

Martha wrote, “No! I’m just a retired widow who knits and watches TV. My husband George did secret work at Lincoln Labs, but that was years ago and he never brought anything home.”

“What kind of work did he do?”

“He was a semiconductor scientist.” Berniski’s eyebrows rose.

“Well, what I think we’ll do is gather evidence on the break-in here. Smart call on checking the computer. Officer Childs is a trained crime scene technician, so he’ll try to determine point of entry and see if there are some prints we can lift, or any other evidence we could use. Tomorrow, I’d like Agent D’Amico here to come down to the station so we can brief the Chief. If this is really related to the Florida case, we may end up bringing in the FBI. They’ll be able to look into Mr. Eames’s secret work.” 
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BACK IN FLORIDA, GIL, Francine, and Francine’s husband Carl were nearly finished loading up Martha’s car with her belongings. Gil and Carl were dripping with sweat, but Francine seemed fresh as a daisy. “So Gil, when are you going to head back up north?” asked Francine.

“In three days. Tomorrow, I’m going fishing with my friend who has a boat. How about you guys?”

“Oh, we’re staying until the end of April,” said Francine. “This whole situation makes me nervous, though.”

“Well, it looks like somebody was after Martha, in particular,” said Gil. “It wasn’t a random home invasion, so I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“I’m sure you’re right, but I’m still feeling nervous.”

Carl said, “If anyone ever broke into our place, they’re the ones that should be nervous. I’ll bet you would beat them up. Or you would talk their ears off until they’d just run away.”

“You haven’t run away, yet.”

“Yet.”

“Gil, are you going to drive home or fly?” she asked.

“I’ll drive. I enjoyed the trip down, but I’m sure it was a lot easier with Lili driving half the time. Hopefully, I won’t regret my decision.”

Gil drove Martha’s car to the parking lot where a car-carrier truck would load it up for transport to New Hamsphire. Carl followed Gil so he could bring him back to Manatee Point.
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GIL, MIKE, AND BOB had set up their fishing rods on Bob’s boat to slowly troll in the gulf. The water was pretty smooth. Mike pointed to the ten o’clock position where a school of fish was roiling the surface and a lot of birds were diving for them. Bob changed his heading to troll by the school. Suddenly, Gil’s reel started zizzing. so Bob cut the throttle. Gil grabbed his pole and set the hook, while Mike and Bob quickly reeled in their lines. Gil’s fish changed direction, causing slack in the line. Gil took advantage of the situation to quickly reel in a lot of line. The fish changed direction again, peeling out the line. “Start the boat and follow it or I’ll lose my line!” said Gil. Bob scrambled to get the boat started and headed in the right direction, while Gil moved quickly to the bow.

Gil was able to reel in line as the boat moved slowly toward the fish. Suddenly, the line started peeling again. The fish was diving deep. Gil was dripping with sweat and his arms were getting tired. Mike yelled, “Ahoy, ‘tis the white whale! Man the harpoons!” Bob was laughing, but Gil was not.

Gil watched helplessly as the line on his reel dwindled. As it neared its end, the line went slack. Gil started reeling in furiously, and after a few seconds, he realized he’d lost the fish. When he finally reeled in all of his line, he realized that it had broken right at the end, where the steel leader met the braided line. “Nice fish.” said Mike. “What brand of reel oil are you using?”

Bob and Mike set up to troll again, while Gil was rigging up another lure. “What kind of fish do you think that was?” asked Gil.

“Maybe a shark, but we’ll never know,” said Bob. Another reel started to zizz. “Bob, it’s yours!” said Mike.

Bob cut the engine, while Mike reeled in his line. Bob ran back and pulled his rod out of the holder. He started to play the fish. It was a big one. Mike’s line tangled while his lure was still in the water. The fish was fighting like crazy, but Bob got it close to the boat. “Get the gaff! Get the gaff!” yelled Bob. Gil got the gaff hook and ran to Bob. The fish seemed to have lost its energy to fight, so Bob eased it over to the boat. “It’s a cobia,” said Bob. Gil hooked the gaff into the side of the fish and pulled it up. The fish started wriggling violently, and Gil fell to the deck with the fish on top of him. Mike pulled out his phone to get it on video. 

Gil was screaming, “Get it off me!” Bob grabbed the fish by the tail, slid it off Gil and dragged it into the cooler. Gil got up and found a towel to wash off the slime.

They decided to call it a day, so Bob headed the boat toward the shore. Mike said, “Wow Gil, you went viral!”

Mike handed Gil his phone. There was a Facebook video with the caption ‘Fish attempts to mate with fisherman.’ There were already over a hundred comments. “Oh brother, I’ll never hear the end of this one.” 
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The next morning, Gil called Lili. She said, “Gil, I think we should take a break from each other. How can I ever compete with your love of aquatic creatures?”

“Ha, ha. I guess that was my fifteen minutes of fame.”

“Did you get hurt? Did that big fish have teeth?”

“That big fish was a cobia. They just have small teeth. It was really good grilled, but I think they’re high in mercury, so I may get taller or shorter as the temperature changes. I’m packing up today. I plan to leave really early tomorrow to avoid the traffic on I-75.”

“Well, hopefully by the time you get to your house, I’ll be back at mine.”

––––––––
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MARTHA’S DOORBELL RANG. She answered the door and found Officer Childs with a young woman. She motioned for them to come in.

“This is Keysha Spinks, a forensic locksmith out of Boston. She’s going to take a look at your door-locks to see if they were tampered with.”

“How interesting. A forensic locksmith. And a girl, too,” Martha wrote.

Keysha smiled and asked, “When the break-in occurred, was the deadbolt locked, or just the doorknob?”

Martha wrote, “Oh, I guess just the doorknob. I only lock the other one before I go to bed.” Keysha nodded.

They started with the front door. Keysha set up her equipment on the floor. She quickly disassembled the knob lock and took the inner workings apart. She put high-powered magnifying glasses on and examined the different pieces. Then she re-assembled them. She gathered her equipment and Officer Childs showed her to the back door. After a few minutes, the pair of them went down to the cellar to check that door.

“So, how are you feeling today, Martha?” asked Lili.

She wrote, “I guess I don’t feel so afraid today. I don’t know if that makes any sense because nothing has changed yet. I felt better that you were here last night.”

“Well, I can’t stay here forever. Let’s see what the locksmith has to say, then I’ll go speak with the Police Chief and you can decide what to do. Is it possible for you to stay with Barbara for a while?”

She wrote, “I’m sure she’d let me. I’ll have to think about that.”

Officer Childs came back with the locksmith. Keysha said, “The lock on the door in the cellar was picked recently. That’s probably how the perpetrator got in. The lock down there isn’t very good. Your deadbolts are pretty good on the front and back doors, but you don’t use them when you leave because it’s a hassle. Knob locks are not very secure. What I recommend is that I put a combination lock on the front deadbolt, and eliminate the knob lock. On the back door, I’ll put a more secure deadbolt on and eliminate the knob lock. On the cellar door, I’ll put a secure deadbolt. This way, you’ll lock the back door and the cellar door using deadbolts from inside the house. Then you’ll lock and unlock the front door using the electronic combination lock. It will be battery powered. The contract I have with police is to provide these locks for only wholesale and installation costs. I’ll do the whole job for $375.”

Martha looked at Lili. “That sounds like a good deal,” said Lili. “Now I’m thinking about my locks at home.”

Martha wrote, “Thank you Keysha. Please install the new locks. Will you show me how to use them?”

“Yes Ma’am. It’ll only take me about an hour.”

Officer Childs said, “Thank you Keysha. Ms. Eames, I’ve checked your window locks and they’re pretty good. If you decide to install a security system, call me and I’ll recommend some contractors for you.”

––––––––
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LILI DROVE TO THE PORTSMOUTH Police Department. It was located in a scenic area near a saltwater pond. Detective Berniski escorted her into the Chief’s office. “Agent D’Amico, this is Chief Voorhees.”

They shook hands and Lili said, “I’m here as a civilian, so please call me Lili.” The Chief indicated that they should sit.

“So Lili, how did the Massachusetts State Police get involved in this?”

“Well, this year I started working part-time so I could spend the winter in Florida with my boyfriend. Martha was staying in the unit directly above me. We heard her being attacked, so I got my gun and shot the guy. He’s dead. Martha had been strangled by him and was barely alive. When she got out of the hospital, I volunteered to escort her to Portsmouth. She still can’t speak yet, so soon after her surgery. And, she doesn’t have any family.”

“You ever shoot anyone before?”

“No, but I don’t feel bad about it. Martha would have been dead in a few seconds if I didn’t shoot him.”

“Any idea what’s going on?”

“No, none at all. Martha’s just a long-retired woman who doesn’t do very much, from what I can tell. I only met her in January.”

“Well Jim, what do you think we should do?” asked Chief Vorhees.

“I think Ms. Eames may still be in danger, so we should guard her house until she has a security system installed. We should probably pay for it because it‘ll save us money. I also think we need to call in the FBI since the break-in is probably connected to her attempted murder in Florida. In the mean time, I’ll call this Detective, um, Arias in Florida and fill him in.”

“Lili, what do you think we should do?” asked the Chief.

“I think we should do what Detective Berniski says. I’ll stay long enough to talk to the FBI, then I’ll go back home to Northampton, Mass.”

“Sounds like a plan. Jim, you get the guards and the security system arranged. I’ll call the FBI. Nice to meet you, Lili.” 

––––––––
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CARRICK WAS PERCHED high up in a big maple tree, watching Martha Eames’s house which was across the street. Cloudy skies were making the evening sky dark, but there was a street light nearby, making him a little more detectable. This was his initial watch, so he didn’t bring his rifle. It was easy to identify his target because she had a bandage around her neck. There was a police officer stationed on the front porch, and another in the backyard. There was a middle-aged woman in the house with the target, maybe her daughter. He used a laser range-finder and measured his distance to target as 476 yards. No problem.

The fact that the police were on alert would make Carrick’s job riskier. He decided just to observe this evening, then come back in a few days. The police won’t hang around for very long, he figured.
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The sky was getting lighter as Gil drove north up I-75 toward Ocala, Florida in light rain. There wasn’t any traffic this time of the day. He left the interstate at Ocala, crossed over to US Route 301, then headed north up the middle of the Florida peninsula. Route 301 was a pleasure to drive, scenic with citrus groves and cow pastures.

The sun came up, even though it was still raining a bit. He put on his sunglasses and turned on the radio. “Folks, that was Bizzle, with his Response to Same Love. I played that to show faith and support for our leader, Ronnie D, and his quest to rid our land, and our whole nation, of those who have turned to sins of the flesh. Now we’ll hear from Zach Williams with Heart of God.” Gil pressed the ‘seek’ button to find a better station. He was conflicted about wintering in Florida, with its ultra-conservative and hate-stoking politics and religion. Gil wasn’t a Democrat and he wasn’t a Republican. Both parties had some good ideas and too many bad ideas. The ultra-liberals and ultra-conservatives were preventing the parties from working effectively together. It was exasperating.

He settled on an oldies rock station that was playing Purple Rain. The rain ended, and a nice rainbow formed. Gil thought that a lot of people in Florida must now hate rainbows, the nemesis of conservative politics. As he was getting close to the ramp for I-10, several magnificent swallow-tailed kites were swooping above the road.
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DETECTIVE JIM BERNISKI and FBI Special Agent Mayet Elsayed sat on the couch in Martha’s living room, adjacent to a love-seat that held Martha and Lili. Everyone was drinking coffee in mismatched mugs. Special Agent Elsayed was a striking young woman with black, frizzy hair tied back. “So, Agent D’Amico, what do you think is going on here?” she asked.

“I think someone wants to kill Martha.” Martha began to tremble, so Lili gently put her hand on Martha’s arm. I think if they were looking for something, the house would have been tossed. I have no idea why they’re after Martha. I recommend digging into Martha’s past and present dealings. She could have witnessed something that she isn’t aware of. The killers came here first and, when they realized she wasn’t around, they searched for indications of where she was. They located her in Florida, and a guy tried to strangle her. He kept at it even when he knew he’d be killed. Do you know who the attacker was?”

Detective Berniski said, “I spoke to Detective Arias yesterday, and they still don’t have an ID on the guy down there. They believe he’s from El Salvador, based on his tattoos.”

Lili said, “Well, since Martha probably isn’t involved with Central American gangs, somebody probably hired him to get to her.”

Special Agent Elsayed asked, “Ms. Eames, who are your closest relatives?”

Martha wrote on her pad for a few minutes while Lili looked over her shoulder. “I don’t have any blood relatives that I know of. I was adopted as a young child in England by Stephen and Elizabeth Stone. They had no knowledge of my biological parents. I have some cousins from the Stone family in England and Canada whom I met as a child, but I never stayed in touch with them when my parents moved to America. George and I didn’t have any children. Early in our marriage, I had a baby who was stillborn. After that, I couldn’t bring myself to try for another one. I had my students at school, and that was enough for me.”

Elsayed read what she wrote and handed it off to Berniski. “Has anything changed in your life in the recent past? Any new activities, investments, acquaintances, that sort of thing?” asked Elsayed.

Martha wrote another paragraph. “I’ve been doing the same things for the past 15 years, living in Portsmouth and going to Florida for the winters. I’m 81 years old, so I don’t do all that much. My husband George died three years ago, which was a big change for me. The only new acquaintances I have lately are Lili and Gil who came to Florida this year. If they didn’t, I’d be dead!”

Elsayed read it, passed it on, and said, “I’m so sorry about your husband.”

Lili said, “You
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