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Naples Florida

––––––––
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The Uber dropped him off on Third Street. He walked up the steps of the mall and towards the shop, stopping briefly to close his eyes and take a deep breath of the fresh sea air. He suddenly realized how much he would miss Naples when they moved on. Got to give some serious thought to buying a place here, he thought as he unlocked the shop door. Closing the door behind him, he wandered around aimlessly, then went into the back room. The clothes rail caught his eye. 

He walked over and smiled as he examined the costumes. Taking one of his favorite jackets off the rail, he put it on and admired himself in the full-length mirror. The front door opened and a voice he recognized shouted. 

“Hello anyone here?” He took the jacket off, put it back on the coat hanger.

“Yeah, in here,” he shouted as he hung the jacket back up on the clothes rail. The visitor walked into the room.

“Hey,” said the visitor.

“Hey yourself,” said the man. 

“Do you know what time the others are getting here?” said the visitor. The man looked at his watch. 

“They were due in about forty-five minutes, but they called earlier to say they’re running a little late.”

“What’s new?” said the visitor. 

“Yeah. They said the new security guys should arrive about the same time.” The visitor smiled.

“Okay, so enough time to talk.”

“Sure. So, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?” 
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Frankie parked his silver Jeep Cherokee on Third Street Old Naples and stepped out into the pleasant heat of an October Florida morning. He looked around... busy busy as usual. Frankie James Armstrong stood a little under six feet tall, had a wiry physique, salt and pepper hair and a slightly crooked nose, courtesy of a drunken fight he’d had with a fellow soldier back in his army days. 

Third Street Naples is just two blocks from the historic 19th Century Naples Pier and a stone’s throw from the Gulf of Mexico’s glorious beaches. The street is surrounded by original colorful beach cottages and the beautiful grand houses of Old Naples. Designer shops line the main thoroughfare, alongside ‘fine dining’ restaurants and chic bistros. Courtyards and fountains nestle amidst the lush colorful flowers cascading from hanging baskets dangling from the antique streetlights of historic Third Street South.

Looking across the street, Frankie saw his partner Sam Randazzo, already waiting on the sidewalk near the corner of Thirteenth and Third. Sam stood out from the tourists with his slim physique, fine Mediterranean features, dark hair, and was as usual, smartly dressed. Today it was a light beige linen suit, white shirt and blue tie. Randazzo didn’t do casual when he was on business. Frankie was dressed in shorts, a light blue T-shirt and a white linen shirt. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d worn a tie. 

Sam Randazzo and Frankie Armstrong had recently formed a private security and investigations firm - F&S Investigations and Security. Global Pictures was their first client. They’d been hired on a recommendation from the Naples Police Department. Global Pictures needed to hire security while they filmed their movie, and in particular, personal security for their star actor Ricky Jordan. 

Clive Susman, the movie director, had explained to Sam that the company planned to film several scenes in and around Naples and the nearby Everglades. The scenes were for Ricky Jordan’s next movie, with the working title ‘Backlash’. The film crew and cast were all staying at The Inn on Fifth, but Susman wanted a base near to Third Street and Naples Pier where a lot of scenes were to be shot. 

Global had rented a shop in the abandoned mall in Old Naples for the duration of the filming. The mall owners were waiting for permission from the city to demolish it and build a hotel on the site. In the meantime, they were renting out empty shops on short-term leases. It was strategically ideal as a temporary location for the movie company, who needed a base for meetings, makeup, props, storage of actor’s clothes, film equipment and such. 

Clive Susman had arranged to meet Sam Randazzo and his partner at the shop, so he could introduce them to the Executive producer, the crew and movie star Ricky Jordan. 

Sam spotted Frankie and waved. He waved back and crossed the road.

“Morning Frankie.”

“Morning, Sam,” said Frankie, looking at his watch. “Are we on time?”

“We’re actually an hour early now. I got a text earlier from this Susman guy to say he needed to reschedule the meeting for 11:00 a.m. But I’d already agreed to drop Martha off at the school, so here I am. I thought you could buy me a coffee. We could use the time to plan how we get more clients. As it stands, this is our one and only job.”

“Okay, suits me. Where exactly is the meeting?”

“A shop in the abandoned mall. Maybe we should go see where this shop is first? I’ve got the address right here,” he said, taking out his cell phone and scrolling through his messages. “Here it is.” 

They walked up Third, past Tommy Bahamas, Sea Salt, then turned left into the mall and found the empty unit. 

“This looks like the place,” said Frankie, walking over to the shop window, putting his hand up to shield the glare to look inside.

“No one there yet, I guess,” said Sam. 

“Doesn’t look like it. No lights on.”

“Come on, let’s go for that coffee.” 

“Okay,” said Frankie, moving away from the window and going to the shop door. He twisted the handle. The door opened. Sam raised his eyebrows.

“You’d think it’d be locked.”

“You would,” said Frankie, opening the door wide and waving Sam in, like a flunky at a swanky hotel. 

“You know what they say about curiosity?”

“Essential to being a detective?” Frankie replied, smiling.

“Yeah, okay, smart ass. Let’s have a look inside.” They went in.

“Hello, anyone here?” said Frankie in a loud voice. There was no answer. They looked at each other, both sensing something intangible. “Let’s look in back,” said Frankie. They walked through an archway in the dividing wall and into a spacious rear storage area. On the right-hand side of the room, a large clothes rail lay on its side, clothes strewn over the floor. They walked around the fallen rail and stopped. 

“What the hell...,” said Frankie. The body of a man lay on the floor, head to one side, a small hole visible in the side of his temple. Blood had seeped from the wound and stained the wooden floor. A folded piece of paper lay on top of the body.

Sam Randazzo walked over, kneeled down to check for a pulse, turned, looked up at his partner, and shook his head slightly. He looked more closely at the wound. 

“Looks like a.22 caliber,” Sam said and stood up.

“So, maybe someone he knew?” said Frankie

“To get that close, and with little sign of a struggle?” Sam shrugged, “probably.” Frankie bent down and twisted his head to get a good look at the victim’s face. 

“Jesus Christ almighty! Unless I’m very much mistaken, this is Ricky Jordan. Well, was Ricky Jordan. Never seen him in real life, but....”

“What?!” said Sam, now taking a good look at the man’s face. “Holy mother of God!” muttered Randazzo, taking out his cell phone. He punched in a number. 

“Better check the rest of this place out Frankie.” Frankie nodded, took his gun out of its holster and went to check out the rest of the shop. It didn’t take long. There were two large cupboards in front which were empty and a wooden staircase leading to a top floor, which comprised one large empty open space. Presumably used as a stock room when it was a working shop, thought Frankie as he made his way back downstairs. Sam’s call was answered. “Hello, yeah, put me through to Captain Alex Reagan please, it’s urgent, yes Sam Randazzo, I’ll hold.” While they waited, Frankie looked down at the corpse again.

“Our first assignment and we find our client shot dead. Is this how it’s going to be?” 

“Some start for sure,” said Sam. “Baptism by fire, Frankie boy.” Sam turned his attention back to his cellphone. “Hello Alex, Sam Randazzo. Yeah, I know, only been gone five minutes and I’m calling you already. No, I’m not missing you,” Sam said, responding to the obvious jibe. “Yes, I do know what they call us down there. That’s old news, Alex. Look, this is serious. We’re on our first assignment, looking after a film star guy, Ricky Jordan. Yeah, that Ricky Jordan.”

“How so? One of your guys recommended us. Jordan’s on location down here in southwest Florida. Look, the thing is, we’ve just found him dead. Shot in the head, with a.22 from the looks of it. Yes, seriously. Would I pull your leg about something like this? Yeah, well, that was different. Anyway, this is serious. I’d have called 911, but I thought you might want a heads’ up first, seeing as how it’s going to attract a lot of publicity. No, no one else knows yet, not even the guy who hired us, the Director Clive Susman. He and his film crew are due here shortly.”

“Where? we’re in one of the empty shops in the abandoned mall behind Third Street in Old Naples. Call me when you’re on Third and I’ll come out to get you. Will you alert the CSI guys, or do you want me to call 911? No, okay, I’ll leave that with you. No, I won’t mess the crime scene up. No, I will not let the film crew in. You think I’ve suddenly turned into an amateur now I’m private? Yeah okay.” Randazzo cut the line and looked at Frankie.

“I got that,” said Frankie. “Do we call Susman, or do we wait?” Randazzo took out a pair of plastic gloves and pulled them on.

“We wait, but don’t let them in. First, we have a little peek at that note,” and he walked carefully over to where the body lay, kneeled down, picked up the note and unfolded it. “Okay Frankie, get your cell, take a close-up of the note, then video the entire scene. Be quick.” Frankie did as Randazzo asked. Randazzo folded the note back up and placed it back on the body. “You finished?” Frankie nodded. “Okay, let’s go wait outside.”

While they waited, Frankie looked at his cell and the picture of the note he’d photographed. 

“What do you make of it?” said Frankie, showing Sam the picture of the note on his cell phone. ’You messed with the wrong people’ “Not much of a clue, is it?” 

“Well, maybe it is,” said Sam. “See, it seems odd to me. This is the sort of note you’d leave after you’ve beaten someone up. You know, a warning not to carry on doing what you’ve been doing. I don’t see the point of leaving that sort of note on the person you just killed.”

“So why leave a note at all?” 

“An amateur might want to throw someone off the scent. Make it look like some sort of revenge killing. I don’t know, it just doesn’t feel right.”
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The captain called Sam when he was on Third. Randazzo went to get him and brought him to the shop. Sam made the introductions. The captain had brought along a colleague. 

“This is my partner in crime, Frankie Armstrong,” said Randazzo, “Frankie, meet Captain Alex Reagan and Lieutenant Detective Dale Vogel. Dale’s my replacement in the department.” Frankie shook hands with both men.... Did I detect a bit of tension between Sam and Dale? thought Frankie. Both the captain and the detective donned plastic gloves and put overshoes on.

“Okay, show me,” said the captain. Sam led them further into the shop and to the scene of the crime. Reagan and Vogel stopped, looked around, and took it all in. Vogel took out a notepad and pen, peered around studiously at the floor, the walls and ceiling, then made some notes. “Right, seen enough,” said the captain. “Let’s leave now so we don’t contaminate the scene any more than we have to.” Sam led them all back outside. 

To one side of the small, enclosed mall, there were a few chairs scattered around an old metal table outside an abandoned café. Captain Reagan walked over to the table, looked at the chairs and signaled to them all to sit down. Once they were seated, the captain spoke. 

“So, fill me in on this assignment, Sam. From the beginning.” 

“Okay. Well, we, sorry I, got a call from sergeant Andrews, Bill Andrews. He’s...”

“Yeah, I know him,” said Reagan.

“Bill said they’d had an enquiry about the possibility of providing some sort of protection or security for a movie star. A guy called Clive Susman, the movie director, said they’re down here filming some scenes with Ricky Jordan in our neck of the woods. His new movie’s called Backlash. Said they’d chosen Naples to shoot some scenes on Third, some daring stunts off the pier, that sort of thing. Then off to the Everglades, then Miami.”

“So, Andrews tells him it’s not a police matter and suggests he hires some private security. Andrews remembered us and recommended the guy contacts me and....” Sam shrugged.

“Okay, so did you meet with this Susman guy?”

“No, it was all done by phone. We’re scheduled to meet Susman and the rest of the crew this morning, here at the shop at 11:00 a.m. They’ve rented this place to use as a temporary base for props, meetings and such while they’re down here. They’re due here any time,” said Randazzo, looking at this watch. “In fact, I think this is them now.”

They all turned to look in the direction Sam was looking. A group of three men and one woman were walking purposefully across the square towards the shop. The captain stood up.

“We’d better go tell them what’s happened. Sam, you and Frankie take the lead on this. It’s your client, and you two found the body, so...”

“Okay Cap,” said Sam. And they all got up and walked towards the little group of visitors to intercept them. Frankie stopped suddenly and tugged at Sam’s arm. “What the hell.... that’s Ricky Jordan!” he said.

They all stopped. 

“What in the blazes is going on, Sam?” said the captain. “You said the body in there was Ricky Jordan. So, was it him or not?” Sam was shaking his head. 

“You saw the body in there, Alex.”

“I did, but I wouldn’t know this Ricky Jordan character if he jumped out and bit me.” 

“Wait here,” said Sam. Frankie, you come with me.” And the two of them approached the small group. 

“Which of you is Clive Susman?” asked Sam.

“I’m Clive Susman,” said the man on the left. He was medium height, dressed in jeans, T-shirt and sported a red New York Yankees cap, peak pulled down, framing his whiskery face. “You’re the security guys, I assume?”

“Yes. I’m Sam Randazzo. We’ve spoken on the phone. This is my partner, Frankie Armstrong.”

“Okay,” said Susman, “well nice to meet you in the flesh.” He shook hands with Sam and Frankie. “So, shall we all go into the shop and get down to business?” 

“Sorry, we can’t. There’s been a..., a development.”

“Development? What kind of development? And who are those people?” Susman said, pointing at the captain and Vogel. 

“That’s Captain Alex Reagan and Detective Dale Vogel of the Naples Police department.” 

“Naples police department? What in the hell is going on here?” he said, clearly annoyed and confused. The other three members of the group looked equally perplexed. 

“We found a body. In the shop,” said Sam. “We were early, and the door was open, so we went in and found the body of a man. Someone had shot him.”

“What?! What man?” said the woman, clearly horrified.

“Well, we thought... well, up until now, we assumed it was Ricky Jordan, but...” Sam looked at the man on right who looked exactly like Ricky Jordan.

“Oh my God,” said the woman, “Billy, it must be Billy.”

“Forgive me,” said Sam, “but who’s Billy?”
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The woman looked close to collapse, so Sam suggested they all go over and sit at the table. There weren’t enough chairs to go round, so Frankie, Sam and Ricky Jordan remained standing. They made introductions all round. Ricky Jordan stood out from the rest, thought Frankie, looking just like the superstar he was. Frankie judged Ricky to be just over six feet tall, with a firm looking athletic physique, fine chiseled features all in proportion. He had slightly tanned skin, perfect white teeth and clear blue eyes. His longish wavy hair was a glossy, mid-brown color. Are these people just born as perfect specimens or do they have to work at it every day? Frankie wondered. Other than Ricky, they all wore lanyard name tags around their necks with titles.

The producer, Ross Sharkey, the shocked but shapely brunette who’d suggested the body was that of someone called Billy, seemed to have now regained her composure and also remained standing. Ricky Jordan stood by her side. Clive Susman, the Director, and Doug Ramsay, the head cameraman, sat down, as did the captain and Dale Vogel.

“So, first off,” said Sam, addressing Ross Sharkey, “please explain to us who this Billy is.”

“He’s... or should I say, he was, Ricky’s stunt double. Hence the reason you thought his body was that of Ricky here,” she said, nodding in Ricky Jordan’s direction. “His name is Billy Fairman. Hasn’t been with us that long.”

“So, what happened to Billy exactly?” asked Jordan, both hands turned outwards in a questioning manner, “I mean, who the hell would want to shoot him? I can’t believe it, just can’t...., you said he was shot, yeah? I mean....” he choked out the last couple of words, too emotional to carry on speaking and shaking his head. Ross put her arm around him. He buried his head in her shoulder and wept quietly. 

The captain looked up, coughed and asked Randazzo to tell everyone exactly what they’d found when he and Frankie had entered the shop, but they were interrupted by the arrival of the Scene of Crime team. Randazzo looked at the captain.

“Better go let them in, Sam, and explain the situation.” Sam walked over, showed the SOC people in and, after a couple of minutes, exited the shop to rejoin the group, who, it seemed, had maintained an awkward silence whilst he was gone. Susman and his colleagues were all looking down at the ground. Ricky Jordan seemed to have recovered his composure some, but Ross still stood by his side. 

“Okay, Sam, tell these folks what you found.” Sam explained how he and Frankie had arrived at the shop earlier and found the door unlocked. Then described how they’d found a man’s body in the back and how they’d immediately informed Captain Reagan at the Naples Police HQ. 

“We assumed the body was that of Ricky Jordan, but now it’s obvious we jumped to the wrong conclusions. That’s pretty well it. Now you know as much as we do,” said Sam. The captain spoke next.

“Okay, so Dale here, is going to talk to each of you individually now. Get your contact details, some background on the victim and whatever other relevant information you can provide. We’ll need to talk to you again sometime, but after you’ve spoken to Dale, you’re free to go.” They all nodded. “Okay,” the captain continued, “while you’re doing that, I’ll just have another word with Sam and Frankie here, then Dale and I will be leaving. Thanks for your cooperation so far, and my sympathy for your loss.” The captain stood and signaled for Randazzo and Frankie to follow him to the other side of the small mall, away from the group.

“Okay Sam, Frankie, naturally we’ll start to investigate this killing. Dale will head up the investigation for the Naples Police department, but if the movie company decide to carry on filming, and if they keep you two on....”

“Yeah, I get it Alex. And yes, we’ll keep you informed of anything we find out.” The captain looked at Sam.

“Make sure you do. No playing private eye at the expense of the Naples Police Department. Got that Sam?”

“Yeah, I got it the first time. Don’t worry.” The captain looked as if he was going to add something else but seemed to change his mind. He turned on his heel and walked away.

“What was that all about? I thought you got on well with the captain?” said Frankie.

“I do, but he knows I’m a much better investigator than old Dale. He doesn’t want me to upstage him. Wouldn’t look good on the Cap, would it?”

“I guess not. Looks like Dale’s finished his interviews. Maybe we should go see if we’ve still got a job.”

“Before we do that, I don’t know. I guess it’s just the detective in me, but quite separate from the security job. I think I have to see if I can find anything more out about this killing. Just walking away and doing nothing just seems, I don’t know, wrong somehow. I’m not going to be able to spend a lot of time on it, just some initial poking around.”

“I understand. And if it’s okay with you, I’ll tag along. I’m not exactly over busy, so as long as I get some time to go fishing, I’d be up for helping out.” 

“Deal. Gives me a chance to teach you some more sleuthing tips and tricks.” Frankie laughed.

“How could I resist?” 

Ricky Jordan was still looking grim as they walked back to the Global Pictures movie people. Clive Susman and Ross Sharkey seemed to be having a heated exchange but stopped talking as Sam and Frankie came near. Frankie spoke.

“This may not be the best time to ask, but have you decided if you want us to continue with the security assignment, or are you still deciding whether to continue with your plans? If you need some time to decide, we quite understand, so...” Susman looked at Sharkey, then Susman spoke. 

“Yes, we were just discussing that, er, Sam, and I think the consensus is that we carry on. It may take us some time to find a replacement for Billy, but there are plenty of scenes we can shoot with no need for a stunt double, so yes, we wish you and Frankie, isn’t it?” Frankie nodded. “We wish you to carry on as arranged.”

“Okay, great, that’s not a problem, but Frankie and I were just discussing something else. Having found the body, we feel a bit obliged to do some nosing around. See if we can find anything out. It would be in our own time and wouldn’t impact on our arrangement with you.” Ross Sharkey stepped forward, looking concerned.

“Why would you do that?” she said. “Won’t the police be investigating? Won’t they resent you..., well interfering?”

“As to the first part of your question, why would I do it? I don’t have a good answer, other than I’ve been a detective most of my adult life and it gets into your blood. We don’t intend to stay with it for long, just like I say, ask around a bit, see if we can turn anything up. As for the second part, I don’t know if they’ll mind but they can’t stop me, or should I say stop us.” Ross Sharkey nodded. 

“I think I understand, er, Sam. Clive told me you were a police detective until a short while ago, so I can see how, as you say, it’s in your blood. But maybe I have a better idea. Why don’t you look into the killing of Billy, and investigate his murder on our behalf?” Sam looked over at Frankie, who shrugged his shoulders in a ‘why not’ expression.

“Okay..., well, I guess we could at that.” Randazzo said.

“That way you’d be paid for your time, and of course, any reasonable expenses. I would personally like to know who the evil bastard was, who killed Billy. I hadn’t got to know him that well, but he seemed like a sweet man.”

“Well, I guess the answer is yes. The costs shouldn’t be that much, our time and maybe some travel expenses and so on. And as you alluded to before, we’d have to be careful not to step on the captain’s toes. It might be better if we kept it confidential for the time being. Captain Reagan has already made it clear to us that if we come across any information which might help his investigation, we should hand that over, so....”

“I think we understand,” Ross Sharkey said, looking meaningfully at Susman. He nodded. She turned back to Sam. “Consider yourselves hired to also look into the murder of Billy Fairman on our behalf. You’ll need some information on Billy, so call me, but not today. It’s too raw. I’ll be the person you report to on this aspect of your assignment. Film set security, its Clive, Billy’s murder investigation, it’s me, clear? If you can’t reach me, leave a message. I always check my voicemail.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Sam. She dug into her purse, brought out a card and handed it to Sam. “All my contact details are on there.” Randazzo looked at the card.

“New York?”

“Yes, that’s where I’m based, but I’m staying at the Ritz-Carlton while we’re down here.” Randazzo nodded and pocketed the card. “Catch the bastard who did this,” she added with not inconsiderable venom, then turned, walked away out of the mall towards Third Street. The rest of them followed.

“So,” Frankie asked Randazzo, “now you’ve met him, what do you think of our client Ricky Jordan?” 

“Not sure. Too soon to judge, really. He’s got the presence, sultry look and all, but maybe that’s just the circumstances?”

“Yeah, this might be an interesting gig, Sam. Our first assignment and we already have a dead body.”

“Look,” said Sam, “nothing more to do here today I guess, and I got a few errands to run now, so what says we catch up tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, sure. Call me.”
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BEFORE
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Frankie had completely forgotten he’d applied until he opened the official looking brown envelope. He had to read it twice to make sure he understood. He picked up his cell phone to make a call.

“Hey Frankie, you’re calling early,” said Daisy. “I know you miss me, but this early in the morning?”

“Sorry Daisy, I just had to share my good news.”

“What good news Frankie, you’ve won the lottery or something?”

“Sort of, well not money, but even better, as far as I’m concerned.” 

“Come on Frankie, I have a face to put on before I expose myself to the world this morning.”

“Remember the Green Card lottery? I told you about it when we went to Pepe’s last January, or was it February? Anyway, I won one.”

“Yes, I remember. So, you’re saying you’ve got a Green Card, they’ve given you a Green Card. Wow?”

“Yes, I know. It means I can stay here indefinitely, well almost indefinitely. I can get a job, or in my case, probably start a business. Okay, so it’s not full American citizenship, but still.”

“That’s fantastic news, well done. But what about your business back home in the UK?”

“Yeah, I have to think on that. Thing is, I much prefer living here. My divorce will go through soon and Penny gets the house as part of the settlement. So, there’s really nothing and nowhere to go back to. There’s only the security business to consider. And I think I might be able to do a deal with my partner Derek on that. I’ve been away so much recently, I’m not sure it’ll make that much difference, me being here permanently.”

Frankie Armstrong and his business partner, Derek Barns, went back a long way. They lived in the same neighborhood as kids and went to the same school. When they left school, they were both rudderless, and both ended up in dead-end jobs they were less than happy with. They still saw each other socially, mostly in the local pub. During a drunken conversation one night, Derek suggested they join the British Army. The next day, they both joined up, volunteering for the Special Forces Division, and subsequently ended up fighting in the Iraq war in 2003. 

Both found their time in the army, and in particular, fighting in a war, a life-changing experience. When they left the forces, they once again found themselves without direction. They’d discussed using their army experience to set up a security company, focusing initially on personal security, but they had no actual idea where and how to start. That was until serendipity intervened. Derek bumped into an old school friend in a pizza parlor who offered them a well-paid job providing personal security for a visiting Arab prince coming to the UK looking at racing stock for his stables back in Saudi Arabia. 

It was the lucky break they needed, and on the back of it, they set up A & B Security. They expanded into various areas of the industry, including latterly, IT security, courtesy of Derek’s nerdy computer wizard cousin Gareth. That new direction grew the business well beyond their expectations, and they eventually became extremely successful. 

“Wow Frankie, this is a lot to take in. Will you stay in your rental in the Acadiana, or buy a place?”

“Haven’t really thought that far ahead yet, but I think I’d like to stay here. I love this place, magnificent views over the bay, convenient for the beaches and fishing. Maybe the condo owner would sell my unit to me. Look, I know it’s only Wednesday, and we weren’t due to go out until Friday, but if you’re doing nothing tonight, how about we go to dinner at Cibao and celebrate? Nice slap-up meal. What d’you say?”

“I’d be a misery to say no, Frankie.”

“I’ll pick you up at 6:30.” He put the phone down, smiling. “Come on, Charlie, let’s go for a walk.” Charlie wagged his tail.

Frankie’s cell buzzed just as he was walking out of the condo door. He stopped and answered.

“Sam.”

“Frankie, you got a minute.”

“Sure, Sam, but let me call you back. Just going out to take Charlie for a walk. I’ll call you when we’re out on Crayton Road, and I can concentrate. I’m glad you called. I’ve got news.”

“So have I, Call me back.” Frankie pocketed his cell, locked the condo door, put Charlie’s leash on and walked down the stairs, through the parking lot, and out on to Harbour Drive, heading for their walk around Venetian Bay. Frankie took out his cell and called his friend Sam Randazzo. Sam answered on the second ring. 

“Okay, I can speak now, Sam. You want to tell me your news, or shall I go first?”

“You first,” said Randazzo, “I get the feeling it’s good news.”

“I think so, yes. You know how much I enjoy living over here.”

“You’ve made that clear enough for sure, so?” 

“Well, I thought my chances of getting a Green Card were slim, but last year I found out about the Green Card Lottery. You apply and they grant a limited number of winners each year. I wasn’t sure I qualified, but I entered nevertheless, and I’ve won. They’ve granted me a Green Card. Means I can stay, get a job or maybe start a business.”

“Congratulations Frankie, that’s really great news.”

“Thanks Sam. So, what’s your news?”

“Not so good. I failed the medical. That bullet I took in the leg back when. They say I gotta retire. Me, Lieutenant Sam Randazzo, the guy who solves more crimes than the rest of ‘em put together. Retire... what on earth am I going to do? I can’t retire. I don’t fish, I don’t hunt, I don’t paint, don’t do woodwork, nothing. Don’t do anything like that.”

“When?”

“I don’t know. I’m waiting to meet with the Chief. See if I can get him to use his influence to get the decision reversed. I know he won’t want to lose me, that’s for sure.”

“That’s tough. Can’t imagine you not being a detective.”

“You and me both Frankie, you and me both. Listen, the main reason I called was to ask you to tell Daisy. She can visit her nephew now. I don’t have her number, but if she wants to call me, I can tell her how she can visit. Naturally, everything has to be very tight. The witness protection program is more secure than a nun’s knickers.”

“Okay, Sam, I’ll tell her and get her to call you. Ethan’s doing okay, though, is he?”

“I believe he’s settled in really well up north. Weather’s not too bad up there at this time of the year, but he’s gonna get a shock when the real winter weather sets in. A Florida boy all his life, I think, so it’s going to take some adjustment.”

“I guess so, Sam, but better than being dead. Call me and let me know how you go on with the chief. If he doesn’t come through on your request for a reversal, maybe we can start our own detective agency.” Sam laughed.

“Yeah, right. I’ll call you.” 

––––––––
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Frankie and Daisy were sitting on one of the two-person high top dining tables in their favorite restaurant, The Cibao Grill in Park Shore Plaza. Drinks had been served, food ordered, and now they relaxed, sipping their respective drinks. Daisy had a gin martini straight up with two olives and Frankie had a beer. He passed on Sam’s message about being able to visit her brother. 

Daisy’s brother had flirted with drugs some months previously and unwittingly became involved with a gang of drug dealers. He’d realized his mistake when his good friend was murdered. So, he asked Frankie to help. Frankie told him his only way out was to go to his friend Detective Sam Randazzo and tell him the truth and ask if he could help. Eventually, Ethan took Frankie’s advice. Sam persuaded Ethan to give evidence, which led to the conviction of the leaders of the drug cartel. In return, Sam subsequently arranged for Ethan to enter the witness protection program. 

“That’s great news, Frankie. Would you come with me to see Ethan?”

“Yes, of course. Make a weekend of it, maybe?”

“Why not? I’ll get some dates organized and let you know. So, you said something in the Uber about Sam Randazzo. He might be retiring. I can’t believe that.”

“It’s true. Not his choice and it’s still uncertain, but he sounded worried. That bullet wound in his leg, it’s been troubling him ever since it happened.”

“So, what was the guy’s name, the guy who shot him? A friend of yours wasn’t he, Roger Tuckerman, right?”

“Yup, that’s the guy. Crazy pants Tuckerman. Shot Sam, then hijacked a plane and took me on a flight I’ll never forget. I hated those little planes enough before, but after that experience....” 

“Here come the starters,” he said, and they both leaned back while the server put down their respective dishes, crab cakes for Frankie, lettuce wedge for Daisy. 

“And they never found the guy, Roger Tuckerman?”

“Nope, he ran off. The cops chased him, but he escaped. Last seen climbing a high fence into an alligator farm. The cops decided they’d give up at that point.”

“And they left it at that?”

“No, they got the alligator farm owners to check the next day and found nothing other than a shredded gray sneaker, similar to the ones Tuckerman was wearing.”

“Jeez,” said Daisy.... Frankie shrugged his shoulders.

“Tuck in, Daisy, don’t know about you, but I’m starving.” They ate for a while, then Daisy spoke. 

“So, come on, any ideas about what you’re going to do now you can stay and work here an’ all?” 

“Not really. I’ve obviously been thinking about possibilities. I wondered about selling my share of A&B security to my partner Derek back in the UK.”

“What about income Frankie, could you manage without the income from the company?”

“Yeah, I’m okay for money, even after the cost of my divorce. I’d get a pretty penny for my shares by selling them to Derek, and combined with my investments and my pension, I’d have comfortable retirement money. But hey, I’m far too young to consider retiring. Can’t go fishing every day, that would get really boring.”
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