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BEFORE

Hurricane Irma

September 2017

Naples Florida

Naples wasn’t forecast to be directly in Irma’s path, so they ignored the advice to get out. Then on Saturday, things changed, and Naples was now projected to be directly in the Hurricane's path. They watched and listened to the continuous news updates on the progress of the hurricane. At midday, despite the high winds, Sean told his teenage son and daughter to go out in the garden and get some fresh air while they still could. 

Not knowing how long the hurricane would last, Sarah stocked up with food, bottled water and other supplies. Sean already had a standby generator, so he made sure he had enough gas and prepared the transfer switch to ensure they had power if the main supply failed. They went to bed on Saturday night confident they were adequately prepared for any eventuality. 

By late Sunday morning, the storm finally arrived in earnest and over the next couple of hours, slowly but surely, built in strength. The winds became relentless, growing in intensity. After an hour or so the storm seemed to abate. Sean turned away from the window, looked at his family sitting huddled on the couch, and gave them a reassuring ‘told you so’ smile. Then the wind increased again and became ferocious. The house took a battering, it shook as the wind slammed into it. They heard a loud creaking, then a ripping noise as part of the roof was suddenly torn off. A howling wind blasted through the house. Sean gasped, Elisabeth screamed. Michael yelled and Sarah put her arms around each child pulling them close. They stayed like that for a short while, then Sarah withdrew her arms, crossed herself, bowed her head and put her hands together in prayer. The children looked at her, then followed suit.

The hurricane was reaching its zenith, the wind screaming. The building shook again under the onslaught of the hurricane’s power. Sean had never heard a noise like it. He told friends later, he imagined it was like standing next to a jumbo jet’s engines revving at full power. Massive gusts of wind pulverized the house and as Sarah watched through the gap in the window boards, a palm tree was ripped out of the ground by the sheer force of the wind and thrown on to the power lines that fed electricity to their home. The circuit breaker box exploded, and the lights went out. 

Sean found his flashlight, scurried to the generator, switched it on and threw the transfer switch. The lights and power came back on. Now, as the vicious winds continued to rip, Sean got scared. The storm then became impossibly louder and even more intense, buffeting the house relentlessly as if it were angry at them for staying. Sean looked at his cell. No bars. He figured the cell towers had gone down.  They were well and truly on their own. 

He went cautiously through the house to assess what damage had been done to the roof. Fortunately, the roof had held, but water had poured in through the gaping hole in the ceiling and pooled on the floor. The wind shrieked again, and Sean wondered how long it would be before the entire building was torn apart. He’d lived through Hurricane Wilma but never experienced anything like this. Closing his eyes, he also started to pray. 

Some ten minutes later, as if in answer to his prayers, the winds started to die down, slowly at first. Sean held his breath, then gradually the wind began to fade. He breathed more easily. Apart from a few strong gusts, the storm now seemed to have blown itself out. By the evening, the wind had lost its destructive power and they all felt able to go to their beds and get some well needed sleep. The mess would have to wait. 

Hurricane Irma had made landfall over the Florida Keys the morning of Sept. 10, 2017, as a category four hurricane. By then, it had already caused massive damage and at least 134 deaths on its journey to mainland USA from its origins in the Cape Verde Islands. It had carved a path of devastation across the Caribbean. At its peak, Irma was a Category five hurricane with wind speeds of 177 mph. Six million Florida residents evacuated coastal areas as it headed for south Florida. 

At the time, Frankie Armstrong was back home in the UK living happily with his wife Penny. He’d recently returned from a trip to southwest Florida, paying back a favor to a US soldier who saved his life during the Gulf War in 2003. Frankie loved Naples and was concerned at the damage the hurricane might do to the area. He’d stayed in regular contact with his friends there, who were thankfully relatively unscathed by the event. 

***
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What Frankie couldn’t possibly know at that time, was just how much Hurricane Irma, a dramatic but remote event, would impact his own life in the not-too-distant future.  He wasn’t alone in this. There were other individuals anxiously watching that day, individuals whose future lives would intertwine with Frankie’s and be severely impacted by the aftermath of Irma. She was destructive enough at the time, but for certain individuals, the aftermath of Irma would be worse and much more destructive...
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BEFORE

Sunday 10 September 2017

Virginia Water England 

Brandon sat in the living room of his elegant mini mansion anxiously watching CNN live. The reporters were broadcasting from the balcony of the Inn on Fifth in Naples. Brandon Mellor was in good shape and normally looked ten years younger than his actual age, but tonight, looked much older. Anguish etched on his face, clutching his glass of scotch as he listened to the reporters describing the scenes of devastation in various parts of the city. 

He watched and listened intently as CNN reporter Chris Cuomo leaned into the wind, struggling to make himself heard. Rain sheeting down on the hotel balcony he was broadcasting from.

‘This is the real deal,’ Cuomo shouted into the mic. ‘Branches coming off trees, water flooding the rain lashed streets and inundating shop premises.’ His on-going commentary punctuated with video clips of violent destruction in various parts of Naples. Then came the information Brandon had been dreading. Cuomo, holding his hand to his ear to emphasize the strength of the howling wind, looked straight into the camera lens, a grim expression on his face and said, 

‘It’s just been predicted there’ll be a fifteen-foot sea surge minimum on Naples shores. Lord alone knows what that damage that will wreak on boats and shoreline properties.’

Brandon put his head in his hands and moaned. His condo sat on the edge of Venetian Bay which was tidal and would act in concert with any sea surge.

“Oh dear,” said his wife Fiona, who’d just walked into the room, cup of tea in hand. She was what people would describe as willowy, had classic features, natural blondish, hair and a slightly haughty air about her. 

“Won’t that do some damage to our condo darling? I mean, how high does this surge have to be to flood our place?” Brandon replied. 

“A fifteen-foot surge, or anything near to that, will crash through into our condo and utterly destroy everything inside.” 

“Oh well, never mind Brandon.”

“Never mind!” Brandon exclaimed, “never fucking mind!?” he shouted.

“Now now, no need for coarse language dear. I meant never mind because we’re well insured, aren’t we?”

“No, I don’t think so, not against flood damage, but it’s not just that.”

“Then what is it, Brandon? I mean, its only furniture and stuff. We can afford to replace everything, can’t we? I hardly ever go there so it’s not a problem for me, but I know you adore the place. Call one of your friends there and find out what’s really happening. You know how these news people like to exaggerate. I never believe anything they say”

“No one there Fi. They all left a couple of days ago. They were told to leave. Most of the Snowbirds have gone back up north, the rest have gone to stay with relations in other parts of the country until this is over. I need to get out there.”

“Are you mad Brandon, you can’t go out there now. Anyway, the planes won’t be flying. Just have another drink and forget about it. Things will look much better in the morning, they always do.” Brandon shook his head and moaned again. If only you knew, he thought.
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Sean Kennedy

Sean Michael Kennedy had been born into hard working second generation Irish Catholic family in Fort Myers. Being the middle one of three siblings, he felt a little neglected at times. His father was a builder, a bricklayer. His mother a seamstress. He learnt the ten commandments at his mother’s knee and took them to all to heart, with the exception of number eight, Thou shalt not steal. His habit of thieving developed in early childhood. At first it was just a case of taking toys from his brothers, hiding them, then feigning innocence when they were invariably found by his mother. 

His mother put it down to childhood sibling envy and tried to compensate, but the damage was done. Sean felt he was treated less fairly than his sister and brother. Eventually his stealing became a problem and his father decided he needed a teaching lesson. This involved a leather belt and confinement to his room. Unsurprisingly, this had the reverse effect to that intended and made matters worse. But Sean wasn’t stupid and not wishing to receive any more punishment, pretended he was a reformed character. And for a while he was.

As he grew up, Sean realized people were too trusting and stealing was quite easy. It was not getting caught that was the difficult bit. But he was a bright enough boy and quickly learned how to hide stuff and play the innocent. On leaving school his father got him a job with a friend and Sean learnt the building trade. As soon as he was confident of his skills as a builder come handyman, he left his then employer and went free-lance as it were. This gave Sean the opportunity to enter lots of homes and various premises where he could make assessments of goods worth stealing and note any security vulnerabilities. 

Sean was also smart enough to realize that the cops would soon be able to link robberies with his attendance at these places, if thefts always occurred while he’d been there, or shortly afterwards. So, he always waited a reasonable length of time before going back to take whatever it was he’d found. Often, if the job seemed a bit too large or risky for him to feel comfortable doing, he’d sell the information on to another thief, then provide himself with rock solid alibi for when the robbery was carried out. 

Sean had never been caught, ever. The lesson taught in his early days by his heavy-handed father, had served him well in that regard. Sean was a charmer and typically Irish, had the gift of the gab and an open smiley face. He was his mother’s favorite and could make her laugh. When caught doing something wrong as a child, Sean would plead with his mother not to tell his father. She almost never did, but instead would scold him unconvincingly and always finished his telling off by saying he must have kissed the blarney stone at least twice. 

His combined earnings from his honest work and his less than honest activities meant that Sean could get married and buy a modest single-family home in Naples by the time he was twenty-four years old.  And so, Sean and Sarah had two children of their own and he settled into married life, reasonably content with his lot. That was until Hurricane Irma came along and changed all that for good.

––––––––
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Sean got the call on Tuesday evening, two days after the hurricane had passed through Naples, nearly wrecking his house and terrifying his family. He’d been busy repairing the roof, getting soaking wet as heavy rain continued to fall. Sean hated heights and hated getting wet. His wife Sarah and the children had mopped up the mess the inundation of water had caused in the house Carpets and furniture had been hauled outside in the hope of them drying out in the Florida sunshine, but as the rain never let up, there was never a chance of them getting dry now, most of the items were ruined. 

Sean’s phone trilled. He turned and sat up on the roof, feet anchored in the gutter. Retrieving the phone from his jacket pocket, he looked and recognized the number as one of his sometime contractors. Sean smiled, knowing at least there’d be plenty of well-paid work repairing the massive damage caused by Irma. His services would be sought after by anyone he knew, and he’d be able to charge a huge premium on his normal rates. Maybe some other rich pickings as well? He tried to calculate what he could get away with charging for his services in the current situation. Always a silver lining he thought as he answered his cell. 

“Hi Alan, how ya doin’?”

“Busy as a dam full of beavers. Listen Sean, I got some jobs you might be interested in. All urgent as you might have guessed, so the pay’s good.”

“Well, I’m supposed to be working on a house on Crayton next week.”

“So, you sayin’ you’re not available?”

“No man I’m not saying that. I think the Crayton people are on vacation for a while. If I can’t to them before they get back, I’ll just get Sarah to call ‘em and tell say I’ll be delayed for a while. I’m sure it won’t be a problem. Okay, so I got a choice, do I?”

“Well, I guess you do. You want outdoor or indoor?”

“Hmm,” said Sean, “depends, can you run me through the options. Don’t bother with roof work, I ain’t interested. I’m having to fix my own roof right now, in this weather! Hurricane blew a hole in it. Any inside work? I kinda like the idea of inside at the moment.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Alan and ran through a brief description of jobs on his list. Sean assessed them as he went through the ones on offer. One piqued his interest. Some rich pickings maybe?

“Alan, go back to the condo job. Ten first floor condos to strip out you said?”

“Yeah, flooding then mold. Roman Plaza on Harbour Drive. They got to move quickly. All the owners moved out already, some weren’t there when it happened. Out of towners. Either hadn’t come down yet or fled the hurricane, whatever. So, the condo management made the decision to rip out everything, furniture, carpets, walls, kitchens, you name it, it all has to go.”

“So, big insurance job? Wow, put me down for that,” said Sean, mentally rubbing his hands with glee at the prospect of what the absent owners may have left for him to plunder. 

“When can you start? I need men on this yesterday.”

“I’ll be there at seven sharp tomorrow, okay?” said Sean.

“Great,” said Alan. “Look I know there’s the temptation to take stuff if it’s being dumped anyway but be careful. Insurance inspectors and assessors want to see evidence, don’t forget that. Stuff goes missing, won’t look good on me, okay?”

“Don’t be concerned Alan, you worry too much.”

“Yeah, right. Meet you down there at seven.”

‘See you then”, said Sean, turning back to work on the roof repair. He was smiling now. Nearly finished with the repairs and was looking forward to getting back inside, drying off and having himself a celebratory beer or two.
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BEFORE

Monday 11 September 2017 

Virginia Water England

Virginia Water is an exceedingly pretty village in leafy Surrey, home to the Wentworth Estate and the Wentworth Club. It is the most expensive place to live in the UK outside London. It took its name from the nearby Virginia Water Lake, which, it’s claimed, is itself named after Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen, though some doubt this story. Brandon and Fiona lived in a splendid six-bedroom property on Christchurch Road Virginia Water, a property far too big for their needs now. Despite many years of trying, they seemed destined to remain childless. 

Brandon woke at 05:30 a.m. He went downstairs quietly, let the dog out into the garden, made himself some coffee then sat down at the kitchen table and fired up his laptop. He googled Irma Naples. Lots of information displayed on the page. He scanned the various reports, then breathed a huge sigh of relief when he read the byline underneath the CNN report. No surge as predicted. Clicking on the link he began to read the whole article, slurping his hot coffee as he did so. Cutting through the text he speed read then stopped and read more slowly. 

‘Much to the relief of the residents and the authorities of Naples, the predicted fifteen-foot tidal sea surge failed to materialize. In fact, the sea rose between only two to three feet, sparing most of the city of Naples from further destruction. But the increased sea level and torrential downpour is still causing massive damage to low lying trailer parks and other susceptible residential areas’. The article went on to describe other damage caused by the hurricane, but Brandon had read enough. 

“Yippee,” he shouted just as Fiona, his wife, walked into the kitchen.

“I thought I heard you get up. And what’s all this “yippee” business? You certainly seem a lot happier than you did last night.

“I certainly am Fi. The storm surge didn’t happen, well not enough to flood our condo, so it looks like we had a narrow escape.”

“Good. So, when are you planning to go out there?”

“No rush now. I’ll try to contact Mike Lee.”

“Mike Lee? Have I met him, I don’t recall?”

“Yes, you’ve met him, he’s the manager. Now the worst is over I guess people will be going back there as soon as they can. I’ll flirt off an email to tell him I’ll be coming out there as soon as I can. So, how about some breakfast Fi? Suddenly I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse.”

“Full English coming up,” said his wife, happy now that Brandon was back in a good mood.

––––––––
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Two hours later Brandon was sitting at the kitchen table, head in his hands. He looked at his laptop and read the email again.

Hi Brandon.

Thanks for your email. And I’m sorry I haven’t got any better news. This is an email I’m about send to all Roman Plaza residents. 

––––––––
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Hi All

Roman Plaza and Irma

The good news was that the expected tidal surge didn’t happen, the bad news is that Roman Plaza flooded anyway. The volume of water/rain overwhelmed the inadequate road drainage system and rainwater flooded into Roman Plaza When the water level fell, we got to work trying to salvage the situation. Apart from the few volunteers on hand, we had two men from the restoration company ripping out carpet and removing other stuff.  We were expecting fans, water vacs and generators tomorrow, but then the power went out, apparently due to the flooding and no prospect of it coming back on soon. So, no air con, no water vacs, nothing. The situation is grim, and mold has already started to show.

The only thing we could do then was get some help in ripping out all the interiors of the first-floor condos. All the drywall and sheetrock was removed in every apartment to prevent the mold spreading to the condos on the 2nd and 3rd floors. Basically, we had to take the ground floor condos back to the bare steel framework.

I apologize to the two absent ground floor owners, Brandon and Fiona Mellor and Otto and Hildegard Kellerman for not being able to give them prior warning. We had no choice and had to move fast. What valuable items we could see that were unaffected, plus computers and laptops etc., we moved to an empty 2nd floor condo for safe storage. What insurance relief we have will be compromised if we hadn’t taken immediate action to limit the damage, and the most urgent matter now is to stop the spread of mold to the condos on the 2nd and 3rd floors. 

I’ll keep you updated. 

PS, we’re all remembering today, the victims of 9/11 

Mike Lee

Manager

––––––––
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Fiona wandered back into the kitchen in her track suit. 

“Phew it’s muggy out there. Good run though, eight kilometers.” 

“What happened to miles?” Brandon replied in a curt tone.

“Oh dear, something bad happened darling?”  

“You could say that.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“No, not now, go have your shower. I’ll fill you in later.” Fiona left him and went upstairs. Brandon sat there deep in thought. He’d had one last ditch move to make, but the email from Mike Lee had all but wrecked that plan. Now, it looked like his ‘get out of jail card’ was gone. The only alternative he could think of was to sell the house, get his hands on some cash. Even that might not be enough. I can’t really sell the condo in Naples. If things get really bad, I’m going to need a bolt hole. Fiona loves this house and is never going to agree to sell. And what would I tell her, what reason could I give for having to sell? She’d never agree, never forgive my stupidity. She’ll probably divorce me. 

“What the fuck am I going to do now?” he said out loud, then went over to the drinks cabinet, poured himself a large scotch and took a big swig of the amber liquid. He sat down, then hit his forehead with his hand. 

“Of course! how dumb am I?” I can remortgage the house. Must be, three, four million in equity at least. I cash some in. I don’t have to tell Fiona, I can forge her signature well enough. Done it plenty of times before. I can get some capital back, invest in something solid but with a good return, pay some of the debt and keep those vicious bastards from doing anything stupid. Easy....  He had another drink of scotch, more slowly this time, smiled to himself and started working out how to execute his plan.

***
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Far away, in Munich, Germany, some 750 miles to the southeast of Virginia Water, Otto and Hildegard Kellerman were reading Mike Lee’s email with some trepidation and distress. 
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TWO YEARS LATER November 2019

St Peter the Apostle Catholic Church

Rattlesnake Hammock Rd, Naples

“Sean Kennedy was an honest man, a family man a hard-working artisan. He passed far too soon and will be sorely missed by his loving wife Sarah, his son Michael his daughter Elizabeth and all his many friends in the community....” 

Father Aloysius Patrick McNulty droned on for another twenty minutes before finally ending his elaborate eulogy of a man he’d hardly known.

Michael leaned over and whispered to his sister.

“Artisan? What the fuck’s an artisan? Dad was a drywaller wasn’t he?”

She turned and cupping her hand over his ear to deaden her reply. She whispered back,

“It’s a fancy word for Tradesman you ignorant fuckwit. Now shut up and stop asking stupid questions.”

***
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“That was a lovely service, a good sendoff Sarah,” said the widow’s friend Joyce. “Father McNulty’s quite the eloquent one, isn’t he?” Joyce continued as she shoveled another piece of pie into her mouth at the post funeral wake. “A bit inconsiderate of your Sean to die just before Christmas though.”

“What!?” exclaimed the widow Kennedy.

“Sorry, thinking out loud. Must stop doing that.” Sarah was about to respond in outrage but thought better of it. She had few enough friends as it was, without losing another, especially now. “Very easy on the eye too.” Sarah looked at her friend nonplussed, then realized she’d switched back to Father McNulty.

“Shame he’s taken a vow of celibacy,” Joyce continued.

Sarah raised her eyebrows at Joyce’s last remark. 

“What?” asked Joyce. “have you heard things?”

“No, no, I haven’t,” replied Sarah, a little too firmly. Joyce was about to challenge her friend’s response, but seeing the look on Sarah’s face, decided against it. She changed the subject. 

“Your Sean, I mean I know he liked a drink and I know you two didn’t always see eye to eye,” she said, “but he always brought home the bacon, didn’t he? I mean, you two lived high off the hogg compared to the rest of us.”

“We did that alright,” replied the widow taking a gulp of her tea. “Makes you think though doesn’t it, when someone dies, I mean? You know, what happens after?”

“After, how do you mean?” 

“When you pass over. Do you pay for all the sins you committed in your life?” said Sarah.

“Don’t think anyone ever came back to say, ‘cept Jesus of course,” said Joyce, “and he didn’t commit any sins in the first place. Anyway, what makes you wonder about that? What have you got to feel guilty about?”

The widow didn’t reply.

“More tea?” she said.
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PRESENT

Wednesday 19 February 2020 Naples Florida

Frankie Randazzo and Daisy

Frankie lived with his little dog Charlie in a first-floor apartment in the Acadiana condo complex in Naples, Florida. The previous year, Frankie’s wife had once again decided that marriage to Frankie wasn’t for her, and much to his regret, this eventually led to the commencement of bitter divorce proceedings.

They’d seemed happy enough since they’d been married, Frankie had thought, but then Penny suddenly declared out of the blue, that she was moving out and going to live with a female work colleague she’d fallen for. That floored Frankie. Eventually Penny decided she’d made a mistake and begged Frankie to give their marriage another go and let her come back. After some hesitation and much soul searching, Frankie agreed. Then a couple of years later, Penny once again showed signs of restlessness and one day declared she had to move out to go and ‘find herself.’ That had been the final straw for Frankie.

Frankie’s second floor condo apartment looked down over the rear gardens and swimming pool of the Acadiana condo complex. It also had stunning views over Venetian Bay. He stood in his lanai, which had floor to ceiling window sliders. Opening one of the sliding windows, he breathed in the fresh morning air. Charlie sidled up to rub against his leg. Frankie bent down to pat Charlie’s head, and the little dog’s tail wagged in appreciation.

Frankie was back into his daily routine, a morning jog come walk with Charlie, shower and breakfast, then a catch up on emails from Derek Barns, Barnsie, his business partner in A & B Security in the UK. Subsequent work resulting from Derek’s emails, usually took him up to lunchtime and after that he was free to do more or less as he pleased. His cell buzzed. He looked at the screen and thought he recognized the number.

“Hello.”

“Is this Frankie Armstrong?” He definitely recognized the voice.

“It is,” said Frankie. “Detective Randazzo I presume. How are you Sam?” Frankie walked over to the lanai and looked out over Venetian Bay. There were a couple of boats crossing the top of the bay, making their way towards Doctor’s Pass and out into the Gulf of Mexico. Great day to go fishing, thought Frankie as he sat down. His little dog Charlie came to sit at his feet.  

“I’m doing fine, thanks Frankie,” the detective replied. “Leg’s still a bit wonky. The doc says it’ll probably never fully recover, but it’s better than it was. I can live with it. Could have been much worse. You? How’s that brain of yours functioning these days?

“Similar story. Getting better. The odd headache, plus my vision’s still a bit off from time to time but definitely getting better.”

“You were lucky Frankie. Bullet in the head. I still can’t believe you got away with that.” 

“My business partner in the UK says it’s because I only have a very small brain.” Sam Randazzo laughed heartily at that. 

Pleasantries over, Frankie was now wondering why Sam Randazzo was calling. He knew the detective wasn’t the type to waste time just catching up, even if Frankie had saved his life. Before he could ask, Randazzo spoke again.

“So, to state the obvious, you’re still here? In Naples I mean. You’re still living in Acadiana in The Moorings, didn’t go back to the UK yet?”

“No, I planned to, but then I couldn’t work up the enthusiasm for an English winter, so here I am. Truth is, I’d like to live here permanently, but three months at a time is the maximum for a Brit on a visa waiver, so I guess I just have to make the most of it. I might try for a green card though.”

“Well good luck with that. You’re no doubt wondering why I called?”

“Not just to ask after my health, correct?”

“You cynical bastard Frankie.” Frankie waited. Randazzo laughed. “Okay, so I do have an ulterior motive which I’ll tell you about in a minute, but I do wonder from time to time how you are. You still with your new love, Daisy, was it?”

“Yes, still together, well not exactly together as in living together, but...”

“Yeah, I get it. You ever get divorced?”

“Not so far. We’re in the process, but the other party isn’t being very cooperative at the moment. That was one of the things I really needed to go back home for. To sort that issue out. But maybe I can do most of it from out here?”

“Hmm, that’s tough.” There was a pause. Frankie spoke.

“Come on Sam, you said something about an ulterior motive. What’s up, what is it you want? Hit me, as you American’s say” Randazzo laughed.

“Okay. You only began renting your place in Acadiana from when, winter last year, 2019?”

“Yes why?”

“I need some information on the Moorings going back to September 2017 and maybe a short while before that.”

“Information on what?”

“Sorry, on events near there in 2017.”

“Events?”

“Yeah, more specifically, events relating to Hurricane Irma and how the aftermath played out at the Roman Plaza Condo complex. In particular, the flood that followed the actual hurricane.”

“That big ornate place by the bridge?”

“The only one called Roman Plaza I think, though there might be another on Marco, but yes, the one by the bridge in the Moorings.”

“Well, like you say, I wasn’t here then but I do know about the hurricane of course and I know about the flood. I don’t think it affected Acadiana that much, but I know it did do some damage to other properties nearby. But I don’t see how I can help. And why Roman Plaza specifically anyway?”

“I have my reasons, but I’ll explain later, okay?”

“Yeah, sure. But why not approach the president of the Roman Plaza Condominium, why not ask him, or her?”

“No, I really need, how can I put it, a more neutral source of information.”

“You just want me to poke around there, see what I can find out?”

“Yeah, that would be good. But maybe be a bit discreet. You know what I mean?”

“Help if I knew what I’m looking for?”

“Might be nothing, but I’ve come across some information that makes me think some jewels could have been stolen from there. In the aftermath of the hurricane, I mean. Thing is, although they seem extremely valuable, I can’t find any report of a theft of jewels anywhere around that time.”

“You have these jewels then?”

“No, I have a picture that’s all. Just poke around, see what you come up with and let’s go from there. Could be just a wild goose chase. Just something that caught my interest is all. I know you’re good at finding out stuff. So indulge me. Just do me a favor, and depending on what you come up with, we can then have a little chat and I’ll elaborate, okay?”

“Okay, am I looking for anything about anyone in particular?”

“I don’t know any names or details but that’s the sort of thing I need to know. See what you can find out. No rush. Talk to you soon Frankie, keep well.” Randazzo cut the line. 

“Hmm,” said Frankie as he sat reflecting on the conversation. Twice a week Frankie went to a boxing gym, The Big Hit, run by an ex-military guy called Gabriel Garcia, who everyone called Angel. Frankie did some weight training and an hour on the punchbag. He also did the occasional sparring round with Angel but had to be careful not to get any punches to the head because of his recent head trauma. 

Angel wasn’t tall, about 5’7’ but was all muscle. Despite his slightly battered features, Angel seemed to be a magnet for the ladies. He oozed charm. He was also a bit of a joker and when asked how he got his nickname, he explained that his mom christened him Gabriel in the hope he would turn out to be somewhat saintlier than his dad, who at the time of Angel’s birth, he claimed, was in the penitentiary for killing a man in a bar fight. No one knew if it was true, or a leg pull. 

Angel and Frankie got on from the start, especially once they’d discovered that not only were they both ex-military but had both served in Iraq at the same time. Frankie in the British Army, Special Forces and Angel in the United States Marine Corps.

Today Frankie had some extra paperwork to do relating to his ongoing divorce from his wife Penny. Assets to divide. House to sell etc. His wife Penny now lived in their house back in the UK, whilst he was living in a long-term rental condo at The Acadiana in Naples. Dealing with the divorce and helping run his business based in the UK posed some complications. But he much preferred living out in Southern Florida, so wasn’t trying too hard to get back to the UK. 

Frankie’s recovery from his head trauma the previous year was almost complete, with just the odd occasion when his vision became a little blurry, but these instances were in decline. He was looking forward to his date with Daisy tonight. Frankie could just sit and look at her forever. She was a cliché, natural blond hair, slim, shapely, light all over tan, clear brown - green eyes and as smart as a whip. She was so stunningly beautiful. Frankie wondered why she’d fallen for him, but decided not to ask too many questions, just accept his good luck. 

Daisy was a reporter and they’d met when she came to interview him about the alligator attack the previous year. One thing had led to another, and they became an item. She was also a divorcee, so they’d agreed to keep living apart, and to some extent, live their own lives until they both felt able to commit further. That suited Frankie for the time being. 

He was taking Daisy to Pepe’s Pizza tonight so they could sit outside in the balmy Florida evening. The weather was perfect, a high of 80 degrees today, and a nighttime temperature forecast to be in the mid-seventies. In the meantime, there was hopefully some fishing to be done. 
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Chapter 7
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PRESENT

Wednesday evening 19 February

Frankie and Daisy

Pepe’s Pizzeria

“So, why does the Detective Randazzo want you to find out what happened way back then, when Irma hit?” Daisy asked, “You weren’t even living there then, so...?”

“I told him that, but he still wants me to ask around. He wants me to focus on Roman Plaza, you know, those condos by the bridge.”

“Why doesn’t he just go find out himself?” Frankie shrugged his Shoulders.
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