
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



​Prologue


––––––––

“Hello, is this the Naples Police Department?”

“Yes, ma’am, it is. Can I help you?"

“Well, I think we found a body.”

“You think you found a body!?”

“Well...not me, the workers. They dug up a body, some skeleton bones and a skull.”

“Give me your name and address and I’ll get someone out there right away.”
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[image: ]




February 2023

––––––––
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“Hello, is this the Naples Police Department?”

“Yes, ma’am, it is. Can I help you?"

“Well, I think we found a body.”

“You think you found a body!?”

“Well...not me, the workers. They dug up a body, some skeleton bones and a skull.”

“Give me your name and address and I’ll get someone out there right away.”

*
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Sitting at the desk on his lanai sipping his second coffee of the morning, Frankie turned to gaze out over Venetian Bay. He never tired of it. The huge expanse of windows along the rear of his condo provided a spectacular panoramic view. 

Beyond the rear gardens and its communal swimming pool were the condo resident’s boat docks. The palm tree fronds were motionless in the still morning air, the bay’s mirror-like appearance broken only by the odd fish rise creating ripples on its otherwise tranquil surface. 

He turned his gaze to the left and spotted an osprey perched on the roof of the adjoining condo building, the osprey’s head swiveling as it surveyed the water in its never-ending quest for fish. The weather forecast predicted temperatures in the low eighties. A typical Florida day in February, thought Frankie, idly wondering what the temperatures would be like back in his hometown in the UK. It’s February, so freezing, raining, or cloudy, possibly all three...

He felt lucky and privileged to be living in Naples, especially living at the Acadiana complex, where its crescent-shaped structure meant all condos faced west at the rear, affording all the residents spectacular views over the water. The rear aspect also ensured the sun shone all day over the swimming pool area. If you tired of the pool, it was just a short walk to the nearest beach access and the pale-golden sands of the Gulf of Mexico. 

His cell buzzed... Daisy.

“Sorry I missed your call earlier, Frankie. The editor wanted to talk about a story I filed yesterday. He’s worried we might get sued, wimp. So, what’s the haps, Sherlock?”

“Not a lot this week or next. Sam’s having a couple of weeks off and taken Martha on a vacation to Italy to visit some relatives. You know his dad came from Puglia?”

“Course I did. He told us when we went to dinner at his, and he served that exquisite Primitivo reserva wine from Puglia with the main dish.” 

“Yes, of course you knew. Anyway, his dad’s brother, his uncle Maximo, is a hundred years old this year, and Sam is very fond of him. So, he’s taken a couple of weeks off to go over and help celebrate. I thought I might as well take a break as well. I’ve not taken on any new investigations for the time being.”

“So, you’re at a loose end? You can take me to lunch if you ask nicely.”

“Sorry, Daisy, I’d love to, but I’m booked on a fishing charter today. In fact, I’d better get a move on. The boat leaves at 10:00 this morning.”

“I’m playing second fiddle to some old boat captain who smells of fish?”

“It’s a man thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then why did you call me?”

“Ah well, I wondered if you could pop around later and take Charlie for a little walk, you know, to relieve himself. I’ll be back later in the day, but it’s just a bit too long for him to be left. My neighbor normally does the honors, but she’s away for a couple of days.”

“Boy, this is going to cost you, Frankie Armstrong.”

“Dinner tomorrow evening, champagne and lobster?”

“Deal,” said Daisy, laughing, “now go and don’t keep the smelly captain waiting. And don’t fall in and drown! I’m looking forward to that bubbly and lobster.”

“That’s all I am, a meal ticket?”

“You got it, buster. Now go play and have a nice time.” She cut the line. Frankie smiled and went to get his fishing pole and tackle. 

*
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Frankie had moved to Naples full-time the previous fall. He’d first visited some years previously, at the request of an American soldier, Joe Nelson, who’d saved Frankie’s life in the Gulf War. He’d told Joe he owed him and said if there was ever a chance to repay the debt to let him know. Some years later, Joe did just that and called in the promise. He asked Frankie to come to Naples to help find his missing nephew. At the time, Frankie was feeling depressed and suicidal. His wife had just left him for a female work colleague. Looking back now, he considered Joe’s untimely call to have probably saved his sanity, if not his life, for the second time. Frankie managed to find the courage to keep his promise and traveled to Florida to help out. 

It didn’t take him long to become enamored with Naples. What wasn’t to like? Great climate, great people, all the fishing he could want. Frankie still had an involvement in his security business back in the UK but some time ago decided to move to Naples full time. He’d agreed to a deal with his British business partner Derek Barnes to sell some of his shares and take a lesser role, his input being based on him living in Naples. He’d never regretted the move.

Subsequently, he managed to obtain a green card and last year and had teamed up with retired Naples police detective Sam Randazzo to set up a private investigations business. They didn’t have an office. They weren’t after walk-ins and got most of their business from recommendations or enquiries via their website. They employed the services of a home-based lady called Candy, who carried out secretarial and invoicing services for a few small companies.

*
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He was strolling through the parking lot towards his jeep when he saw the small group of condo residents huddled together with some gardeners around the communal BBQ area. The BBQ grill had been moved on to the condo parking lot along with some broken slabs of paving stone, no doubt on their way to the dumpster. A recent email informed all condo residents that the committee had purchased a new BBQ grill as part of installing a modest outdoor kitchen to be sited in the breezeway. 

Subsequently, the subject was much discussed around the pool. Most thought it a great idea. There were already tables and chairs in the breezeway, so folks could grill their steaks or whatever and choose to eat alfresco if they wished to do so. Others thought a grill in the breezeway might be a fire hazard. Until now, the grill had been situated in the middle of the front lawn of Acadiana, resting on four concrete slabs and surrounded by bushes in a horseshoe shape to hide it from view.

Frankie waved to a group of his fellow residents as he passed. Linda Ricchiuto, one of the condo’s committee members, waved back perfunctorily, and she wasn’t smiling. Unusual... He got to his jeep and slung his fishing pole and bag in the back and made to get in, but Linda’s frown perplexed him. He closed the door of the jeep and walked back towards the huddle. Jack Bogdasarian turned towards him. 

“Hey, Frankie.” 

“Hey yourself, Jack, what’s going on? Found some buried treasure?”

“No, I wish. It’s a body, they think, maybe two.”

“What?” Frankie momentarily wondered if Jack was pulling his leg but could see by Jack’s expression, he was deadly serious. 

“Yeah, ‘fraid so. The men moved the slabs away and started to dig to prepare for putting sod down. Apparently, one guy dug something up, and it turned out to be a long bone. They thought it looked kinda unusual, not the sorta bone you’d give to a dog. So, they dug deeper and uncovered some more bones and part of a skull. The boss man went straight to Linda, and she called the cops. They should be here any minute.” Frankie looked at his watch. 

“I’d like to stay, Jack, but I’m booked on a fishing charter, so I have to go.”

“Don’t worry, you go have a relaxing day’s fishing. Call me when you’re back and I’ll bring you up to date. I’m no expert, but whatever they’ve found seems like it’s been there for a long time.”
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​​Chapter 2
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​​​​Gone Fishing

––––––––
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Frankie arrived at Naples Docks, parked his car, took out his cell phone, and called Daisy.

“No, I won’t forget to go and walk Charlie,” she said before he could speak. 

“I know you won’t. I’m just calling to give you a heads up. They found a skeleton, maybe two skeletons, buried in the grounds of Acadiana. The cops are due there shortly. My guess is it won’t be long before your colleagues in the press are all over it.”

“Skeletons! Okay, I’ll buy, what’s the punchline?”

“No, I’m serious. I don’t know any more than that, and I’m just about to go out on the fishing charter, but I thought I’d better let you know.”

“Wow. Thanks, Frankie. I’ll get down there ASAP.” Frankie put his cell away, went to get his fishing gear out of his trunk, and walked down the dock to where the captain was making last-minute preparations.

“Frankie! Thought you weren’t going to make it. Hand me that bag and hop aboard.” Frankie handed the bag and fishing pole to the captain and clambered onto the boat. 

“Sorry, had a last-minute situation.”

“No worries. Fellers, this is Frankie. He’s a Brit, but we don’t hold that against him.” There were four men on board. They all chuckled or smiled and acknowledged Frankie with a wave.

The captain cast off, and the boat slowly made its way down the Gordon River and out into the gulf. Once they were clear of the buoys and the other fishing boats at the mouth of the river, the captain opened the throttle. The boat bucked, then the bow came up, and they headed out towards the horizon at speed.

The noise of the engine made conversation well-nigh impossible, so Frankie leaned back, closed his eyes, and enjoyed the regular bumping of the boat against the small waves as they sped along. His mind turned to think on the grim discovery he’d just left behind at Acadiana. His curiosity was piqued, and he could feel himself being drawn in. The fish finder suddenly beeped an alert and woke him from his reverie. The captain reduced speed and made a slow turn to face into the breeze and dropped anchor.

“Okay, folks, looks like we have fish, so get ready. As soon as the boat steadies, you’ll be good to go.” The men were soon into the fishing. Tommy, a visitor from Canada, was the first to catch a fish, a spectacular red drum. He hauled it on board, and the captain took a photograph of Tommy holding the huge fish and grinning from ear to ear. Then back the fish went to recover from its brief out-of-water experience. Many more fish were caught, including sheepshead, trout, jacks, and snapper. Frankie hooked into a huge tarpon. It was unusual for them to be this far out in February. The fish proved too much for his tackle and snapped the line when Frankie tried to haul it in. 

After four hours, the captain asked the men to reel in their lines, hauled up the anchor, started the engine up, and headed back towards the Gordon River estuary and Naples Docks. The wind had increased during their trip, and the waves were higher, making for a very bumpy ride home. 

At the docks, the men who had chosen to keep some of their catch stayed behind to gut them before taking them home. Frankie had thrown all his fish back after obtaining photographic evidence to show Daisy. They all bid each other goodbye. 

Frankie thanked the captain and headed for his jeep, feeling tired, relaxed, and noting the sting of sunburn on his face now that he was out of the cooling wind.  
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Chapter 3
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Back at Acadiana, Frankie parked and, carrying his fishing gear, walked across the parking lot to where the BBQ burial site was. It was now tented, the area cordoned off by fluorescent orange tape tied to metal stakes. A police car parked nearby. There were three men and two women, one woman accompanied by a cameraman. Reporters from the press and TV News, he concluded. 

The woman made a beeline for Frankie, her cameraman in her wake, ready to record the encounter. He waved them off and continued to make his way towards the elevators to go up to his condo. The woman reporter wasn’t put off. She ran in front of Frankie, turned to face him, and shoved a microphone in his face.

“Sir, are you a resident here? What do you think about skeletons being found on the grounds?” Frankie smiled and ignored her. She gave up asking questions only when he entered the elevator and the door slid shut.

His little dog Charlie greeted him enthusiastically as he walked into his condo. Frankie bent down and ruffled the hair on Charlie’s head. He put his fishing gear away in the cupboard then called Jack Bogdasarian.

“Hi, Jack, any more news on the body?”

“Yeah, but I think it’s definitely bodies now, as in two of them. The crime scene unit came to have a look, but the guy in charge told Linda he wasn’t going to proceed without some specialist help from some other people, an archaeologist she thinks he said. They’re coming back in the morning, so they’ve gone now and put a police unit to protect the site, grave, whatever, as you’ve probably seen.”

“I saw, plus the reporters. Any more info at all?”

“No more than what I just told you.”

“Makes me shiver, thinking about how we’ve all stood there grilling a steak while standing on someone’s grave.”  

“Yeah, crossed my mind too, very spooky,” said Jack.

“Ah well, be an interesting couple of days. See you around, Jack.” 

Frankie went to have a shower and freshen up then went to sit on his lanai and called Daisy.

“You’re back. Have a good day?”

“Yes, lots of fish, good conversation, and a few beers. Very relaxing. Did you come to have a look?”

“I did, but no one could tell me anything, so we took some pictures and left. There’s enough there to start the story off. The headline writers are having a field day. You have any more details?”

“I do. Apparently, there are two bodies, not one, but that’s it. My neighbor Jack says they’ve packed up for today, coming back tomorrow with some specialist help. If I get any more info in the meantime, I’ll call you. We still on for tomorrow evening?”

“We sure are.”

“Okay, I’ll pick you up at 6.30. I might know more by then.”

He finished the call and sat on the lanai, thinking. He could feel himself being drawn in. Why? Why do I feel the need to get involved? It’s none of my business...

“On the other hand, I guess it wouldn’t do any harm to do a little basic research.” He’d posed the question out loud, and Charlie came to sit at his feet.

“So, what do you think, Charlie?” The little dog stared at his master. “Yes, I know I’m crazy. The research can wait. Let’s go for a walk.”

*
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The following morning, Frankie was up early as usual for his morning jog around Venetian Bay. He passed a couple of white vans marked ‘SOC’, parked up near the taped-off area, a gathering of personnel nearby. They were dressed in white paper suits, talking intently and enthusiastically. He smiled and nodded to them, but they ignored him. He carried on out the gate and began jogging, Charlie in his wake. 

An hour later, he got back to Acadiana and glanced over at the crime scene. A smartly dressed man he recognized as Police Captain Alex Reagan was now talking to one of the men in white. Reagan looked around, spotted Frankie, and waved him over while still carrying on his conversation. Frankie walked over and waited until the men had finished their discussion. After a short while, the white-clad man walked away, and the captain turned to greet him.

“Hello, Frankie. I remembered you lived here, so I’m glad I bumped into you. I wanted to talk to you about this situation. Have you got some time now?”

“Sure, Captain. Look, why not come up to the condo and we can discuss it over a coffee?”

“Call me Alex please,” he said. “Lead on...” 

“Make yourself at home,” said Frankie, as he opened the door. “Just give me a few minutes to have a quick shower, then I’ll make us some coffee. Milk and sugar?”

“Just black, thanks.”

“This is Charlie. You okay with dogs?” he asked as Charlie went to smell Reagan’s trousers. 

“Got a little pooch myself, as Charlie’s already discovered. So, no problem, especially with one as cute as this little feller,” said Reagan, bending over to ruffle Charlie’s hair. Then he walked over to the lanai to admire the view while Frankie went for his shower. Ten minutes later, Frankie brought two coffees to the lanai. 

“Thanks, Frankie. Great view you have here.”

“Yes, it is. I never tire of it.” Reagan took a sip of coffee.

“Any thoughts on the bodies they found?”

“Other than maybe pondering the implausibility of it, no.”

“Yeah, it’s a bit of a shocker, I guess. Quiet, respectable area and community like this. Who woulda thought, two bodies buried in the garden?”

“You’re right. And that the bodies have decomposed seems to make it worse somehow. I don’t know why, just seems a bit more gruesome, I guess. Out of curiosity, I looked up when they built Acadiana, who built it, and so on, but it’s meaningless without more information on how long the bodies—skeletons, whatever—have been in the ground. And were they killed here, or as seems more likely killed somewhere else then brought here and buried?”

“So, you’re obviously intrigued.”

“Hard not to be. I suppose I don’t have any good reason to do any research, other than my natural curiosity. An essential ingredient for a detective, my partner Sam tells me.”

“Sam should know. One of the best detectives I ever employed on the Naples force. Shame that leg injury shortened his career.”

“Yes, but your loss was my gain. I couldn’t have become a PI without partnering up with Sam.”

“Yep, it’s an ill wind.... I kept meaning to ask, how is he enjoying his trip to Italy?”

“Seems to be having a great time. Meeting some relations he didn’t even know he had, he says. He’ll still be miffed at missing out on this situation though.”

“I think he will.”

“Going back to the bodies, Alex, do you have anything more yet?”

“Not much, but I’ll keep you in the loop. Like I said, I was glad to bump into you. You being a resident here combined with your ‘natural curiosity’ could be helpful to our investigation, a real advantage to have a man on the inside, as it were.”

“You think the perp might have been a resident?”

“No, no, far too early to make assumptions like that, even so, in the circumstances, it can’t be ruled out.”

“I guess not.”

“Listen, Frankie, you know I have some considerable regard for your skills as a detective, so if you were to feel like helping out on this one...maybe when you have a little spare time,” Frankie laughed.

“You know I couldn’t resist.”

“Excellent, I hoped you’d say that, but there won’t be anything in it for you other than earning a return favor at some future date. Your involvement would have to be on an informal basis, and anything I tell you will be in strict confidence.”

“Of course, understood.”

“Great, I appreciate that. I’ve put Detective Clarissa McBride on this one, so I’ll need to introduce you. She’s already aware that you and Sam have your own detective agency. She worked with Sam a few times in the past, and they seemed to get along pretty well. So, to answer your original question about what we’ve got so far. Not much more at the moment. Two adults, one male, one female. Any initial thoughts?”

“Only some obvious ones. Why bury the bodies so close to the surface for instance? Panic, d’you think?”

“I just posed the same question to Samantha Maxwell, the archeologist, a fearsome-looking woman. She said it is possible the bodies were originally buried deeper, but with the sort of sandy soil we have around here combined with the many floods this area’s experienced it’s possible the bodies gradually got pushed upwards. She went on to define the potential reasons, weak structure of the type of soil, poor water retention properties, and so on. She said it’s just a theory and can’t really be proven, but it’s a definite possibility.”

“Hmm,” said Frankie, “sounds like she knows what she’s talking about, I guess. Regardless, it could be the bodies were purposely buried in that location by someone who knew those slabs of stone were going to be laid down to create the BBQ area. We obviously need to find out when the first BBQ grill was installed and if possible, who installed the concrete slab floor.”

"As it happens, Senior Detective Clarissa McBride is busy right now trying to establish just that. She’s already started interviewing residents to try to find out when the BBQ facility was first built. Must have been done many years ago, and the men they got to prepare the ground and lay the slabs were likely to be the gardeners, no doubt mainly itinerant Hispanic labor... The chances of tracing such people are somewhere between zero and nothing.

“Yes, I can see that. But maybe the bodies will yield some good clues. How much progress have they made excavating the skeletons?”

“The archeologists seem to be making good progress. They’d divided the area into sections and were very methodically excavating each section. Brushing dirt off the bones and the skulls and such. Even the pathologist looked impressed. They also brought along some device that could locate any other similar sorts of remains in the area. Thankfully, they found nothing. Finish your coffee, then let’s go see if they’ve made any more progress.”
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Ponce de León

––––––––
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In 1508, Ponce de León sailed to the island of San Juan Bautista, now known as Puerto Rico, where it was claimed large deposits of gold were to be found. The Spanish crown gave Ponce de León permission to explore the island in 1508. A year later, King Ferdinand of Spain made Ponce de León governor of Puerto Rico. Then in 1511 a political squabble forced Ponce to surrender the governorship of Puerto Rico to Diego Columbus, the son of Christopher Columbus. 

As a consolation prize, King Ferdinand offered to let Ponce explore a relatively unknown place called Bimini. Ponce left Puerto Rico and set sail to Bimini, a place he eventually renamed Florida because of the region’s lush, florid vegetation. He staked a claim for the Spanish Crown and ensured himself a spot in the annals of history. Legend has it that Ponce was in search of the fountain of youth, a fabled wellspring thought to give everlasting life to whoever bathed in or drank from it. But many historians very much doubt the story and suggest that Ponce wasn’t interested in discovering the secret of everlasting life but more pragmatically political gain and personal enrichment. 

Some also claim that Ponce was bitter at having been displaced as governor of Puerto Rico and smuggled huge amounts of gold on his ship when he departed. This story gave rise to the persistent rumors about Ponce’s hoard of gold buried somewhere in Florida. 

On his first Florida expedition, Ponce de León explored the coast, including the Florida Keys, and discovered the Gulf Stream, a warm ocean current that would help future Spanish ships maneuver their way home from the New World. He was subsequently rewarded by the king and named military governor of Florida and given permission to colonize the region.

In 1521, Ponce de León made his second expedition to Florida, accompanied by two ships and around two hundred people, plus horses, tools, and seeds, to set up a farming colony. They landed on the southwest coast of Florida near what is now Charlotte Harbor with the intention of founding a Spanish colony.

The exact circumstances of what happened next are uncertain, but it appears that in July of 1521 natives attacked the party of settlers, leaving Ponce de León fatally wounded by an arrow in his thigh. His comrades sailed back with him to Havana, Cuba, where he died. Ponce de León’s remains were later transferred to San Juan, Puerto Rico, where they were put to rest in San Juan Cathedral.
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Reagan and Frankie approached the tent. Frankie saw a well-dressed, slim brunette about his own age standing outside the tented area talking to a tall, bearded man in white paper overalls.

“Clarissa,” said Reagan. She turned towards them as they approached.

“Be with you in a moment, Alex,” she said and turned back to the man to speak a few more words. Then the bearded man went back inside the tent.

“Hi, Alex, your timing’s good,” she said. “They’ve managed to get the bodies out of the ground and some stuff they found alongside them.”

“Clarissa, meet Frankie Armstrong, Sam’s partner in the PI agency.” She reached out a hand. She and Frankie shook.

“Nice to meet you at last. Heard all about you down at the station. How is Sam these days?” 

“He’s good. Taken his family on vacation to Italy, so I’m on my own for a couple of weeks.” 

Reagan addressed Clarissa. “I’m enlisting Frankie’s help, informally of course. As he lives here, I thought maybe he might pick up on some gossip and background information, whatever. He understands everything he learns about this from us is confidential, so you can trust Frankie to be discreet and speak openly while he’s around. So, where are things up to in there?” asked Reagan. 

“Not sure, I was just asking when you came along. Let’s go see,” she said, and they followed Clarissa into the tented area. There were a number of personnel inside who appeared to be in the tidying up phase of the operation. Despite the bright sun outside, inside the tent, four arc lights lit up the interior. There were three gurneys standing on the far side of the excavation area, two with skeletons on them and a third with a number of miscellaneous items laid out on it. 

The pathologist in charge of the SOC team walked over to where they stood. 

“Hello, Alex.” 

“James,” the captain replied. “I believe you’ve already met Detective McBride.” The two nodded. “This is Frankie Armstrong, a resident of Acadiana and a partner in a private detective agency. He works with us occasionally. I’ve invited his informal participation in this investigation. You can speak freely in his presence.”

“Okay, well, nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Armstrong.”

“Likewise,” Frankie replied.

“Okay, so, what we’ve established so far is somewhat limited. I’ll obviously be able to provide more detailed information once I’ve had a chance to conduct some tests back at the lab. What I can say for now is that it seems very unlikely these individuals were killed at the scene. They were both shot in the head. I think the female was likely shot with a .38 caliber weapon, the male with a .22. We recovered the remains of a bullet from his brain pan. It was misshapen but about the right size for a .22 caliber.”

“Just the one wound each?” asked Clarissa.

“Yes, each just a single shot. On the other gurney are a couple of items, a gold ring and some small change. Nothing to indicate who they were, so no clues there.”

“Years in the ground?” asked Reagan.

“Anything from a minimum of five years but considering the lack of any tissue on the bones more likely to be ten years plus. I might know more once I’ve had a better look in the lab, but dating these skeletons will not be easy.”

“Age of the bodies?” McBride asked.

“Again, hard to say at this stage, but older than thirty and younger than seventy. I think we need to get the remains to the lab before making any further guesses. We’ll need to keep this area cordoned off, at least until my archaeologist colleague Samantha Maxwell is completely satisfied there’s nothing more to find. I think she’ll be finished by the end of tomorrow at the latest. 

Reagan expressed his thanks to the pathologist, then he, Clarissa, and Frankie made their way back out of the tent. 

“Each one with a different caliber bullet,” said Clarissa as they walked along past a couple of reporters still hanging around. 

“Seems so,” said Frankie. Clarissa McBride waved away a reporter who began to approach them. She turned to Reagan.

“Any plans for a press conference, Alex?”

“Tomorrow, as soon as we get something a bit more substantial from the pathologist.”

“On that subject,” said Frankie, “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but in the interests of transparency, my girlfriend Daisy Metcalf is a freelance journalist, so...”

“Yeah, I did know that Frankie, but thanks for reminding me. Let’s see what information we get from James and think about that. Depending on how things pan out, it might be useful to have someone in the media who can cooperate with us on how we want to shape the story. Daisy might be in a position to help on that score. For now, let’s say nothing to anyone until we get more information, okay? Now, Clarissa, did you learn anything from any of the residents?”

“Not much, Alex. All the ground-floor condos were badly damaged in Hurricane Ian last September, so they’re all uninhabitable and in various states of repair and remodeling. The permanent residents who lived on the first floor are either renting vacant condos here or gone to stay with relatives. So that cuts down the number of residents who may have information on anything about when the BBQ area was created.

“I did speak to one resident who’s lived here since the late seventies,” she said, consulting her notes, “a grumpy old guy, one Zachery Yassaman. He was uncooperative, shall we say.” Frankie laughed.

“I’ve heard old Zach called much worse than grumpy.” 

“Yeah, I can imagine. Anyway, he couldn’t remember anything useful. He was one of the ground-floor residents displaced by the damage caused by the hurricane. He’s staying temporarily in 302. There was one other snowbird I spoke to, a Mrs. Ina Lento in 202. She couldn’t help either, and no one else seemed to be in. Could be that some are out shopping or maybe at the beach or the pool though,” Reagan spoke.

“Okay, so this is where you come in, Frankie. Maybe you can get the information we need. Mainly dates regarding the building of the BBQ area and any other stuff you can get from your fellow residents, okay?”

“I can try. There must be some historical records of board meetings somewhere, but I’m not sure how far back they’re likely to go.” 

“Legally, I think they’re only obliged to keep them for seven years,” said Clarissa. “It was something I came across when I was investigating a fraud, theft really, from the funds of a condo association carried out by the chairman and his wife. Nearly a million dollars they stole over a number of years.” Frankie nodded then looked back towards the tented area.

“What?” said the captain.

“Well, it just crossed my mind about the practicality of someone burying a body under those slabs without anyone knowing. I just can’t see how anyone would get away with it. Something doesn’t add up. Even if you bribed the guys who did the work. Something’s hinky here.”

“I had the same thought,” said Clarissa.

“Yeah,” said the captain, “me too. Seems highly unlikely, but the bodies got there somehow, and we need to find out how, when, and who buried them.”

“As far as gathering information from the residents, leave it to me,” said Frankie. “If there’s any useful information to get, I’ll find it. Might take me a few days. People come and go here.”

“Okay, I’ll leave it to you and Clarissa to do the leg work and liaise with each other. Once I have more information from the pathologist, I’ll let you both know, and we can take it from there.”

“Okay, Alex,” said Frankie. Clarissa fished a card out of her purse and handed it to Frankie. He put it in his shorts pocket. “Thanks, Detective McBride, and nice to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise, Frankie, but it’s Clarissa, okay?” 
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Chapter 6
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Pool Talk

––––––––
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Apart from taking Daisy out for dinner that evening, Frankie had nothing on for the rest of the day. He looked out of his lanai windows at the rear garden and pool. There were several residents sitting around the pool, reading, sunbathing, or swimming in the pool, talking and bobbing up and down with the aid of their pool noodles. He smiled, went to get his swimming shorts, then went down to the pool to join them. 

“Hi, everyone,” said Frankie as he walked through the pool gate. He was greeted back with “Hey, Frankie” or little waves. Dale Ledinsky looked up from his book and raised his reading glasses.

“I saw you talking to the cops. Got any update for us on our skeletons?”

“Nothing significant. Once the pathologist has had a chance to examine them, I think there’ll be a press conference. For now, you know as much as me.” Not quite true, but... Dale went back to reading his book.

“The cops don’t have any idea who those stiffs are?” asked Betsy Petherick. “Are they male or female?” 

“I think they said one of each,” Frankie replied, trying to sound vague. “I don’t know if any of you know anything, but the cops would like to get an idea of when the BBQ area was created. Anyone know how long ago it was?” Some shook their heads, some replied no, others said they had no idea, and so on.

“More than ten years ago. I know that ‘cos I’ve been here just over ten years, and it was definitely here when I moved in,” said Sam Romano, “but there must be a couple of the long-term residents who know,” he added.

“Well, there’s Meg Tweenie. You remember her, Frankie,” said Dale Ledinsky.

“Yes, I met her round the pool a couple of times. Very interesting lady.” 

“Smart too,” added Dale, “her parents bought here when they were just built. She kept it after they passed way. She might know, but I don’t think she’s due to come down to stay any time soon. Maybe call her?”

“Yeah,” said Dave Carlson, “the only other two long-termers I can think of both lived on the first floor, and they’ve gone back up north to stay with relations while their condos are being remodeled.”

“Okay, thanks, I’ll pass that on.”

“You could ask Zach Yassaman. He’s been here forever,” said Steve Gullace. Sam Romano laughed.  

“You’d be lucky. He’s likely to tell you to go away and leave him alone but in more colorful language. I don’t know how that woman stands it. But you might be able to loosen his tongue with a bottle of bourbon. I know he likes a drop of the good stuff.” Frankie thanked him for the suggestion.

“You involved in the investigation, Frankie? You are a PI after all,” said Dave Carlson. 

“No, I’m not investigating. It’s just that I know the captain because my partner Sam was a Naples police detective before we went into business together.”

“So, you’re not keeping an eye on us for him then?”

“I report your every move, Dave. There’s a big file on you at the Naples Police HQ.”

“I wish my life was that exciting,” said Dave with a laugh.
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Chapter 7
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Dinner with Daisy

––––––––
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Frankie picked Daisy up from her apartment in Colony Gardens, just a few minutes’ drive from Acadiana. He was a couple of minutes late, and she was waiting in the parking lot. She looked stunning, as usual. Frankie pulled up, wound down the passenger window, and shouted.

“Looking for a good time, sweetheart?” 

Daisy smiled. “As it happens, I am, sailor. Your lucky day,” she said, giggling as she got into the passenger seat. She leaned over and kissed him. “So where are you taking me, kind sir?”

“I made a reservation at that new restaurant, Fisherman’s Catch on Fifth. I read the reviews, all five stars. Not cheap though.”

“Good. I don’t do cheap, and anyway I’m well worth it.” Frankie laughed.

“Indeed, you are Daisy,” he said and drove away. 

They were seated at a table by the window. Frankie ordered a bottle of Veuve Clicquot then told her about the day’s events and the conversation he’d had with Alex Reagan about Daisy.

“I felt I had to make it clear my girlfriend was a journalist, but he already knew. He said it might be useful, and maybe you could help in some way.”

“How so?”

“I think he means by presenting an accurate account and minimizing any idle speculation.”

“As long as my journalistic integrity isn’t compromised, I’d be happy to help. Any more leads?”

“No, I need to find when the BBQ area was built, but I’m getting nowhere fast. I now know of one person who might know. I’ll try to contact her tomorrow. Her parents bought in Acadiana when it was first built, and she’s kept it on. Trouble is, she’s not down here at the moment.” 

“Ah, here come the drinks,” said Daisy. The server poured a glass for each of them and left.

“Bottoms up,” said Daisy, as they clinked glasses then sipped their champagne. “Wow, that’s good.” 

“It certainly is,” Frankie replied.

“And if she can’t help?” said Daisy.

“Well, there is a long-term resident who I can ask, but he’s a cranky old miser not known for being that helpful. I’ll see how it goes.” A few minutes later, the server came to take their order.

“Lobster Thermidor for me,” said Daisy. 

“Make that two,” said Frankie. “And could you put a bottle of Pinot Noir in the fridge and serve it with the lobster? Thanks.” 

“Certainly, sir,” said the server, who left to put their order in. 

“Red wine with lobster?” 

“Yes, it’s delicious,” replied Frankie. “You wouldn’t think so, but we had it once with lobster when we went to Brittany.”

“We, being you and your wife Penny.”

“Ah, yes. Sorry about that.”

“No, it’s okay, I don’t mind at all. I’m interested in your past life. So go on, tell me about this trip to Brittany. I’ve never been to Europe, and I’d really like to go. Maybe we could go sometime?”

“I’d like that. Do you really want to know about the trip?”

“I do,” she said. Frankie took a sip of his champagne.

“Well, it was about two years after we were married. I was doing okay and had just bought a new Jaguar, so we drove to France via the cross-channel ferry and stayed in a small hotel in Concarneau, which has a fairly large fishing port and beaches and nice restaurants.”

“Sounds lovely, so this is where you learned about red wine with lobster?”

“Yes, we were driving around the place, looking for a fish restaurant, of which I assumed there would be many, but could we find one? So eventually we stopped and asked. One guy suggested we go down to the fishing port itself rather than look in the town. So off we went to the port, parked up, and walked along the docks. The place was a hive of activity with boats offloading their catches. We thought the guy who’d told us to go there had misunderstood and had assumed we wanted to buy a load of fish. Then we saw a quaint-looking restaurant, a largish wooden building with a parrot outside on a perch.”
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