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Author’s note: There are parts of this first section, “Found
at last,” that are fictional. Since this case still has not been
resolved, a fictional ending has been created by the
author.

He had moved to Maui a little over a
year ago. He was living by himself in a simple bungalow, a few
steps from the beach, in the historical city of Paia, a mile or so
from Mama’s Fish House. It took him about a half hour to get to
Kahului Airport some 20 miles away. His appearance had changed; he
was 100 pounds lighter than the 300 pounds he had been carrying,
and he sported a beard.

The neighbors didn’t know
where he worked or how he earned a living. He mentioned once that
he was a retired fireman from Fullerton, California. Neighbors
referred to him as “Old Smokey,” but not to his face. They didn’t
know that in the 1970s, people who worked with him called him
“Fast Eddie.” He
was friendly, but distant, almost mysterious; he seemed to be a
gentle man who kept to himself. He drove a black Cadillac
Escalade.

Almost two years before, he had been
Edward Sellers Fitzgerald, a yacht broker who had owned Dana Island
Yachts in the quaint harbor city of Dana Point, California, for 21
years. He usually employed five or six people—a couple of office
workers and two or three boat salesmen.

On July 17, 2009, much to the shock
and dismay of his employees, friends, business associates, and
clients, he disappeared. He has been on the lam ever
since.

In June, 2011, he decided to spend a
few days on the Kona Coast on the Big Island of Hawaii, just to get
away from Maui, and to check out the damage from the recent
tsunami. He had booked a room in a small hotel where he could
remain inconspicuous. He always dealt in cash, as he had when
leasing boat slips to boat owners for months at a time, leaving no
paper trail.

And as he always did around sunset, he
headed for a watering hole to knock down a couple of Mai Tai’s. He
admitted to himself that he was terribly lonely, and he didn’t like
to drink alone. He knew, however, being seen at the bar at the Kona
Inn was a bit risky—a former friend, who lived in Dana Point, owned
the Kona Inn--as well as two restaurants in the Dana Point Harbor.
One of those Harbor restaurants—the Wind & Sea—had been his
watering hole (as well as his place of employment in the 70’s) for
years in Dana Point. Almost every weekday afternoon, for upwards of
15 to 20 years, he’d hold court with his buddies—boat captains,
boat mechanics, investors, and anyone associated with the Harbor—by
picking up the tab. The Wind & Sea had been his own personal
country club.

But, despite the risk of being
spotted, having a Mai Tai at the Kona Inn would be welcome therapy
for him. It would be like the good old days, sans his
friends.

With his altered look, he figured
being recognized was unlikely. He’d heard that the Kona Inn had
been damaged by the tsunami, but the bar was back in business after
just eight days of repairs. And after nearly two years, he felt
people looking for him had forgotten about him, including the
Sheriff of Orange County, California.

As he walked from his hotel, he
smiled, thinking “At least I won’t get another DUI on the way home.
They don’t arrest people for walking drunk.”



He had no idea that two months before,
the Orange County Sheriff had handed over the investigative part of
the case against him to the District Attorney, and that just three
hours earlier, the District Attorney had finished the review of the
case, and had issued a warrant for his arrest.

He finished the first Mai Tai a little
too fast—old habits were hard to shake—breaking his New Year’s
resolution to cut back on the booze. He knew it had been killing
him for years. But ever since Marcia, the love of his life, had
passed away, he just didn’t give a shit. And although he had shed
100 pounds, he still had diabetes and his blood pressure was still
high. He’d just sip the second drink, which was now on the bar top
in front of him, next to the $5 tip he’d left for the
bartender.

As he reached for the
glass, a giant hand covered his arm. He looked up to see the rugged
face of a man who seemed familiar. Most people in Hawaii knew the
face as belonging to Dog the Bounty
Hunter. Fast Eddie tried to reach in his
pocket for the poison, planned-suicide pill that he always carried,
but he wasn’t fast enough. He had no intention of returning to
Orange County alive to face his former friends and all of the nuts
who mistakenly believed that he had screwed them, and, of course,
the likely prison time, but the icy-cold steel of the handcuffs
were already on his wrists. His ballroom days were over.

* * *

 


INTRODUCTION

 Dana Point, California
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Dana Point Pacific Coast Highway
Bridge

Thirty-seven thousand people call the
harbor city of Dana Point, California, home. It’s a jewel of a
place located along the Southern California coastline. Pacific
Coast Highway runs through the heart of the city. Main streets that
intersect PCH are not called streets; they are called lanterns:
Blue Lantern, Golden Lantern, Green Lantern, Copper Lantern, and
Amber Lantern.

Dana Point officially became a city in
1989. It is in southern Orange County, about halfway between Los
Angeles and San Diego, just a couple of miles south of the
well-know city of Laguna Beach. The city is named after Richard
Henry Dana, the author who wrote “Two Years Before the Mast.” A
bronze statue of Dana is located in the harbor.

Each year, the city recognizes its
ocean-close asset with a Festival of the Whales in early March and
a Tall Ships Festival in October.

Although Dana Point has been a city
for 22 years, it still has a small-town feel. It’s a tightly knit
community, the type of place where most everyone recognizes Mo, the
attractive UPS driver, as her brown delivery truck snakes its way
through the streets and alleys of Dana Point. And where Chris, the
owner of Killer Dana Surf Shop, skate boards along PCH to conduct
his banking business with the friendly folks at Pacific Western
Bank.

And where Miles the locksmith drives
around town in his old, square Dana Point Lock and Key Truck,
squirting WD 40 into rusty locks, and installing new ones. He has a
loudspeaker on his truck and doesn’t hesitate to remind traffic
violators of their infractions.

As the most reliable plumbers in south
Orange County, hardly a day passes when you won’t see the tan
American Plumbing square-boxed truck driven by Doc and his sons.
Their only form of advertising is the telephone number (499-2401)
written on the side of their trucks.

People grab a donut at the Donut Shop
on PCH, a taco at Aurora’s Taqueria, located in the Marina Ranch
Market, or a sandwich at Tutor and Spunky’s Deli in the Blue
Lantern Plaza. Locals gas up at the Chevron and Shell stations, and
get their cars serviced at Rubens Imports, Gary’s Autohaus, and
Tom’s Dana Point Foreign Car, each a
sole-proprietorship.

There’s also Dana Point Hardware, an
old-style hardware store that carries anything you’d every need and
where Bill, Sue and grandson Billie will lead you to hidden nooks
and crannies to find what you’re looking for. Next door to the
hardware store, locals savor Jack’s Restaurant, an Italian eatery
owned and operated by a true Italian, Jack, a transplant from New
Jersey.

Things don’t change much in Dana
Point. On PCH, there is a one-block stretch on the northbound side
where you’ll find the Dana Point Nursery with its antique neon sign
that reads “since 1914,” Gene’s Lantern Bay Interiors carpet store,
Mary’s Girl-In-the-Curl surf shop, and J.C. Beans’ old A-frame
drive-in coffee house.

Judy and Brad, a local, civic-minded
couple, own Beacon Printing in the Dana Point Clock Tower. People
get their flowers from Cathy at McCool Flowers on Golden Lantern or
from Browne’s Flowers, located in a tasteful shack on PCH, where
Dave has been pushing petals for 20-plus years.

Adding to the local flavor, Dana Point
has a barber shop called the Sports Barber, which is identified by
one of those old candy-cane spinning barber poles. Alex
Rentzeperis, a lovable Greek guy, originally from Modesto, has been
cutting hair there for 23 years. He and I met while floating on
surfboards at Doheny Beach one sunny afternoon in the fall of 1988.
We opened our businesses at nearly the same time that year, along
with another guy named Ed Fitzgerald, who founded Dana Island
Yachts, a yacht brokerage and chartering company. The three of us
had been friends for 21 years.

Dana Point is a surfing city. There
are world renowned beaches here including Salt Creek, Doheny and
San Onofre. Before the man-made harbor was built in Dana Point, it
was home to a famous surf break called Killer Dana. Construction on
the rocky breakwater began in 1966; the harbor opened to boating in
May, 1971. The building of the harbor killed the Killer Dana surf
break, but created an economy for sleepy Dana Point.

The city has six surf shops, depending
on the day you count them. Hobie, a legendary surf shop, recently
gave northbound PCH a facelift by relocating and renovating the
former Reel Time Video building on Pacific Coast Highway. And
there’s the two-story Infinity Surf shop on southbound Del Prado,
owned by Steve and Berrie, with Killer Dana on the opposite side
just past the Post Office.

Known for its five-diamond hotels,
Dana Point features the Ritz Carlton, the Marriott at Laguna
Cliffs, and the St. Regis.
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Dana Point Harbor

The harbor is located down the bluff
from the business district, and is home to approximately 2,500
yachts and sailboats of all shapes and sizes, from 20 feet to close
to 100 feet, for the sport-fishing boats. The city of Dana Point
benefits greatly by having a harbor, but the County of Orange owns
and operates it.

The harbor is anchored on one end by
the Ocean Institute, a blessing for the community--an instructional
institution where thousands of school kids visit each year to learn
about the ocean and its environment. On the other end is Doheny
Beach, a now more-gentle surf break protected to the west by the
Dana Harbor jetty.

In between the Ocean Institute and
Doheny Beach are the shops and restaurants with such popular places
as the Wind & Sea, Harpoon Henry’s, the Harbor Grill, and a
place that’s always crowded called Coffee Importers.

The harbor is almost a city onto
itself within our small city of 37,000. Boat owners, shop and
restaurant owners and employees, boat captains, deckhands, boat
salesmen and brokers, and people who maintain the boats and work on
and under them for the most part are a tightly knit group of
people. Ed Reiner makes a living cleaning the boat bottoms, mostly
when the boats are in the water. Many harbor inhabitants have known
each other for years. In most cases, they care about each other and
are loyal to each other. They work very hard.

I discovered the beauty of Dana Point
on a business trip to Southern California in 1987. At the time, I
lived in San Rafael in the San Francisco Bay Area. Shortly after, I
moved to Dana Point, and in December, 1988, opened Tutor and
Spunky’s Deli on PCH next to the Donut Shop.

In 2005, the deli was relocated to the
Blue Lantern Plaza shopping center at the intersection of Blue
Lantern and PCH, which is perched atop the cliff directly above the
harbor, adjacent to the 28-room Blue Lantern Inn, one of the finest
bed and breakfast places in the country. We are minutes away by car
to the harbor. The harbor people are great deli customers, often
picking up sack lunches to take on their boats, and often eating
together in groups of three, four or more in the dining room. It
was times like this that they would often share news with me about
the harbor and its people.

The down economy of the last four
years has taken its toll on the harbor community. Yachts and boats
are considered a luxury item by many, and the economy swirling
around these mainstays has struggled.

During a down economy like this,
people often seek a better return on their money than savings
accounts or bank CD’s, which barely eke out one percent a year in
interest. The down economy had a great deal to do with the events
surrounding this story.

On July 17, 2009, a trusted and
beloved yacht broker named Ed Fitzgerald, who had lived in the area
and worked in the harbor for 30 years, disappeared. As this story
will reveal, he left Dana Point owing a great deal of money
belonging to friends and business associates. We can’t be certain
how much money is gone, but it could be upwards of $3,000,000. And
perhaps as many as 40 people were victimized.

According to a member of Fitzgerald’s
office staff, people affected by his disappearance—although not all
of them would be considered “victims”—include “investors, yacht
sellers, salesmen, secretaries, maintenance/dock employees, slip
renters, charter boat owners, captains, crew, charter customers,
corporate meeting planners and their clients, hotel concierges, and
numerous third-party companies that did business with Dana Island
Yachts. Even your deli is impacted by this, because we used your
services for our boxed lunches.”

What is the extent of
Fitzgerald’s fraud? In the July 24, 2009, Orange County Register, reporter Vik
Jolly wrote, “Authorities now suspect that a Ponzi scheme may have
been in play, but client money held in escrow accounts by
Fitzgerald for the purchase of high-end yachts has also been
cleaned out.”

Jolly quoted Orange County Sheriff
spokesman Jim Amormino, ‘“There are several aspects to it. Some
things have the making of a Ponzi scheme, others don’t…Fitzgerald
could possibly face fraud, grand theft and extortion
charges.’”

Some of the victims won’t come
forward. They will remain silent victims forever. Why? They have
their personal reasons. Some are embarrassed that they lost money.
Others relish their privacy. Some, perhaps, would prefer not to air
their laundry. Some invested money without telling their spouses.
So, there is much, much more to the story than will be revealed in
this book. Plus, I have no intention of trying to uncover every
minute detail; that is up to the investigators involved in the
case. I just want to explain the breadth and scope of the story as
best I can to help as many victims as I can.

Why I am writing this story? There are
three reasons.

First, I knew Ed Fitzgerald very well. Because of his charter
business, Fitzgerald started ordering sandwiches from the deli,
which he would pick up and take out to sea to feed the people on
charters. Over the years, he ordered thousands of sandwiches,
sometimes 100 or more at a time. My deli employees loved him. He
confided in me. He always paid. I trusted him and considered him a
friend. I was absolutely dumbfounded by his disappearance. My
reaction was the same as hundreds of others in Dana Point who knew
Fitzgerald: disbelief.

I started researching the story
because I was totally baffled by what seemed to be a voluntary
disappearance on his part. When you’ve known, liked and trusted a
person for 21 years—which I had--and he disappears with other
peoples’ money, you ask: “What was he thinking? Why would he betray
his friends? Where did he go? Was he in some sort of trouble that
caused him to pull off a criminal act? Was his life in danger? How
can he live with himself? Is he alive? Why wasn’t I a victim?” (Had
Fitzgerald asked me to invest, I might have, at least on a small
scale).

Because I knew him well, I felt I
could shed light on why he left.

Second, I am a writer of sorts. I was a freelance columnist for
the Orange County Register
community newspapers and at times for the
Register itself from July
4, 1994, until March, 2011, and have written more than 2,100
columns. Now, I’m a columnist for Picket Fence Media, which
publishes the Dana Point
Times, San
Clemente Times, and the Capistrano Dispatch. With my
columnist background, I should be able to present the facts of the
case in a manner people can understand.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/3193
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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