
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Florida Clowns

        

        
        
          Gibson, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Kerry Costello

        

        
          Published by Kerrycostellobooks, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FLORIDA CLOWNS

    

    
      First edition. December 6, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Kerry Costello.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201227821

    

    
    
      Written by Kerry Costello.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Kerry Costello

	    

      
	    
          
	      Frankie Armstrong

          
        
          
	          You Owe Me

          
        
          
	          BBQ Bones

          
        
          
	          Condo

          
        
          
	          Irma (hurricane)

          
        
          
	          Backlash

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gibson

          
        
          
	          The Long Game

          
        
          
	          Florida Shakedown

          
        
          
	          Florida Clowns

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Perfect Morning

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Kerry Costello’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my wife Lyn and my sons Andrew Timothy and Alexander

      

    



  	
        
            
            Behind every painted smile… a dark secret.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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BEFORE – 2002

––––––––
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Lorna savored the strange unique aroma, and while she waited, her excitement grew and made butterflies in her tummy. She tried to identify the separate component parts, fried onions, hot dogs, popcorn, the tangy stink of wild animals, the moldy aroma of damp canvas and moist straw. She scanned the scene - ropes, swings, cages – then she listened to the audience murmuring in anticipation. Her senses were engaged and she was a child again, eager and fascinated. 

A tingle of apprehension ran through her body as the lights changed and dimmed. Spotlights circled around the big top as if seeking out targets, then everything grew quiet. A slow roll of drums started and grew louder as a white faced clown made his entrance. He wore a pointy white hat with a bendy flower stuck in the top and was dressed in a baggy white and red striped suit. He held a bugle in his hand as he marched once around the inside of the ring before stopping and raising an arm in the direction of the circus entrance. 

The drum roll increased in volume until she could feel the vibrations, then a blast of trumpets rent the air as the Ringmaster marched into the ring, magnificently attired in black riding breeches, shiny black leather boots, bright red tailcoat and a shimmering black tall hat. In his hand, a long leather whip. He went straight to the center of the ring, turned 180 degrees looking at the audience sternly, then stopped. A few people in the audience began to applaud, then as he cracked his whip they became silent again.

‘Lords ladies and gentlemen, welcome to.....’

She knew the rest of his speech by heart. It was the fourth time this week she’d come to see the circus. She’d talked her twin brothers into coming with her tonight. Her father had complained when he found out she’d gone on her own the previous nights. She particularly liked the clowns, had done since she was a small child. She knew she should have grown out of it by now, after all, she’d turned twenty three last month, but she thought of this as maybe one last opportunity. 

The Circus, from America was on a European tour and was in London as part of Queen’s Golden Jubilee celebrations. And as Lorna and her brothers lived in nearby Kensington, the location of Hyde Park was just too much for her to resist. Later in the show, her two favorite clowns appeared Bozo and Weary Willy. Even though she now knew most of their routine, she still found them funny and laughed hysterically at their antics. 

Tonight, the one called Bozo had chosen to throw the bucket of water over her. She shrieked as he kept threatening to do it, swinging the bucket at her, to and fro, asking the audience if he should, and they all shouted a resounding YES! He asked again and again, whipping the crowd into frenzy. They had all seen the bucket filled with water only minutes before, but she knew, at least she hoped she knew, that when it was thrown over her, the water would have miraculously morphed into shredded paper. 

*
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‘Hey Boze, did you see that chick in the audience again tonight, what a looker? What am I saying? Course you did, you chucked the water over her, smart move. 

‘Smart move nuthin’, just chance is all.’

‘Yeah sure, chance. So, shall we try to see if we can ambush her on the way out?’

‘What about the two young guys she’s with tonight?’

‘I dunno. All we’re doin is saying hi after all.’

‘No harm I suppose.’ 
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CHAPTER 2
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PRESENT – 2013

––––––––
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Gibson and D I Baker opened the car doors simultaneously and ran through the freezing cold Manchester rain, into the shelter of the pub porch. Gibson turned and pointed his remote at the car and locked it.

‘Jesus, talk about drowned rats’ said Baker trying to brush the raindrops off his jacket, ‘bet you’re really glad to get back to our lovely British climate, eh?’

‘Let’s just say I’m lost for words,’ said Gibson. ‘C’mon,’ he said, ‘let’s get some of that nice warm English beer inside us.’ They went in and Gibson ordered two pints of bitter, paid, and carried them over to a table Baker had secured for them. Gibson put the beer on the table and sat down.

‘Thanks,’ said Baker, taking his first sip, ‘I’m supposed to be giving the beer up, trying to lose a bit of weight, but what the hell,’ he said. Baker was short for a policeman, had unruly reddish hair, slightly overweight, had a seemingly permanent smile and gave the impression he wouldn’t hurt a fly. But looks were deceptive as Gibson well knew. Mike Baker was sharp and intelligent and as hard as nails when circumstances required it. It was Friday night; the place was emptying of the early doors crowd and starting to fill up with the next drinking shift. 

‘So, tell all,’ said Baker taking another slurp of his beer, Harry said you had quite an adventure over there.’

‘Adventure, yeah that’s not an exaggeration I suppose.’ Gibson took a swig of beer and began.

‘When Jill died, I was lost, a complete waste of space in the job. I’d just been going through the motions day after day, so a year later I decided to retire from the force. I’d had some counseling to try to deal with my grief. It helped a bit, but not that much. Some things you just never get over, you just gradually learn to live with it. Anyway, once I’d retired, I really hit rock bottom.’

‘You always seemed okay to me whenever we met for a pint.’

‘It was an act Mike, I didn’t feel I could burden my friends with my misery, but believe me, behind closed doors I was a mess. Jill and I, we had plans, things we were looking forward to doing when we retired, places we would visit. We even talked about a round the world cruise. Anyway, when Jill died, all those plans went up in smoke. Listen, I’m sure you don’t want to listen to me moaning on. So where was I? Oh yes, Florida. Well Jill had been to Florida before we got together, and she was always talking about it. 

She said we’d go there on our first trip after I retired, when we could go for a good few weeks. Anyway, it wasn’t to be, but after a truly miserable Christmas, the first Christmas since she died, I decided I’d go to Florida on my own, sort of keep the promise. I know it sounds odd, but I don’t know, just seemed right somehow.


‘I guess Jill would approve,’ said Baker, ‘you know rather than you moping around.’

‘I know she does,’ replied Gibson.

‘I guess you do,’ said Baker, looking skeptical.

‘No Mike, I mean I really do know. I asked what she thought and she said it was the right thing to do.’

Baker frowned.

‘You asked Jill, you mean you go to see a medium, all that sort of stuff?

Gibson laughed.

‘No, nothing like that. I know you’ll think it’s a bit weird, but she speaks to me.’ Baker raised his eyebrows. ‘I know I know,’ said Gibson, ‘but it’s true. Sometimes when I’m going to sleep, or when I’m driving along maybe, she suddenly speaks to me, and we have conversations. Maybe it’s not real, but it seems real to me. Anyway, I find it helps, so...’ Gibson shrugged his shoulders and sipped his beer. 

‘Listen Gibson, I don’t think you’re crazy. To quote Horatio, there are more things in heaven and earth.’ 

‘Indeed, there are Mike. So where was I?’

‘You were planning your trip back to Florida,’ said Baker, taking a big slurp of beer.

‘Right, so, I looked around and booked a last minute deal. Didn’t care where I went in Florida and purely by chance, I ended up in a place called Naples on the Gulf of Mexico.’



‘So how did you get mixed up in this investigation? I heard it was something to do with a guy being executed on video.’

‘It’s true Mike. Sounds really bizarre now I’m back here in boring old Britain. I got into it by accident, sort of, but as it happened it probably saved my sanity. Apart from being distraught about Jill’s death, truth is I was bored. Anyway, this man at the holiday place I was staying at, he knew I was a retired policeman.’

‘How would he know that?’

‘I’d had to fill in a form for the accommodation, and he was in charge of bookings. He got my details and looked me up on the internet. Just being nosy I suppose, maybe they check everyone who books in there, security. Makes sense I guess. So, he asked me for my opinion about something. Like you said, a video of someone supposedly being executed. Then one thing led to another, and I ended up getting involved. And then I met a woman’

‘A woman, this gets even more interesting. Sounds like a long multiple pint story, so hang on and I’ll get us some more beers.’ Baker left and came back a few minutes later, plonked another pint down in front of Gibson, sat down, took a swig of his own new pint and said ‘Okay, now, tell me the whole thing.’

Gibson went on to tell Baker the whole story, interspersed by another couple of pints of bitter for Baker. 

‘You sure you don’t want another one?’ Baker asked when he brought back his third pint.

‘Go on, a half then,’ said Gibson. The last thing I need is a drinking driving conviction.’

When Baker returned with his half, Gibson carried on with his story. When he finished the story Baker suddenly stood up.

‘Got to go point Percy at the porcelain, I’m bursting, but I couldn’t interrupt your flow, talking of which....’ Baker trotted off in the direction of the gents and Gibson laughed, always the joker. He returned to the table after a few minutes and offered to get some more beer, but Gibson refused saying he thought he was probably already over the limit for driving.

‘So, you’ve been back now what, nearly a month?’

‘Yeah, just over three weeks.’

‘Any idea what your plans are now? I mean life must seem a bit dull here now.’

‘Dull’s the right word Mike, present company excepted.’

‘Naturally,’ said Baker smiling

‘I just can’t settle. Over here I can’t do what I really like doing. I’m a copper, it’s in my blood, my DNA, but I’m retired now. Can’t imagine going back to some part time job in the police, don’t fancy being a private detective over here.  Over there, things seem different, I feel different. As I said, my old pal Chief Romano wangled a sort of temporary PI license for me, so I could investigate this execution thing, and I came alive again. And being honest, I found the whole place so interesting, invigorating. I guess they don’t call Florida the fountain of youth for nothing. I mean I love England, couldn’t leave it permanently, but the weather here, especially in the winter... And then there was the woman I met, Meg, I never thought I could feel anything for anyone again after Jill, but...’ Gibson stopped talking and took a sip of the dregs left in the bottom of his glass. 

‘You’re going to go back there aren’t you?’ said Baker smiling.

‘Believe it or not Mike, I hadn’t thought about the possibility until talking to you just now, but why not, what’s stopping me? Maybe I can get some more work over there working for a private detective agency? I’d have to check with Tony Romano, see if my license is still valid, but thinking about it, why not?’

‘I can’t believe this. You’re serious aren’t you, Christ, Gibbo, you’re making me envious, you’ll be starring in Miami Vice next. Or better still, get your own TV series. I can see it now... Ex British Detective Inspector John Gibson, a PI in Florida, wait till I tell the lads back at the station, I just can’t... Jesus,’ Baker stood up shook his head.

Listen Mike, I think I should go home now. I’m probably just about on the limit, but one more and I will be. Anyway, got to do some serious thinking, you going home?’ 

Baker laughed.

‘Not me Gibson, I need another drink.’ 

They said their goodbyes. Gibson headed for the door, and Baker headed for the bar.  
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CHAPTER 3 
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When Gibson got home, he re-read the last letter he’d received from Meg. In it, she said how much she missed him, and recalled some of the times they’d had together during his stay in Naples. Neither of them had said they were in love with each other. Such a declaration was for somewhere down the line. He was sure Meg felt the same way as he did, but they weren’t kids. They both knew that there had to be a realistic chance of a life together, before committing and making such a declaration. 

His conversation in the pub with Baker had solidified his decision to go back to Florida. It was the first time he’d talked about it to anyone, other than the conversation in his head, with Jill. The bereavement counsellor had scolded him, when he told her he often spoke to Jill. She said it was plain that he wasn’t fully resigned to her having passed away, hadn’t really acknowledged her death. But he had, he knew that only too well. It was just that she hadn’t just ceased to exist. It isn’t as though I’m going to séances, or anything daft like that, he told himself. 

But once again, he questioned his own sanity. He could tell, despite what Baker had said, that he thought he was a bit odd, talking to someone who was dead. When it first happened, he researched it online and found he was by no means alone in speaking to a loved one who’s passed.  There were many explanations, some more bizarre than others. And anyway, don’t all Christians believe that you don’t really die, but your soul, your spirit, lives on in another place, depending. So, what’s so weird about me talking to Jill?

He sat down with a cup of tea and put the news on, then switched channels trying to find something watchable. He closed his eyes and began to fall asleep on the sofa. He began to think about Jill and Meg. Jill told him he had to get on with his life, and though she’d never really leave him, she was in another place now, and he mustn’t worry about what she thought all the time. She said he was still a good catch for someone, good looking and smart. Then she laughed. 

He woke up at one in the morning with a crick in his neck. The television was still on. He switched it off and made his way upstairs to bed. Remembering Jill’s words, he stopped at the full length mirror on the landing to look at himself. Not bad for sixty odd I suppose? He was just under six foot tall, spare frame, full head of dark brown hair flecked with grey, thoughtful blue grey eyes, a distinctive crooked nose and a small scar under his right eye. Then he remembered what his grandma used to say Stop looking in the mirror, one day you’ll see the devil! He laughed and continued upstairs to bed.

The next morning, he woke up, and looked out at the grey, cloudy day, through the drizzle soaked windows. That does it, decision made. He thought. After breakfast he went to sit at his desk in the spare bedroom. Checking the time difference between the UK and the USA, he realized he’d have to wait till lunchtime to make the call. In the meantime, he busied himself making preparations, checking his passport was in date for the next six months, and that his ESTA was still valid. Then he called the local travel agency and enquired about flights, making notes about availability and fares. 

He checked the weather forecast for Naples Florida. The temperatures were mostly in the low eighties. Won’t need much in the way of clothes then. Just after lunch he called NYPD and asked for Chief Romano. They put him through to Margie, his secretary. He’d got to know her quite well, so there was no need to stand on ceremony. 

‘Hi Margie, Gibson here, how are you?’

‘Oh, Hi Gibson, I’m good thanks, and how are you? How d’you like being back home in England?’

‘I’m great thanks Margie, but as for liking being back here, not a lot if I’m honest. Is Tony available? I’d like a word if he has a couple of minutes to spare.’

‘He’s a bit busy. What am I saying, he’s always busy, but he does seem a bit more stressed today, so go easy Gibson. Not sure if he’ll take your call. He hasn’t taken many today, but I’ll ask.  Hold on, see if I can get you through A couple of minutes later Romano’s distinctive voice came on the line.

‘Uh oh, you’re calling me from the UK. Should I be worried?’

‘Hi Tony, worried no. I just need to ask you something about the PI license you arranged for me in January.’

‘Now I’m worried. It took a lot of explaining as to how a limey ex-cop ended up with that license. Just as well you got the result you did, but I still had my ear chewed off. So go ahead and ask, as long as it doesn’t involve a PI license. 

‘Sorry Tony, but I’ve decided to go back to Florida. Maybe see if I can get some work there as a Private Investigator.?’ Gibson thought he heard a sharp intake of breath at the other end but carried on before the Chief could speak. ‘Please, just hear me out Tony. Thing is, I can’t be a policeman, a cop in the UK. I know I could probably get work in a detective agency over here, but it’s not the same.  They don’t have the same powers as over there. The most exciting thing they do is spy cheating spouses, not the real stuff. And anyway, you know about Meg. And then there’s the weather. So, I really need to get back over there and..., I wondered if somehow, I might still be able to use the license you arranged for me before?’ There was silence and Gibson wondered if he’d hung up on him. ‘Hello,’ he said.

‘Yeah, I’m still here. When I woke up this morning, I knew it was going to be a complicated day. Jesus H Christ Gibson, why can’t you just relax, go back to Florida and get a boat, go fishing, drink beer, make love to Meg, why do you have to be a PI?’

‘You know why Tony. Anyway, I got a good result last time didn’t I, so I don’t see why anyone could complain about me working as a PI?’

‘Yeah, it was a good result, thankfully. Otherwise, my ass could have been on the line. As for why I can’t get you a PI license, well there’s a little thing called procedure Gibson, it involves things called rules and regulations. The last time, getting you that license, I probably broke every rule in the book, and some that aren’t even in the book. You came into the country on an ESTA, so strictly speaking you weren’t allowed to work, but ‘cos the guy was paying you cash, you were off the radar, so we just about got away with it.’

‘Does that mean you can’t help me?’

‘Look, you’ll have to leave it with me. I’ll look at the situation, see what I can do. When were you thinking of going back to Florida?

‘Later this week?’

‘Later this week!’ Oh, so no pressure then, Christ on roller-skates Gibson! I’ll call you tomorrow, you..., you life complicating limey cocksucker.’

‘Thanks Tony, I knew you’d understand.’

‘Yeah right,’ said Romano and put the phone down. Gibson laughed. He was sure his friend would come through, one way or another, after all, he owes me.

It was another two days before Tony Romano called back and Gibson was getting worried. The phone rang just as Gibson was getting in the bath. He dashed back into the bedroom and picked up the phone. ‘Hello.’ He said.

‘Hi, that you Gibson?’ 

‘Yes, hold on.’ He grabbed a towel and wrapped round his waist. He felt strangely foolish talking to Tony Romano naked.

‘Hi Tony, thanks for calling back.’

‘You got a woman there or something?’ asked Romano.

‘No, I was, well never mind. So, what’s the score, are we on?’ 

‘Well yes and no, and sorry about the delay in coming back to you, but the guy I needed to speak to was out of town. What you’re asking for isn’t easy, especially in the time frame you want, but I think I may have the answer.  It ain’t straightforward, but, well let me tell you and see what you think. A guy called Gus Macey joined NYPD at the same time as me. We were patrol buddies for quite a while. He’s really good guy, a bit sort of, unusual Guess that makes two of you. 

And, like you, he took early retirement, but for different reasons. His wife hated him being in the police and she had family in Florida. So, he left and started his own Private Investigations agency down in Cape Coral, not a million miles from Naples. Been down there for over five years now, loves the place. I called him and asked if he could use some help and explained the situation. Said he‘d be doing me a favor etc. 

So, long story short, he’s willing to give you a try. And between us, we can sort out the license thing somehow. Be easier if you’re working for an established detective agency. But there’s a drawback. He might not be able to pay you, officially that is, until you get a proper visa and a work permit and that’s not easy. But maybe he can work something off the books, maybe pay your girlfriend, whatshername..., Meg. Now the other thing is, Macey, well, like I say he’s unusual, a seriously straight talker and doesn’t take any shit, so he says, if you get on, fine and dandy, if you don’t, then its bye bye Popeye.’

Tony stopped talking and Gibson tried to take all the information in. 

‘Well, you know both of us Tony, so is it likely we’ll get on d’you think?’

‘Don’t know. Macey’s a hard guy to second guess. Goes on instinct a lot of the time. He has a slightly different outlook to most people I know, but that’s the best I can do at such short notice, old buddy. So have a think about it and let me know.’

‘I’ve thought about it, and yes, I’d like to give it a go. If it doesn’t work out, well... I don’t know. I’ll play that by ear. So much appreciated Tony, please tell Macey I accept his terms and I look forward to meeting him.’

‘Whoa, you should think about it, I haven’t told you the other stuff, like you won’t get any pay as such, just fees for any case you take on, so you’ll be working sort of freelance, you know?’

‘I don’t care Tony, I’ve got some money put by, so I can support myself for a while, until things work out, or not.’

‘Okay pardner, I’ll ask Macey to email you with his details and tell him you’ll be in touch.

Gibson put the phone back on its cradle and sat down, then remembered he’d left the bath running - shit!
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BEFORE – 2003

––––––––
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A small light shone in the distance, getting closer, getting brighter, it wasn’t real. Her heart would surely burst, can’t breathe, she tried to open her eyes, what the fuck, I’m blindfolded! She gagged, something clogging my mouth up, fabric. Slow down, you can still breathe. She was grateful they hadn’t taped up her mouth. Her sinuses blocked easily and they were getting blocked now. But she could still draw breath through her mouth. The heat in the room was oppressive. She was tied to a chair, arms and legs. 

Lorna contorted her face and used her tongue to move the gag to one side, which then enabled her to breathe in more air. Then she forced herself to take some slow, long, deep breaths, through the gap at the side of the gag. Remembering her yoga training, she began to calm herself. And as the initial panic subsided, she became aware of other sensations. Mainly a feeling of pain in the left side of her head, I must have been knocked out. What the fuck is going on...? Floyd, fucking Floyd you fucking idiot, fool. What’ve you dragged me into? 

She knew he’d gotten mixed up in something. Suddenly, lots of money sloshing around. She’d asked him where it all came from, where he got the money for all the coke and champagne they were drinking and snorting, but he wouldn’t say. He just kept telling her to chill and enjoy, ‘hang off your hinges for a while babe’ he’d said. It wasn’t the coke, so much as the champagne, she was worried about, not just any old champagne but DP - Dom fuckin Perignon cost a fortune, ‘a dollar a bubble’ Floyd said, then laughed so hard he fell off the sofa.

‘Don’t you think you should pay your fuckin’ rent before buying all this shit?’ she’d asked, and then he got mad and they fought. She planned to stay the night, she usually did on a Tuesday, but she stormed out, just after midnight. Walking down Desoto Avenue she realized she was a bit drunk. Maybe I was a bit hasty. Should have called a cab, she thought.

But the emotions of the moment had got the better of her. She’d been looking up and down the road, hoping to flag down a passing taxi, then remembered talking to a man who’d pulled over, asking for directions. Then nothing. As far as she could tell, she was still dressed in the jeans and denim jacket she’d been wearing.

Lorna could hear murmuring voices now, getting louder, an argument? Noise, was that a door opening? It slammed and she heard another one open, squeaking on its hinges. She felt a presence, but no footsteps. Nothing, then breathing. Suddenly, her blindfold was roughly taken off. She blinked in the dim light. He had a stocking mask on and had put his finger to his lips.

‘Shhh,’ he said, ‘don’t make a noise or back on it goes. Understand?’ 


She nodded, and the man reached over the back of her head and grabbed the piece of cloth, pulling it to remove the gag, and pulling some of her hair out in the process. She gasped. 



‘Okay sister, time to go bye byes.’ 

The man said, his rough gravelly voice muffled slightly by the stocking. She felt her bowels loosen, but held on. The man was quite tall and thin. The room was badly lit. It was a small room, with a low ceiling. As far as she could tell, there were no windows. The only light came from a partially open door in the corner. Was that a staircase going up? We’re in a basement. There was a metal table by the chair. The man placed a small black pistol on it, went round to her back and started to untie her. Had she known anything about guns, she might have recognized it as a Diamondback DB, a polymer-framed, subcompact 9mm handgun, which weighs just eleven ounces unloaded. It uses six round magazines, giving the shooter a total of seven rounds on tap. It is a flat, compact pistol, primarily designed for self-defense. 

She looked at the gun as he untied her bonds. First her hands, then he bent down to untie her ankles.

‘Stand up.’ 

She stood up unsteadily. Her legs felt as if they would fold but got better as her circulation returned to something like normal.  Lorna was five four, slim, had dark spiky hair, olive skin and deep brown eyes, piercings in her nose and lips, and dressed down, semi punk, jeans, flat shoes. 

The man suddenly turned away, took a cell phone out of his pocket, flipped it open and started to make a call. She was marginally nearer to the gun than he was. Had he forgotten about it? No time to think. Would it have a safety, do I pull the trigger if I get a chance? Too fuckin right I do, blow the bastard away. She lunged for the gun and nearly fell over, but she managed to get hold of it, the right way round too. She grabbed it with both hands the way she’d seen cops on the TV hold guns and pointed it at the man’s upper body. He stood with his back to her phone to his ear. She hesitated, shooting a man in the back - so what? Then he turned and started moving towards her.  She tried to speak, her voice wouldn’t work. She closed her eyes and pulled the trigger three times in rapid succession.

‘Click, click, click’ She opened her eyes, it was quite dark, but she could see the man smiling now. He slapped her hard across the face. The gun clattered to the floor, the force of the blow sent her staggering across to the nearby wall which she bounced off, before slowly collapsing full length on to the dusty concrete floor. She passed out. 
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PRESENT – 2013

––––––––
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As he stepped out of the aircraft and on to the air bridge at Miami airport, the intensely hot and humid evening air cloaked itself around Gibson. Walking along the seemingly endless corridors towards immigration, sweat began to trickle down his back. It had been a choice of a direct flight from Manchester to Orlando, then a three and a half hour drive to Naples, or a flight via London to Miami, with only an hour and a half drive across Alligator Alley to his destination. He took the Miami option.

Meg said she’d be waiting for him in the arrivals hall and he had to admit, he had a sense of trepidation at meeting her again. Could it be one of those situations where when we met again the magic has gone? Well, I’ll soon know he thought. It took him over half an hour to get to the front of the queue for immigration clearance, then another ten minutes to find his luggage and clear customs. As soon as he spotted Meg in the arrivals area, he knew things would be okay. The look on her face said it all.

Meg drove a white 2005 Lincoln Town Car, a roomy comfortable sedan. They made their way from Miami airport along the Palmetto Expressway, then along the I-75 Interstate, also known as Alligator Alley, which heads west to east in a straight line through the Everglades to Naples on the Gulf of Mexico. It was a clear night with just a few light grey clouds hanging around the edge of the sky. Once they were on the Interstate proper, street lighting ceased to exist. The only lights being the quarter moon hanging in the sky, and the headlights and taillights of cars, and the twinkling of lights on the top of communication towers, placed at intervals along the road. The distant horizon and darkness emphasized the flat vastness of the Everglades. 

Meg had managed to find Gibson a reasonably priced eight week rental in a small two bed condo at the San Remo Club on Gordon Drive, in Olde Naples. It was conveniently situated, just around the corner from the Naples Pier, where Gibson liked to fish. It was an impressive wooden structure stretching a thousand yards out into the Gulf of Mexico. Both visitors and residents of Naples used it extensively. Fishing off the pier was free, and the one place where you didn’t need a fishing license. 

But it wasn’t just this fishing that attracted people to this historical land mark.  It was also a great place to wander along and see the dolphins at play in the gulf, or watch Ospreys crash into the water then fly off, clutching wriggling fish in their talons. Some people even chose to have their marriage ceremonies conducted at the end of the pier. Gibson would never forget the spectacle of seeing a bride in white, strolling down the length of the pier, with pretty little bridesmaids in tow, and all the tourists and fishermen clapping in celebration.

During the drive to Naples Meg filled Gibson in on what had been happening, since he left there some four weeks before. Then Gibson told her about how Tony Romano had fixed him up to meet with Gus Macey, who owned a Private Investigations company in Cape Coral. 

‘That sounds really cool,’ said Meg, ‘how did you manage that?’

‘Well, it’s by no means certain this guy will take me on. Tony says he’s a bit, well, different. And if he doesn’t feel we’ll get along, then I don’t get to be a PI. But I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. In the meantime, tell me about my new home in Naples.’

‘Nope it’s a surprise, but I’m sure you’ll like it.’

They arrived at the condo some forty five minutes later. 

‘You can have a proper look around in the morning, but let’s get you settled in, then you can take me to third and buy me a beer. That driving business is thirsty work.’

They parked in front of the San Remo Club on the block tiled pathway, bordered with neatly trimmed low bushes. The building was painted a pleasing creamy yellow, complete with two tall palm trees, providing a ‘guard of honor’ entrance. The dark reddish brown tiled roof was reminiscent of a large Dutch house, with huge dormer windows protruding out at the front. The unit Meg had rented for Gibson was a two story affair, situated on the first floor. 

They took his luggage up the shallow staircase and Meg opened the front door. Gibson stopped and took in the view of the swimming pool, which occupied the center of a quadrangle, the condo units forming a square around it. He followed Meg into the condo. The downstairs included a living room with a wall unit on which sat a large television, ornaments and books. Through the rear was an open plan kitchen, and to the side a small bathroom. He looked around approvingly. It was lovely and cool. Meg had put the air-conditioning on ready for his arrival. An ornate bamboo ceiling fan whirred smoothly, creating a welcome draft of air in the living area. 

‘Take a look upstairs.’ She said and he took his large suitcase up the stairs and dumped it on the landing. There were two bedrooms, each with its own en-suite bathroom, and a huge walk in dressing room adjacent to the larger of the two bedrooms. He sat on the bed.

‘Perfect Meg,’ said Gibson 

She sat down beside him, and he put his arm around her. She turned to him and they kissed passionately. They came up for air. Gibson stood and started to take his shirt off.

‘What, now?’ said Meg with a smile on her face.

‘No time like the present.’

Afterwards, they dressed and Gibson had a shower while Meg talked to him. 

‘I could rustle something up if you’re hungry. Or a coffee if you’re not. Or you could take me out for a beer on Third, which is only a stone’s throw away.

‘It’s a beer,’ said Gibson as he stepped out of the shower. 

Gibson took in the relaxed atmosphere as he walked along with Meg. He was familiar with the street, having visited Handsome Harry’s bar during his last visit to Naples. But he’d forgotten just how chic the place was, with its ornate courtyard, antique European fountains, with lush colorful flower arrangements cascading from the lampposts. The street was bright, with the light spilling out of the boutique shops, restaurants and bars. There were Royal Palm trees, planted at intervals, all decorated with bright silver fairy lights wound around their trunks. The ambient temperature must be still eighties he thought.

People were dressed in casual smart and expensive attire. Meg pointed out a couple of tiny Chihuahuas being wheeled along the street in a doggie push chair, the little dogs looking content and happy to be the subject of all the admiration and the oohs and aahs as people stopped to pet them. They went to the Salt restaurant and bar for a couple of beers and listened to the manic resident guitarist pumping out enthusiastic renditions of old rock and roll songs, interspersed with his own compositions, CDs which he advertised for sale at the bar between numbers. 

They shared a pizza at the bar, then the rigors of the journey suddenly hit Gibson. Meg dropped him off at the San Remo, saying to call her when he woke. Said that she might not be there, as she had some houses to prepare for some incoming guests, so to leave a message if she didn’t pick up. Meg ran a small business – Meg’s Vacation Homecare, which involved looking after people’s holiday homes in Naples. Checking them regularly when the owners were away, then preparing their places, when the owners came back down to stay. 

They kissed and said goodnight. He walked up the staircase, opened his door, kicked it closed behind him, then walked up the stairs to his bedroom. He barely had the energy to undress, so he got into bed in his underpants. Sleep took him as soon as his head hit the pillow.  
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CHAPTER 6 
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BEFORE – 2003

––––––––
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Lorna Howard-Browning gradually regained consciousness. She tried lifting her head. An excruciatingly painful searing sensation behind her eyes caused her to lay back down on the grimy floor. As her senses slowly returned, she realized her left arm had no feeling in it. I’ve been shot. She tried to move her arm and realized she’d been lying on it. Rolling over on to her back, she lay still, waiting for the blood to flow back. Intense pins and needles followed. Ignoring the pain in her head and the aches in the rest of her body, she turned towards the dim light in the corner and remembered, stairs, the man with the gun, where is he? There were no sounds other than the humming of some distant fan or motor. 

She gave herself a minute then maneuvered herself into a crab like position, her knees hurt on the floor’s gritty surface. She looked around the room. Empty, must stand up. Grunting with pain, she could’ve sworn she heard her joints creak, she made it upright and paused, getting her balance. Slowly, gingerly she made her way to the light and the open doorway. She leaned on the door jamb and looked up the short flight of stone steps. The light made her wince and blink. There was a brown painted metal rail screwed into the wall by the steps. She grabbed on to it and slowly made her way up the stairs.  

She was in a sort of yard, a loading or delivery place maybe? at the back of some buildings. She had no idea what time it was, but the sun was well up in the sky. So, afternoon she supposed. She leaned against the wall at the top of the stairs. It was summer, the temperature in the high eighties, the humidity intense Must get away from here, now. 

Apart from a couple of trucks and a van, the yard was deserted, no people. Call the police? Don’t be stupid, and tell them what? My boyfriend’s a stupid twat and he nearly got me killed? Hang on though, they didn’t kill me, I don’t think they’ve done anything else to me either...well I’d know if they had. So apart from tying me up and slapping me around a bit, they haven’t done anything. Hang on, oh yes, they threatened me with a gun, but nothing said, no warning. What the fuck is going on Floyd? First things first, get home. She patted her jean pockets, then reached into the left hand one and took out her wallet. There were still some dollars in it, she didn’t bother counting them, she could see there was enough money for a cab, that’s all that mattered, assuming I’m still in Fort Myers that is?
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PRESENT – 2013

––––––––
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It took Gibson a few seconds to realize where he was. He looked at the sun streaming through the slats in the plantation shutters and checked the time on his watch. 7.30. He showered then called Meg. The phone rang three times then Meg’s voice came on the line. ‘This is Meg’s Homecare, can’t get to the phone right now so leave a message.’ After leaving a message saying he’d call again later, he decided to explore his immediate neighborhood before having breakfast. He put on a pair of shorts and a running vest and found his running shoes. 

The San Remo was situated on the corner of Gordon Drive and 13th Ave, just one and a half blocks from the beach and the pier. Despite the early hour, 13th Avenue was busy, Fishermen, mingling with tourists, all heading for the pier or the beach. Gibson walked along with them, then on to the beach, through a passage by the side of the pier. The sun, bathing the white sandy beach in glorious morning light. People were staking out their places on the beach erecting little groups of beach chairs and windbreaks. 

Further along the beach and away from the pier, people were strolling along the shore, being overtaken by the keep fit brigade, who were variously running, or power walking. Some using ski poles as they strode along. The sea was clear and calm, a mixture of blue and turquoise water. It washed up on to the shoreline with a gentle swishing noise. A few pelicans were gliding along the tops of the waves, and gangs of seagulls sat on the beach having a morning get together.

Gibson found the firmer sand just above where the waves were slapping on to the beach and made for some wooden pilings sticking out of the sand in the distance. As he ran along, he disturbed and annoyed various groups of seagulls and other small gatherings of wading birds, including some beautiful snowy white egrets scratching for food on the shoreline. Sandpipers ran and ran in front of him until they concluded this monster wasn’t going to stop, and took flight, squeaking in indignation.

He reached the distant wooden pilings, touched the main post, turned and started running back towards the pier, then along 13th street and up the stairs and into his rented condo. His vest and shorts were soaked with sweat. He ditched them in the laundry basket and took his second shower of the day before breakfasting on coffee and the croissants that Meg had thoughtfully bought for him and left in the fridge. 

After breakfast, he got his laptop out and sat on the bed, fired up the machine and found an email from Margie, Tony Romano’s secretary. It contained the contact details for Gus Macey’s Private Investigation Bureau. He picked up the phone off the bedside cabinet, checked it was live and dialed. A man’s voice answered after the second ring. 

‘Gus Macey investigations, how can I help you?

‘Yes, I was looking for, I mean, could I speak to Mr. Macey?’

‘That would be me, and from the sound of that accent, I’m guessing you’re the English guy Tony talked to me about.’

‘Correct, John Gibson. I arrived in Florida yesterday, I’m staying in Naples, and I wondered when we could meet?’

‘Tomorrow morning, ten thirty on the dot. You have my address?’ 

‘Yes, I do so I’ll see you at ten thirty and thanks for the opportunity.’

‘Let’s get things straight before we go any further. I’m seeing you as a favor to an old buddy. There is no opportunity, just a possibility, and a small one at that, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.’ 

Gibson was about to respond when he realized Macey had put the phone down.
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