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CHAPTER 1
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Florida 2013

Gibson woke up and held his hand up to shield his eyes from the searing late afternoon sun. The sky was solid blue. A gentle cooling breeze blowing off the bay made the heat just about bearable. Across the other side of the pool, he could see and hear a large elderly man, snoring loudly, slumped in a chair under a canvas sun canopy. There was no one else around.

He got up a little unsteadily, walked down the steps of the kidney shaped swimming pool and made his way into the deep end, gradually submerging himself in the lukewarm water. He wondered how easy it was to drown yourself, and sank to the bottom resting on his knees, staying perfectly still until he started to run out of air. 

He opened his mouth to breathe in the water and gagged. A reflex action caused him to straighten his legs and propel himself upwards, coughing and spluttering loudly as he broke the surface. The man who’d been asleep under the sun canopy got to his feet looking concerned, and walked over to Gibson, who was still in the water, arms resting on the edge of the pool, gasping, and trying to recover his breath.

‘You okay buddy?’ said the man in a distinctive southern drawl. 

‘Yes, breathed in some water by accident,’ he said in between gasps. The man looked at him intently then said ‘Okay, well you be careful now young man,’ he lingered as if he was going to say more, then walked away towards the door of the apartment block. Gibson waited until he’d gone, then hauled himself out of the pool and lay down on his sunbed. He closed his eyes and laughed involuntarily ‘Young man’ only in Florida could someone of sixty be referred to as ‘young man’. 

The sun did its work and after a few minutes he was dry. He got up, grabbed his towel, picked up the now empty plastic tumbler he’d brought the vodka down in, and made his way back to his rental unit. Tiny lizards skittered out of his way as he walked along the concrete pathway to the building entrance. Bay View on Park Shore Drive was appropriately named, as all the apartments had views over Venetian Bay, a man-made development based on Venice, with homes on stilts painted in pastel shades of yellows, pinks, browns and creams. 

The apartment was spacious and far too big for his needs, but he’d booked it at the last minute and got a bargain. It had three bedrooms, two bathrooms, shower room, a large fully equipped kitchen, a huge lanai and all mod cons, including wireless broadband. He’d brought his laptop, intending to revive the book he’d been writing prior to Jill’s death. It was based on his experiences as a policeman, but he couldn’t work up any enthusiasm for it anymore and just used the laptop these days for emails, and to surf the internet for news. 

He checked his emails now, nothing, closed the laptop and went over to stand at the floor to ceiling window that overlooked the bay. The sun was getting lower, soon to disappear behind the high rise blocks of luxury apartments on Gulf Shore Boulevard opposite. He watched a small motorboat leaving one of the condo’s boat docks, for a sunset cruise. The five occupants armed with bottles, snacks and plastic containers. It was likely to be another spectacular sunset over Naples Bay. How Jill would have loved it here he thought. 

He went back to his laptop, fired up iTunes and found Jill’s favorite song, Jerry Butler singing For Your Precious Love. The speakers were tinny, but he didn’t care. He sat there, listening and thinking back over their life together. 

*
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The next morning dawned bright and sunny. Gibson felt a little more positive, relaxed, better than he’d felt for a while. He went to the bathroom, looked in the mirror and didn’t like what he saw. A red booze bloated face stared back at him, complete with crooked nose and small scar under his right eye. 

He brushed his teeth, pulled on some shorts and a tee shirt, put his trainers on and made his way downstairs. There was a full length mirror at the bottom of the stairs. He stood and turned sideways, hmm, put a bit of weight on, but still got my hair, bit grayer maybe?. The beach was just a ten minute walk away and despite the early hour, he guessed the temperature to be already in the low eighties. Walking along Park Shore, he soon came to a beach access point, strolled through the parking lot area and on to the beach. The turquoise sea was flat calm, small waves lapping gently on to the pale sandy shore. Gibson took some deep breaths then turned south and walked briskly along the shoreline. After a hundred yards or so he felt energized and broke into a gentle jog, gradually increasing his speed until he was running, pounding the sand. 

His lungs complained and legs ached as he sweated and strained, but he kept going at a reasonable pace, his mind made up. It had been a year of misery and too much booze and introspection, but no more he thought, no more, enough, fuck it, no more self-pity. He got back to the condo showered and went to see what was in the fridge, some eggs, bread and orange juice. The coffee machine took some figuring out but he finally produced an acceptable drink, then he made a breakfast of boiled eggs on toast. Afterwards he tidied the apartment, made some more coffee, sat down in a comfortable armchair and read for a while. 

He woke with a start, the book on the floor. Standing up he stretched and looked through the window. How long have I been out? He looked at his watch and saw that he’d been asleep for nearly an hour. This is no good, I can do that in rainy Manchester. He went to the bedroom, changed into his swimming trunks, slipped a linen shirt on, grabbed a beach towel and went down to the pool for a swim.

‘Good morning,’ he said to two matronly ladies sunning themselves by the pool. They stopped their conversation briefly and greeted him warmly as though he were an old friend, despite him never having met them before. 

‘Hello and how are you?’ the first one said, the second one smiling at him fondly.

‘Very well thanks. Beautiful day,’ he replied. Then walked over to one of the sunbeds, draped his towel over the back of it before walking down the steps of the pool and into the tepid water. Wow, this is warm as a bath. He swam for a good fifteen minutes, crawl then backstroke, then back to a fast crawl for the final length. Getting out, he showered and toweled himself dry before laying his towel on the sunbed, then lying down on it and closing his eyes. His leg muscles still ached in response to his early morning run, the first for over a year, but he felt good. He was drifting off to sleep again when he sensed a presence nearby and opened his eyes, squinting in the strong sunlight. 

‘How ya doin’, didn’t wake ya did I?’ said a large portly man standing by his sunbed, a tin of beer in each hand. One tin was open and the other one was being offered to Gibson. The man was tall, tanned, wore red flower patterned shorts, no shirt and sported a huge belly. He had an engaging smile, gray thinning hair and a round open face.

‘It’s a bit early for me, thanks all the same’ Gibson said in as pleasant a manner as he could.

‘Well, the beer’s nice an’ cold and it’s four in the afternoon somewhere, but don’t let me force ya.’ Beads of condensation were running down the beer cans, sunlight glinting off the tin tubes. Gibson suddenly felt thirsty, what the hell, I’m on holiday he thought, and propped himself up on one elbow to take the offered can of beer. ‘Thanks, you’re very kind,’ he said

‘No problem, my name’s Jack by the way, Jack Otterbein.’

‘Nice to meet you Jack, my name’s Gibson,’ he replied and sat up as he peeled the tab off the top of the tin and took a swig of cold beer.

‘Yeah, I know, John Gibson, mind if I sit down?’ He pulled a chair over without waiting for a reply.

‘How do you know my...’

‘Name?’ Jack finished the question for him. ‘Simple, I’m the chairman of the apartment association so I get to see the details of anyone coming to stay here, you know, the form you filled in on line when you rented the place?’

‘Oh yes right, I see, well just call me Gibson, people never use my first name so if you don’t mind?’

‘No Gibson, I don’t mind, anything to oblige, cheers,’ said Jack and knocked his can against Gibson’s, then took a long draft of his beer, ‘Ahh, that’s better,’ he said smacking his lips. Gibson took another swig of his beer. 

‘So, you’re here for nearly two months, that’s quite a vacation.’

‘Yes, well I’m retired now,’ said Gibson, ‘so I have plenty of time on my hands, and you?’

‘The same, retired well sort of, we’ve spent the winters down here for as long as I can remember, can’t beat it. You were a policeman, weren’t you?’ Gibson was taken aback.

‘That wasn’t on the form, so how ....?’

‘The internet, nothing’s private any more, I was just curious and put your name in, plus Manchester, and up you popped. Well to be fair, there were quite a few John Gibsons, but there was a newspaper report and a photograph of a Chief Inspector Gibson and it was quite a good likeness.’

‘Oh right, I see.’ 

‘Yeah, well look, I know we’ve only just met, but I’m sorry for your loss, must have been tough, losing your wife like that.’

Gibson looked around to make sure no one was within hearing distance ‘Yes it was,’ he said, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to anyone else. One of the reasons I came here was to get away from, well to get away, you understand?’

‘I do, and don’t worry, I won’t say a word, but don’t think the other residents won’t figure out who you are eventually, like I say, nothing’s private anymore.’

‘I suppose you’re right.’

‘I am. Most of the people here have nothing much to do, so anyone new is of great interest, but they’re a nice crowd, so be patient, just play it cool and they’ll eventually leave you alone.’

‘Okay thanks for the advice...., em, Jack.’

‘No sweat. You had, what did they call it, a distinguished career? I mean especially catching that son of a bitch serial killer in ninety, that was something else, some detective work huh?’

‘Yes, well maybe I just got lucky.’ Gibson frowned. He was starting to feel awkward and beginning to wonder if it had been a mistake to stay there. 

‘Lucky? Well, I’m with Gary Player on that one, what’d he say? The more I practice, the luckier I get.’ Gibson smiled weakly at the re-telling of the well-worn anecdote.

‘Look, I can see I’m crowding you a bit here, so I’ll leave you alone to get some rest and some sun but there is something you might do for me when you have a few minutes to spare. I’d like you to look at something and just give me your opinion, won’t take more than ten minutes I promise, okay?’ Before Gibson could reply, the man called Jack strolled off waving his hand, saying ‘See ya later.’ 

Gibson lay back on his lounger, closed his eyes and tried to relax again, but he was agitated by the conversation he’d just had. Jack was right though, no one had any secrets any more, not even a private life, especially if you’d held any kind of public office. Pretty soon, everyone in the apartment block would know about the tragedy of Jill’s death. He could still see the headlines in the newspaper – Police Chief’s wife dies in plane crash. 

He pushed the image away, opened his eyes and looked around. Jack had stopped to talk to the two ladies by the pool. Gibson had reluctantly agreed to see a grief counsellor after Jill’s death, and at the time he dismissed her advice, but now he was beginning to think he should take notice, otherwise he was going to become more and more miserable, unsociable and isolated. He sat up and shouted.

‘Hey Jack.’ Jack looked up and Gibson waved for him to come back. Jack finished his conversation and strolled back to where Gibson was. 

‘Sorry Jack I didn’t mean to be rude or anything, what was it you wanted my opinion on?’

‘Well, if you’re sure I’m not imposing, I mean later would be fine if it’s inconvenient now.’

‘No now’s fine, I can honestly say that apart from a vague idea about going fishing, I have absolutely nothing planned, so what can I help you with?’

‘That’s real nice of you Gibson, come up to my apartment and I’ll show you, like I say, it won’t take long.’

Jack shouted as soon as they got through the door. ‘Mary Lou, you there? Come and meet Gibson, the English guy you were so curious about.’ Their apartment was much the same layout as the one Gibson was renting, but much more opulent, with heavy brocaded furniture, dark wood and rich burgundy colored curtains. Mary Lou appeared and told Jack off. 

‘You’re not supposed to say things like that. You embarrass me, Jack.’ Mary Lou Otterbein could only be described as truly beautiful, thought Gibson. She was petite had dark red hair cut in a bob, a copper tan and a figure that spoke of lucky genes, or hard work in the gym. Turning to Gibson she introduced herself.

‘Hello, I’m Mary Lou and it’s very nice to meet you, er, Gibson did you say?’ 

‘Yes, my last name, but it’s what everyone calls me.’

‘Okay Gibson, like the cocktail, I can remember that. Would you like a coffee, I know Jack will want one?’

Jack had disappeared into one of the rooms. A voice shouted, ‘Come in here Gibson, in the den, Mary Lou can we have some coffee please?’

Mary Lou smiled. Gibson said he would love a coffee and made for the door Jack had just disappeared through. The den was a sort of cross between an office and a hobby room. There was stuff all over the place, books, trays with papers, some golf trophies on a shelf, a desk with a PC and printer on, a two seater sofa that had seen better days and a battered leather chair with an extension for resting your legs on. There were lots of framed photographs adorning every available space on the creamy green painted walls, in addition there was a huge wide screen TV mounted on the wall opposite the sofa. The room had a restful if slightly scruffy feel to it. Jack was attaching a long cable running from the computer to the television. 

‘Take a seat Gibson I’ll have this sorted out in a minute. I could show you on the PC, but you’ll see it better on the bigger screen.’

Gibson sat on the sofa and waited. 

‘Okay ready to roll, hang on let’s get the coffee first I don’t want your concentration interrupted.’ 

Gibson was intrigued and tried to guess what he was going to see then gave up. Jack leaned out of the door and shouted to Mary Lou to ask if the coffee was on its way. There was a muffled reply which Gibson couldn’t quite hear but he got the intonation – as in don’t be so impatient. Gibson laughed to himself, they were a comical pair. Jack checked his remote, looked at Gibson and raised his eyes to the ceiling. Mary Lou came in and set a small tray down on the table, with two mugs of black coffee, a jug of cream and a bowl of sugar lumps. 

‘I’m off down to the pool now Jack, see you later Gibson.’

They both said their goodbyes and helped themselves to coffee. Jack went over to the vertical blinds and half closed them to cut out the bright sunlight. He moved the foot rest and sat in the leather chair with the remote, leaning forward, changing the settings on the TV to connect with the cable from the computer, then he got up went back to the PC and clicked the mouse. A picture appeared on the television as a video started. 

‘What you’re going to see now is not very pleasant. I won’t say any more until you’ve seen it all,’ said Jack.

*
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The video showed a well-lit beige colored wall with some clear plastic sheeting attached to it. The sheeting continued to the bottom of the wall and then out on to the floor, covering a fairly large area directly in front. There was no movement and Gibson began to wonder if the video had frozen, but then a figure came into view and stood in front of the camera. 

The man was wearing a black sweat shirt, black jog bottoms and a black ski mask He was in focus, and it was a good quality picture. Gibson could now make a guess at the size of the area covered by the plastic sheeting. He looked quickly at Jack to make sure this wasn’t some sort of elaborate joke, but the expression on Jack’s face convinced him this was deadly serious. The preparations with the plastic sheeting told Gibson he was about to witness something brutal and bloody. 

The man spoke, and despite him using some sort of voice altering device, he was easy to understand. All very professional so far, thought Gibson. Despite the altered voice, it was obvious the man had an American accent.

‘You were told not to go to the cops. Did you think we were joking?’ And with that, the man stepped sideways and a few seconds later a hooded man came into view being pushed and dragged towards the wall by two large, masked men. Gibson could hear the muffled voice of the man, sounds of angry cursing as he was maneuvered into place. The victim was wearing a grubby looking white sweatshirt and faded blue jeans, no shoes. 

He was running to fat, but quite tall. His hands were tied behind his back, but he still struggled in vain to break free of the men. He kept trying until the man on the right put the muzzle of a revolver to his temple and spoke into his ear. It wasn’t possible to hear what was said, but the hooded man stopped struggling and allowed the men to position him where they wanted him to stand. 

He wasn’t up against the wall but about a yard in front of it, standing on a plastic sheet. The man on the left bent down and secured the hooded man’s legs together at the ankles with a plastic tie. Gibson was beginning to feel queasy. The hood was pulled off the man’s head to reveal his pasty white face. He had a distinctive anchor shaped beard and moustache, longish disheveled gray hair and deep set eyes. His age was hard to judge, over sixty, thought Gibson. 

The man’s expression was one of defiance as he looked straight at the camera. Someone shouted and the men holding him moved quickly to the side, then came a loud explosion and simultaneously the man was propelled backwards with the force of the blast, from what Gibson judged to be a shotgun. 

The victim’s upper body area exploded, blood spurting out in a gush as he collapsed and fell sideways to the floor. The body twitched once then went still. Blood continued to spread slowly on the plastic sheet as it drained from what was now certainly a corpse. One of the men came back into view and threw a large gray blanket over the prone form, then the first man re-appeared in front of the camera and spoke again. 

‘Your fault,’ he said, then the screen went blank.
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CHAPTER 2
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As a police officer, Gibson had experienced many horrific sights, bodies of people who had been the victims of the most hideous attacks, small children and even babies who had died as a result of violence and sometimes what could only be described as torture. Rape victims horribly assaulted, young men stabbed or beaten unmercifully to death, car crash victims with the most dreadful injuries, you name it he’d seen it, but he had never experienced the cold blooded execution of another human being. He remained silent for a while wondering about his fellow man’s apparent unlimited capacity to visit violence, death and suffering on others. He shook his head and looked at Jack.

‘So why was he killed, when did all this happen?’

‘Last September, but before I go on, can I ask you a question first?’ Gibson nodded, ‘Go ahead.’

‘Was that all genuine, I mean could that have been a set up, you know, staged?’ The question threw Gibson. It had never entered his mind to question the authenticity of the video. He re-ran it through in his mind and couldn’t see how.

‘Well, it seemed genuine enough to me Jack but your question means that you think it might be otherwise, could you explain?’ 

‘Look, do me a favor and look at the video again, then we can talk, I’ll go and get some fresh coffee while you watch it.’ Jack went back to the computer, set the video back to the beginning, started it running and left Gibson alone while he went for some fresh coffee. Gibson watched the video again, but with less emotion and a more cynical attitude this time. The video came to an end and a few seconds later Jack came back into the room with two cups of freshly brewed coffee and set them down. 

‘Help yourself to cream Gibson, what do you think now?’ Jack sat back down on his leather chair.

‘As far as I can tell it’s genuine. There’s no doubt about the force of the shotgun blast propelling the victim back to the wall. You just couldn’t fake that. The blood obviously. Everything about it seems genuine to me. Why? Do you know different?’

‘You’re sure about that Gibson, absolutely sure?’

‘As sure as I can be, yes, so c’mon Jack you obviously think there’s room for doubt, so let’s have it.’ Jack looked down at the floor, then directly at Gibson. 

‘Unfortunately, I agree with you. I think it’s genuine, can’t see it any other way.’ His eyes were wet when he spoke. ‘The guy they killed was Rick, Richard Boswell, my friend for over forty five years and my business partner for not much less. They kidnapped him and sent me a ransom demand. I went to the police, but they didn’t really seem to know what to do. They suggested a few things, but I was scared they’d kill Rick, so I paid up. Other than telling the police, I followed the kidnapper’s instructions to the letter and handed over the diamonds.’ 

‘Diamonds?’ said Gibson.

‘Yeah diamonds, they insisted on diamonds, clever see, can’t mark ‘em or trace numbers like you can with cash. Anyway, instead of releasing him like they promised, they sent me that video. I don’t see why me going to the cops made any difference to them, I mean they got the diamonds, and the cops weren’t in a position to interfere, so why kill him?’ 

‘I’m afraid they probably used you going to the police as an excuse, they probably planned to kill him all along, that way there’s no witness is there? No one who can give the police any information about the kidnappers?’

‘Yeah, you’re probably right, the cops here said more or less the same thing.’

‘Unfortunately, that’s always a big risk in these situations’ said Gibson. ‘So there was no follow up at all from the kidnappers, I mean after they sent you the video?’

‘Not to me there wasn’t, but a day later, the sick bastards sent a copy to CNN and Fox News. Both of them played edited versions of it over and over again. Everyone pretending they were horrified, but they loved it, just the sort of stuff these media people thrive on, it was horrible.’

‘I wonder why the kidnappers would do that?’ said Gibson, more to himself than to Jack, ‘I mean I can see why they might if they intended to kidnap again, to warn whoever, that they were serious about killing their victims if they weren’t paid, but what purpose would it serve in this case? I mean I presume the news channels said you’d paid the ransom?’

‘Yeah, they did, they always started the report with something like “despite a ransom of millions being paid, the kidnappers still went ahead with their threat to kill Richard Boswell etc., etc.....”

‘So’, said Gibson, ‘what was their motive for sending the video to the news channels? All it would demonstrate is that you pay the ransom, but we still kill the hostage, doesn’t make any sense?’

‘I don’t know what their motive was; your guess is as good as mine Gibson. I have no idea why, but there it was, all over the news for days. ‘Because I’d insisted on paying, the cops were really pissed with me. They didn’t say we told you so, exactly, but I got the message, you know, but then again, I understood their attitude, and to be fair, after that they did really try to find the guys who did it, but they had nothing to go on and it soon became just one of their unsolved cases.’

‘I’m really sorry about that Jack, and listen, I hope this doesn’t sound heartless, but why did you ask me to look at this video, not just to confirm what you already know surely, I mean I can understand you being upset, anyone would be but...?’

‘No Gibson, please just bear with me. I just want to show you something else, then you’ll understand.’ Jack pressed a button on the remote and changed the settings on the television to DVD player then pressed the remote again and looked over at Gibson. ‘Don’t worry this isn’t bad, just a news report, bear with me here.’ The TV showed the start of a program on extreme weather. Jack fast forwarded to a CNN news report on Hurricane Sandy, then fast forwarded it again, then reversed it until he was at the place he wanted. He pressed the start button. The presenter was in mid commentary about the devastation that Sandy had wreaked on the north east coast of America, and this section was primarily about New Jersey.

It showed street scenes of cars blown over, flood damage and the destruction of buildings. Then it panned into a close up of some officials being helped, by what looked like passers-by, dragging a woman out of a collapsed building. The commentator was talking about unsung heroes who were helping each other and how such disasters brought out the best in people etc., then the commentary stopped abruptly as Jack stopped the picture in freeze frame. 

‘See here,’ he got up, went to the big TV screen and pointed at the face of one of the men in the picture, ‘see this man here, that’s Rick, right there, look.’ Gibson stood to see if he could get a clearer view of the man Jack was pointing to. He could see the likeness to the man in the previous video, but this man had no beard, unshaven yes, but no anchor shaped beard, his hair was darker as well he thought. Despite the likeness, he couldn’t swear it was the same person.

‘I see what you mean Jack but lots of people have doubles, you hear about it all the time, people being mistaken for other people.’

‘Yeah, I know, and this guy hasn’t got a beard, but that’s easy enough to get rid of, but see here, look, how many doubles have the same scar on their face as the original guy? If you look at the video showing the shooting, you’ll see a white scar over Richard’s left eye which cuts across his eyebrow here,’ said Jack pointing at his own left eyebrow ‘and if you look closely at this guy on the news report, he has the same scar, see? And I should know about that scar, I gave it to him when we were kids. And look at those eyes, those deep set eyes’ Jack pointed again at the man’s face on the screen. 

Gibson moved closer to get a better look but had to back away until he got a clearer view. He could what Jack meant, and he could see that there might be the white line of a scar over the man’s left eye, it was difficult to be absolutely sure, but he had to admit, the man did have the same unusually deep set eyes as the man on the previous video. 

‘Show me the video of the shooting again and let me see his face on that one please.’

‘Sure thing,’ Jack said. We can see it on the PC monitor this time so you can compare the two images of Rick’s face.’ Jack went over to the PC, started the video again, fast forwarding until he found the place he was looking for and freeze framed it. ‘See here, the same scar, now tell me it isn’t Rick in both pictures.’

Gibson looked at the picture of Rick’s face on the PC, then went over and scrutinized the image of the face on the television again. Jack waited then went over to the blinds and opened them to let the light in. Gibson sat down again, sipped his lukewarm coffee and pondered. He wondered just what he’d got himself into, but he couldn’t deny being intrigued. He needed to know where this was all going though. Jack came back and sat down on the leather chair looking at Gibson waiting for him to speak.

‘Well Jack I admit the likeness is there.’

‘Likeness?’ Jack exclaimed. It’s too much of a likeness Gibson, I think it could be Rick, maybe he’s still alive.’

‘I assume you’ve shown all this to the appropriate authorities?’

‘Yep and they don’t wanna know.’

‘Well, I don’t know what to say Jack, I mean you asked me to look at the original video and I gave you my honest opinion. But I agree, the man on the news report does look like the same man, but obviously, if your friend was abducted and killed in September, he couldn’t possibly have been alive during Hurricane Sandy, which was when, November?’

‘Well, the end of October when it hit.’

‘So, if you’re absolutely convinced that your friend might still be alive, it seems to me you need to pursue this with the authorities and make them listen. But to state the obvious, if he is still alive, then the execution was staged, So the question is, why would that be? Perhaps it’s more likely that there are in fact two people who look alike and who both have a similar facial scars Jack. I mean scars like that are not uncommon, I’ve got a scar under my eye as you can see and I guess there are lots of other people with similar facial scars.’

‘Yeah, but do they look exactly like you as well? C’mon Gibson, there’s something hinky about all this.’ 

Gibson realized he was being drawn in, and began to think how he could extricate himself, before this went any further. He stood up ready to leave and said...

‘I can see where you’re going with this Jack and I really wish you the best of luck. I just hope I’ve been of help, though I’m not sure how. But I’d better be off now, lunch to make and maybe some fishing to arrange.’ Jack stood. 

‘Help me Gibson, help me find Richard, I’ll pay you.’

‘Look Jack, I can’t even if I wanted to I wouldn’t know where to start. I’d love to help, but it’s impossible, look I’ll have to go.’

‘You were a cop Gibson, sorry a detective, you know the ropes, it’s not like we speak another language over here, lots of things are pretty much the same. And I’ll make it worth your while, seriously, I’ll pay you well either way, but if we could prove Richard’s still alive then you’d get a small fortune. The insurance company alone would pay big-time. At the moment they’re looking to pay my company well over half a million bucks for a key man insurance claim, you could expect to get maybe a third of that if you find him alive.’ 

‘I really can’t. I admit the money’s tempting, and I’m flattered you think I could do the job, but I just couldn’t. Anyway, why ask me, I’m sure there are lots of American private detectives available, people who know the ropes over here, I wouldn’t even know where to begin, so even if I did agree you’d be wasting your money.’

‘Yeah but you do have contacts over here don’t you, I mean in the police. I read your bio on the net and it said you did three months secondment or whatever the right word is, with the NYPD. I read all about how they asked you to help in a serial killer case they had, after you’d cracked the case in the UK. And as I understand it they did eventually catch the guy and gave you a lot of credit for your help, so c’mon Gibson what do you say?’

‘That was different. I was just in a consulting role, never operational, so it doesn’t change anything, I just couldn’t accept your offer, sorry Jack.’  

‘Okay Gibson but just promise me you’ll think about my proposition. I won’t say another word about it. I’ll leave you alone to get on with your vacation. You can relax by the pool whatever. And if you don’t bring the subject up with me I’ll never mention it again to you. But thanks for your time today I really appreciate it.’

‘That’s fair enough Jack, I’m happy to have helped, if that’s what I did, and please understand, I’d love to help you further, but I can’t see how I could. I’m sure an American private detective would be much better placed to do the job.’

‘Yeah maybe you’re right, it’s just that when I checked on the internet and read all about your career, I thought this is fate, this guy has arrived just as I found out Rick might not be dead.’

‘But surely, that CNN report was a few months ago, so why have you only just found out?’

‘By accident, I was watching this TV program on hurricanes last week and they played an extract from CNN news, and that’s when I saw Rick or at least someone who looks incredibly like him. Fortunately, it was a program they were repeating, so I had the opportunity to record it the next day and study it more closely. Then I went to the cops, and like I said, they didn’t want to know, then the same day I received your booking details, looked you up on the internet and found out you were a cop, fate Gibson, I’m a great believer in it.’
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CHAPTER 3
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Bay View was a low rise three story block of apartments, containing just thirty units in total. There were two buildings built at right angles to each other. The large gardens were laid to lawn, lush with hibiscus and bougainvillea. The gardens stretched all the way down to the edge of Venetian Bay. Royal palm trees were scattered here and there, giving it a Caribbean feel. There were individual boat docks built into the retaining wall of the bay. At the front of the complex were visitors’ parking spaces and under cover parking for the residents’ cars. 

The apartment he’d rented had use of one of the boat docks, but there was no boat included in the deal, so he’d called the local bait shop who also rented out boats, to see what prices were like. At three hundred dollars a day, Gibson concluded funds wouldn’t stretch to hiring a boat, so he decided to buy some fishing tackle instead and make do with fishing off the boat dock for the time being. 

He made himself a ham and onion sandwich for lunch, washed it down with a diet coke, then drove the short distance to the bait shop on Park Shore where he kitted himself out with a rod, reel, line, bait and all the other essential bits of tackle he needed, then drove back to Bay View and made his way down to the boat dock where he spent the next two hours happily relaxing in the sun, catching fish and throwing them back. 

Afterwards, back in the apartment he felt relaxed, the fishing had occupied his mind completely for a while and now he was rested and refreshed. He found it hard to believe that only twenty four hours before, he’d felt so low that that he thought life wasn’t worth living. He sat on a stool in the kitchen glugging some bottled water and reflected on the strange meeting with Jack earlier in the day. The pull of curiosity tempted him to consider the proposition, but another internal voice cautioned him, telling him to put it out of his mind completely, that he’d be barking mad to even consider taking on such a thing, relax and enjoy yourself in the sun, there’s lots of fish to catch, places to see all this lovely weather to enjoy...

He went to the bedroom and through into the huge walk-in wardrobe where he’d stored his luggage, found his cabin bag, brought it out and placed on the bed, then searched through it until he found his address book. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he ran his finger down the tabs stopping at the letter R. He opened the book, looked down the page, then picked up the phone. 

‘NYPD how may I direct your call?’

‘Bureau Chief Tom Romano please.’

‘Please hold and I’ll put you through to his secretary.’

‘Bureau Chief Romano’s office, can I help you?’

‘Yes, could I speak to Chief Romano please?’

‘I’ll see if he’s free. Who may I say is calling?’ Gibson gave his name and was put on hold again. A man’s voice came on the phone.

‘Is that really you Gibson, you limey cocksucker?’

‘And a very good afternoon to you too, Chief Romano.’

‘Yup it’s you alright, you calling from that little island of yours, now what’s it called again Great Brittany, something like that, right?’ Romano was the original wind up merchant and knew only too well where Brittany was, but he still made Gibson laugh with his pretend insults. 

‘As a matter of fact, I’m back in the USA, Naples Florida to be precise.’

‘Wow Gibson, you’ve become a snowbird. So did you just call to tell me how wonderful the weather is down there or to ask after my health?’

‘Neither, I wanted your advice, well opinion really; do you have time to talk?

‘For you, Gibson, old buddy, I have all the time in the world. It’s partly due to you that I’ve got this fancy bird and stars on my uniform. Oh and by the way, I assume you got my letter about Jill?’

‘Yes, I did Tony, thanks for all the kind words.’

‘So my friend, I’m sitting down, go ahead, what’s the haps?’ The chief’s voice was a bit husky to begin with but soon cleared.

Gibson explained his strange morning meeting with Jack, leaving nothing out. The chief remained quiet and let Gibson tell the story without interruption, then said.

‘Yeah, I remember that. They showed the execution video on the news, well edited bits of it, like one of those terrorist beheading type vids, pretty vile. So why are you calling me - as if I couldn’t guess?’

‘Well, what do you think Tony?’

‘You mean do I think it’s possible the guy’s still alive, or do I think you’re crazy to think of taking this on?’

‘Both.’ There was a brief silence at the other end of the phone, then, ‘Well partner, the answer to both is yes. I think it’s possible he could still be alive, unlikely, but possible. And yes, you’d be crazy as a coot to take it on,’

‘So will you help me, if I decide to go ahead?’

‘I was afraid you were going to ask me that. Jesus Gibson, it’ll be like looking for a needle in ten haystacks, for Chrissakes, why do you want to do this?’

‘To get my life back. Since Jill died, I’ve been in a funk, more like a depression you know..., and well, I need to do something, something that will take all my attention and energy, something challenging and this will be challenging.’

‘You can say that again partner. Look you know the answer, I couldn’t refuse you, so what do you want me to do?’

‘Well I’ll need some sort of authority to ask questions. Can I get some sort of official designation, you know like when I was seconded to your department the last time?’
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