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Prologue
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Before - March 2003

“This is not the time to falter. This is the time for this house, not just this government or indeed this prime minister, but for this house to give a lead, to show that we will stand up for what we know to be right, to show that we will confront the tyrannies and dictatorships and terrorists who put our way of life at risk, to show at the moment of decision that we have the courage to do the right thing. I beg to move the motion.”

*
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These are the closing lines of Prime Minister Tony Blair’s’ speech to the British Parliament on 18th March 2003. A majority of 179 votes approved his motion. Subsequently, 45,000 British troops were sent to Iraq to fight alongside American and other forces in Operation Telic.  
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CHAPTER 1
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PRESENT DAY – MANCHESTER UK 24 MARCH 2017

Frankie Armstrong sat by the phone. Surely, she’ll call back? The phone rang, he resisted picking up. Forced himself to wait for it to ring four times. He lifted the receiver.

‘Hello,’ he kept his voice level, neutral.

‘That you Frankie?’ Frankie slumped back in the chair, half recognized the voice, but couldn’t quite place it, then he could... no, not now? The American accent, the drawl, even after all this time. Shouldn’t have picked up, but how the fuck was I to know it would be him? Shit! He forced himself to speak. 

‘Hello Joe. It is Joe isn’t it?’

‘Sure is friend, been a long time. But hey, aren’t you pleased to talk to your old buddy, you don’t sound too thrilled?’

‘Yeah, course I am Joe, sorry, you just caught me snoozing,’ he lied. ‘Great to hear from you. So, to what do I owe the pleasure, after all this time?’ 

‘Owe, now there’s a word, in fact, a very appropriate word. Remember that little favor I did you a few years ago Frankie?’

‘How could I forget Joe?’

‘You remember the very last thing you said to me when we last met? When was it now, 2003?’

‘May 2003, and yes I remember. I said I owe you if that’s what you mean?’ 

‘It is. I owe you, right on Frankie.’ Joe laughed. ‘You owe me. In fact, you wrote me and said if I ever needed anything, I shouldn’t hesitate. Promised you’d help. That promise still hold good Frankie?

‘Yes sure, course it does Joe’ You should’ve just let the guy kill me, thought Frankie, as he looked out of the window at the grey sky and the cold rain lashing down.  
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CHAPTER 2
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BEFORE – IRAQ 15 APRIL 2003

‘Move your fucking bony arses you lazy twats. In case you hadn’t remembered, we’re in the middle of a fucking great big war, and you pathetic excuses for soldiers are supposed to be fighting for Queen and country – God help us all. And..., we haven’t yet managed to find a way of defeating the enemy from our fuckin’ beds, ‘ave we?!’ The sergeant’s voice had gradually increased by a million decibels as he spoke. He turned and pointed ‘You, you and you,’ Frankie was the second you. ‘Prisoner escort duty’. Oh no, thought Frankie shit shit shit.... 

Fifteen minutes later they were lined up outside one of the portacabins that served as a barracks, waiting for the armored truck to ferry them to the front line. The transport arrived. Shame there were no window seats. I could take in the scenery en-route thought Frankie, dead camels, abandoned tanks, maybe some bodies piled up by the roadside, tracers screaming across the sky? One good thing, rumour was rife, the war wasn’t going to last much longer. They boarded the armored truck

‘Prisoner escort Frankie. Fuck, you know what that means?’ said his pal Barnsie, who was sitting next to him in the cramped seats, 

‘Yeah, I know all right. Too near the front line for comfort.’ Frankie replied. 

‘Too fuckin right Frankie, like the front line doesn’t move. It moves the wrong direction, and we’ll be in the thick of it. Still, look on the bright side,’ he continued 

‘What bright side would that be Mr. Barns?’ 

‘We might be home by the end of May according to Alfie the know-all. Assuming we stay alive till then that is. Then you can take your bird to the seaside, you know all that lovely sand...’ He dug Frankie in the ribs hard as he said it and laughed hysterically. 

‘Yeah very funny,’ said Frankie, but Barnsie’s words had conjured up an image of Penny, and the pain hit. 

They arrived at their destination a couple of miles short of the front line. The prisoners, about fifteen in total, were corralled in a hastily constructed makeshift compound surrounded by barbed wire. They were docile, beaten, but occasionally one would sneer and make a remark in Arabic. Mostly they seemed grateful to be out of the war. 

Frankie was looking over his section when one of the prisoners signaled that he needed to go to the toilet. He looked around and caught Barnsie smirking; He’d seen Frankie cop for the task. Then he pointed at some scrub about five yards away.

‘Really?’ said Frankie as Barnsie moved nearer. 

‘Well, you could wait till he shits his pants. Up to you? I’ll cover the rest of your sorry lot. They’re not going anywhere, well not until the transport turns up’.

Frankie pulled up a portion of the barbed wire and signaled with his submachine gun for the prisoner to duck under it. 

‘Over there, and make it quick,’ he said, pointing at some sorry looking leafless bushes, not knowing if the man understood English. The prisoner went to squat behind the scrub. Frankie turned his head slightly, trying to ignore the stink. A jet fighter roared overhead, and Frankie looked up. 

A vicious blow to the head felled Frankie. Too late he felt his gun being wrenched from his grip as he fell to the ground. Now on his back, he was looking up at the prisoner, his own submachine gun pointing at his head. The prisoner sneered as he saw the fear in Frankie’s eyes. ‘Kanith.’ he growled through grated teeth as he began to squeeze the trigger. 

Frankie steeled himself for the impact of the bullets, knowing in that split second that he’d be shredded to a pulp. He’d seen it happen on the battlefield. Instinctively he started to raise his arm in a vain attempt to shield himself from the onslaught and closed his eyes. 

He felt the blood splatter across his face a microsecond before he heard a single gunshot; he felt no pain.

‘Fucker nearly had you there pal’. The incongruous relaxed American accent at odds with the moment. Frankie opened his eyes and looked up at the soldier, gun in hand. ‘That’s what you call a cheap lesson buddy. Never ever take your eyes off a prisoner when you’re one to one. Not unless you’ve got the raghead cunt in handcuffs and leg irons. Give you a hand?’ Frankie grabbed the proffered hand and was pulled back up to his feet. He felt dizzy. His head hurt, worse than his worst ever hangover. He registered some additional pain in his hand where the submachinegun had been wrenched from his grip. His legs felt like boiled spaghetti.

Frankie tried hard to regain his composure. The American soldier stuck his gun back in its holster, took a pack of cigarettes out of his top jacket pocket, and shook it to partially eject a cigarette. He offered it to Frankie, who held his hand up. 

‘No thanks I don’t,’ he said.

‘Yeah, bad habit,’ said the American as put the cigarette between his lips, flicked his lighter and lit up. Taking a long draw, he said. 

‘Name’s Joseph H Nelson, Joe to you. Pleased to make your acquaintance,’ he said without irony.’ 

‘Frankie Armstrong, Frankie replied, ‘and not as pleased as I am to make your acquaintance Joe. Thanks again. I..’ he stopped talking and turned to look down at the almost headless body on the ground, the piece of wood the prisoner used as a weapon lay beside the body. Frankie bent down to retrieve his submachinegun, just managing to stop himself vomiting as he did so.

‘You look a bit green pal, take five. Easy done, lose concentration for a few seconds and bam! they gotcha.’ 

Alerted by the gunshot, Barnsie and the sergeant arrived to investigate. Barnsie took in the scene

‘Shit,’ he said, looking down at the prisoner’s body. 

‘This down to you?’ the sergeant asked, looking at the American and pointing at the corpse. Joe nodded. 

‘Yeah, we’re just passin’ through, six of us checkin’ for IEDs along the road. Stopped over there for a comfort break and coffee,’ said Joe pointing at a small clump of palm trees that had mostly escaped the ravages of the conflict. The sergeant took out his notebook. 

I’ll have to make a formal report of the incident, name and rank please?’

‘Say, is this really necessary?’ said the American, gesturing towards the open notebook. We just don’t have the time sergeant. Got to be movin’ on. The cap’ll go ape if I get tied up. Look I’ll give you my details, but the situation was pretty clear. The guy there was about to shoot, er, Frankie here, so I had no choice, so. whaddya say?’ The sergeant looked at the American.

‘What division are you in?’

‘Ordinance, bomb squad.’ 

The sergeant hesitated. 

‘I suppose I shouldn’t hold you up then?’

‘No sir, we’re needed.’ The sergeant handed his notebook to the American and asked him to write down his name rank and number. Joe scribbled his details down and handed the notebook back to the sergeant. He looked at the detail.

‘Okay corporal Nelson, I’ll be in touch if necessary.’ They shook hands all round. 

‘Take it easy’, said Joe to Frankie, and saluted them before walking away. They saluted back. 

‘Back on duty now,’ said the sergeant pointing towards the prisoner compound. The sergeant marched off.

‘Jesus, you were lucky there Frankie,’ said Barnsie as they walked back, how the fuck did that happen?’

‘Took my mind off the job, no excuse.’ The pain from the blow to his head was starting to get worse. He stopped and felt the back of his head. Barnsie asked to look. 

‘Whoa what a lump, you feel okay, you might have a concussion or something?’

‘Nah, I’m okay, hurts like fuck though. Serves me right. Maybe it was all that talk about getting back home. Got a letter from Penny yesterday and, well like I say, a momentary lapse of concentration.’

‘Well, lucky for you the American guy was there,’ said Barnsie, ‘you owe him big time Frankie.’ 

*
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It was nearly three months later that Frankie bumped into Joe again as he waited at Bagdad airport for his transport back to the UK. 

‘Hey, Frankie. That you buddy?’ Frankie turned to see Joe, arm in a sling. Frankie suddenly felt strangely emotional. He realized he’d never thanked Joe properly. He’d intended to get his details from the sergeant and write, but somehow never got round to it. 

‘Hello Joe. What happened to you?’ 

‘Fell out of a jeep a couple of nights ago, drunk as a skunk, but I’ll tell the folks back home I broke it in hand to hand combat, I’ll work on the story on my way home.’ Frankie laughed.

‘Home, ain’t that got a nice ring to it, Frankie?’

‘Certainly has Joe. Look I never really thanked you properly for saving my life. I think I was in shock, so thanks.’ 

‘Forget it, just in the right place right time.’

‘No,’ said Frankie ‘I’ll never forget it. I owe you.’ Just then the PA system announced a flight departure. 

‘That’s my flight Frankie, see ya buddy’, said Joe holding out his hand. They shook. Frankie once again noting the strength in Joe’s hand. He wasn’t that tall but wide, built like a bull.

‘And if you ever get over to Florida, look me up. Joe Nelson, like Horatio the one-armed limey guy. Nelson’s Boatyard in Naples, don’t forget.’

‘Will do Joe,’ replied Frankie, both of them knowing they’d probably never meet again. But when Frankie got home from the war, he’d written to thank Joe properly. He sent the letter, care of Nelson’s Boat Yard Naples, Florida. He reckoned there’d be a good chance it would reach its intended recipient, but never had a reply. 

The circumstances surrounding his brief acquaintance with the man who saved his life, eventually became just part of the kaleidoscope of events that occasionally swirled around in Frankie’s head, whenever he thought about the war. A war which he mostly tried to forget. The destruction, the violence, the noise, the fear and the waste. And at times, the boredom and tediousness, punctuated by moments of controlled panic when you were called into action. You tried to look brave, gung-ho even. But in reality, you felt your bowels loosen and wondered if you’d ever get home alive.
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CHAPTER 3
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PRESENT DAY – MANCHESTER UK 24 MARCH 2017

Frankie took a deep breath

‘What d’you need my help with Joe? Only I’m in the middle of...’ what the fuck am I in the middle of...?

‘Sorry Frankie, you said, in the middle of.., then I lost you. Bad line maybe, shall I call back?’

‘Sorry Joe, no, carry on, please. The least I can do is listen to the guy.

‘You sure Frankie? You still sound a bit; I don’t know. You okay?’

‘Yes, coming down with a cold I think, please carry on.’

‘Okay well, I’ve got a situation, and I’m in deep. My nephew Billy Ray’s a scuba nut, diving fanatic, a treasure hunter. Long story short, he and his pal Jerry found an old Spanish shipwreck, one with a valuable cargo, very valuable. 

‘Spanish shipwreck, really?’

‘Yeah, seems the western shores of Florida are littered with old shipwrecks. Anyway, he needed funds, a better boat and some expensive equipment, so he comes to his Uncle Joe and convinces me to back him. I looked into it in some detail. I mean I’ve been around the block a few times, so I’m not easy to fool, and Billy Ray’s a good guy, and so is his pal Jerry. Thing is, they’ve gone missing.’

‘Very sorry to hear that Joe, but how does this involve me?’

‘Like I said, and getting to the point. They’ve disappeared, boat and all and I’m out by over forty thousand dollars. Plus the boat is one I’m storing for a customer until he comes back for the next winter season, a motor cruiser worth a couple a hundred grand at least, so that’s nearly a quarter of a million dollars Frankie. And this customer, he loves that boat, so apart from paying him for the missing boat, which I can’t do, he’d likely kill me anyway.’

‘Sounds like a big mess Joe. Look, I don’t want to sound uncaring, and I know it’s a lot of money, money and a valuable boat, but people let you down, I mean....’ 

‘It’s not the money or the boat,’ Joe interrupted, ‘they’re important, but it’s the boys, they’ve disappeared, gone, as in no trace. My sister’s in bits, and I’m not exactly thrilled.’

‘I’m really sorry Joe. Yes, of course, you must be very worried. I wasn’t thinking straight. You’ll have to forgive me, I’ve been a bit distracted... Obviously, you need to find your nephew and his friend; you must be worried sick. But I’m still not sure how I can help. I assume you’ve reported it to the police?’

‘I have, but.’ He could hear Joe take a deep breath.

‘But what Joe?’

‘Well, I only just reported them missing. I don’t have a lot of faith in cops.’

‘How long have they been missing?’

‘It’s well over a week since I spoke to Billy Ray, haven’t been able to get him since. Thought I’d leave it for a few days to begin with, Billy Ray can be like that, you know just dropping off the radar, then bang, he’s back in touch. But he’s never been out of touch for this long before. Can’t get a reply from his cell, nor from his buddy Jerry’s cell. I’m worried Frankie.’

‘What about a private detective Joe, you’ve got lots of private investigators over there, haven’t you?’

‘Sure and I did hire one for a few days, but it just got too expensive. Those guys don’t come cheap. The simple truth is, I just can’t afford it. There was a fire in the boatyard last year, and my insurance had lapsed. The money I gave my nephew was a sort of investment. I know it sounds a bit farfetched, but if they found treasure, which is not as unlikely as you might think, I could get my life back. I didn’t know where to turn; then I remembered you and your promise.’   

‘But as I’ve said, what can I do? ‘

‘I thought maybe you could come over and help me look for them?’

‘Me, come over there? I mean...he can’t be serious I don’t know the territory Joe, wouldn’t know where to start.... I don’t know anything about diving, shipwrecks. I get seasick on a canal boat. Look, Joe, I’d love to help, and I know I owe you big time, but I have commitments....’ Frankie ran out of words and realized in many ways he had very few commitments at the moment. 

‘I know I’m asking a lot Frankie,’ Joe continued, ‘but I can’t do it on my own, I’ve got to keep the boatyard going. Otherwise, I’m on the street. Look I can fund your airfare, a couple of weeks stay in a motel or a condo or something, and some expenses. Won’t be the Ritz but I’m sure I can find something acceptable, and you’ll be near the beaches. Nowhere around here is that far from the beaches. Maybe you could think of it as a working holiday.... I..’ Joe stopped talking.

‘Joe, you still there?’ 

‘Yeah, just realized what I’m asking. Sorry Frankie, not been thinking straight for a while now. Look forget I called, it was a crazy idea.’ Now Frankie was silent. 

‘Frankie?’

‘Yeah, still here’, he said and looked over at the table where he’d placed the bottle of whisky, the pile of pills and the note he’d begun to write. Get this call over; then I can get on with it. Leave me you bitch, how fucking dare you? I’ll fucking show you what leaving means!

‘Frankie, I keep losing you Frankie.’ Frankie swallowed hard and just about stopped himself from screaming down the phone. Leave me alone; I’m trying to commit suicide you stupid cunt.

‘Frankie, I can’t hear you?’ Frankie held the phone to his chest and took a deep breath. What the fuck? Something switched in Frankie’s brain. He shook his head.  

‘Fuck it!’ Frankie said out loud. He brought the phone back to his ear

‘Sorry Frankie, what was that?’

‘Sorry Joe, just.... Okay, I’m on, let me get a pen, and I’ll send you an email then you can reply and fill me in on some details.’

‘You sure about this Frankie, I mean...?’

‘I’m sure, absolutely.’ He said and thought, this is crazy, but what the hell...

*

[image: ]


There were practicalities to take care of, and Frankie was grateful for the distraction. While he waited for Joe’s email, he searched online for information on Naples Florida. Beaches bathed in sunshine, were in stark contrast to the current British weather, which was presently doing its best to reinforce Manchester’s reputation as the UK’s rain capital. Add to that the freezing temperatures, which even for March in the north of England were unseasonably low. The day before it had snowed, rained and snowed again before freezing overnight. A short while ago he couldn’t have cared less about the weather, anywhere, about anything at all. 

Frankie’s laptop pinged as Joe’s email came through. It gave the address of his boatyard and his telephone numbers. Joe said if possible, Frankie should fly to Fort Myers, which was the nearest commercial airport to Naples, about forty minutes’ drive away.  He said to let him know his arrival details, and he’d pick him up. And to pack for a beach holiday. Frankie still had a valid visa from their trip to New York, last December, a surprise present for Penny. It pained him to remember.

He’d called Derek the day before, told him that he was having some problems at home and would be taking a couple of days off. Derek told him to take all the time he wanted, said the business practically ran itself these days anyway. Now he called Derek again to tell him he might be away for more than a few days. This time it was his answering service.

‘You’re through to Derek Barns, Leave a message, and I’ll get back to you.’

‘Hi Barnsie, Frankie here, decided to take a bit of a longer break. Don’t know how long, maybe a couple of weeks, maybe more. I’m planning to leave this Sunday. I’ll call you again and let you know what’s happening.’  

He put the phone down and went to search for flights on Google. He found the Virgin Atlantic website and started to put in his dates. He stopped, took in a long breath, leaned back in his chair and breathed out trying to slow his speeding heartbeat. Sweet Jesus, ten minutes ago I was thinking about ending it all. What the fuck, that’s not me. Now I’m booking a fucking flight to America. Definitely more like me! He shook his head in disbelief, then got back to the task in hand.
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CHAPTER 4



[image: ]




BEFORE – FLORIDA16 MARCH 2017

Billy Ray made his way along the outside of the wreck by handing himself along the side of the vessel. Then he floated up and on to the deck area to get a better look. Despite his headlamp, he found it difficult to see in the murky water. Much of the deck seemed intact, but no doubt rotten. Part of the bow had broken off and lay on the ocean floor, but he wasn’t able to see inside and didn’t want to go in in conditions like this. 

He’d got enough information, for the time being, so he yanked three times on the rope and began his ascent to the surface. He gasped and spat out his mouthpiece and clambered up the ladder, over the side and on to the deck of Falling Star. 

‘Treasure, gold, silver, coins anything?’ asked Jerry.

‘Don’t know buddy,’ Jerry helped him take off the oxygen cylinder, then Billy Ray began to strip off his wetsuit. His broad, tanned body glistened with perspiration in the late afternoon sun. Jerry, by contrast, was tall, wiry, gingery hair and pale Irish freckled skin. ‘Couldn’t see properly, that storm’s messed the water up. Take a good few days to clear. Might be okay later this week or maybe next. But Jerry buddy, this could be it. International waters an all.’

‘Will she stay where she is?’

‘I think so. She’s resting on a big mother of a shelf, a long, broad sandbank. ‘Looks like she’s been there for forever, sorta wedged in. But no telling bud, you know the sea. The only thing you can rely on is its unreliability.’

‘Get her name Billy Ray?’

‘Santa Maria de Santiago, I think. Can’t be sure with all that crud covering the wreck Tried to rub it away, but I thought the wood might disintegrate. Maybe try to do some research, see if there’s any info on when she sank and what she was carrying.’

‘You think? Look Billy Ray; these ships were all carrying, we know that. I mean it ain’t called the Treasure Coast for nothin’. So either there’s good stuff in the hold, or someone’s already had it. Or maybe the captain offloaded it before he set sail intending to get back to some chick he met, whatever?’

‘Yeah right, but it don’t really matter. Remember what we’re looking for. Could be this wreck fits the bill, Jerry, my old buddy.’

‘You going to call Uncle Joe and tell him?’

‘No, not yet, let’s go back, have a few beers and a bite. Look at the vid, not that you’ll see much with all that murk. Anyways, we sleep on board tonight, rest up for a couple of days, then get some fresh cylinders ready to come back out in a few days’ time, depending on the weather. We’ll have another look, and if it seems like the one, we call Uncle Joe and give him the good news.’ 

‘Okay Captain!,’ Jerry gave Billy Ray a mock salute.’

‘You sure you got the waypoints for this baby?’ 

‘I sure have, yes siree cap’n.’

‘Knock it off sailor, or you’re over the side.’ Jerry laughed, went to the wheelhouse and started the engine of the Consort 45 Cruiser and set course for their mooring at the Pelican Yacht Club in Fort Pierce on the east coast of Florida. 

*
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Back in port they moored up and made their way to the lounge and ordered two beers and a bowl of nuts. Jerry watched the video on the cam for a couple of minutes, then switched it off and slurped his drink. 

‘Man that tastes good. You were right Billy Ray, hardly see a thing on the vid. Like you say, maybe clearer tomorrow?’ 

‘Not a chance. Gonna take a good few days, and that’s if there’s not another storm. We really need that break Jerry, I’m running out of money and I don’t want to go back to fixing engines, cleaning boats. Man, I’ve had it with all that shit, I’m ready for the high life.’ 

‘Me too Billy Ray, me too.  On another matter, you still messin’ with that Valentina broad?’

‘She ain’t no broad, she’s a nice lady, and yeah, we still see each other when we can.’

‘I hope you know what you’re doing there buddy. Playing with fire doesn’t cover it.’

‘He doesn’t care about her Jerry; she’s just a sorta trophy wife. He’s got all these other women on the side, and Valentina was getting ready to leave him anyway.’

‘Whoa Billy Ray, you really got it bad if you’re thinking of doing what I think you’re thinking of doing, didn’t you say the guy is some sort of Miami gangster? How do you think a guy like that would react to someone taking his wife away? 

‘Listen, just leave it. I ain’t taking anyone’s wife away, leastwise not yet. I can’t do anything anyhows until I get my hands on some serious money, but that’s looking mighty more likely tonight.’ They high fived ‘Come on, let’s eat.’ 
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CHAPTER 5
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BEFORE – FLORIDA18 MARCH 2017

Billy Ray was worried. He hadn’t heard from Valentina for a few days, and she wasn’t answering her phone. He wanted to tell her about finding the shipwreck and how it might be the opportunity he’d been waiting for to make some serious money.  He began to wonder if she’d cooled down, lost faith in him making it big, decided the relationship wasn’t going anywhere. But none of that chimed with the passion of their last meeting. His cell rang, he looked at the screen but didn’t recognize the number.

‘Billy Ray?’ her voice was punctuated by small sobbing sounds 

‘Valentina? Where have you been?’

‘Billy Ray,’ she replied, her voice still shaky, ‘he found out and locked me up, but I escaped.’

‘Locked you up, Jesus how did he find out?’ Valentina whimpered. ‘Forget that, not important now, you can tell me later. Where are you now?’

‘A small motel outside Miami, please come and get me, Billy Ray, if he finds me, he’ll kill me.’

‘What motel, where is it and what’s your room number? I’m getting off the boat and walking to my ride now. What are you calling me on, it’s not your cell, the number would have come up?’

‘I’m using the phone in the lobby, my cell’s dead and I forgot to grab the charger when I left.’

‘Good, keep it that way, people can be traced by their cell phones. Hold on Valentina I’ll be there as soon as I can. Should be there in under two hours.’

‘Hurry Billy Ray,’ she said. He ran to his truck, got in and drove out of the parking lot, tires screeching.

*
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She was stunning, a slim, ebony skinned, raven-haired beauty. Their eyes locked across the dance floor. That magic look. A story told and retold over centuries. Songs composed and sung about a beautiful young woman married to an older man. A loveless trophy marriage, a deal, a financial arrangement and it works for lots of people, except when the beautiful young wife falls for a handsome young swain, what’s new?  And so it was that in Miami’s Liv nightclub come disco, in 2017, that age-old scenario was played out once again. 

Liv was considered Miami’s premier nightclub disco. Movie stars, celebs, the Miami glitterati out in force. It was where fate brought together Billy Ray Ballantyne and Valentina Katerina Meszaros. Classic. It started with a look, then a dance, then a kiss, then... They were both well and truly hooked. 

*
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He’d found the motel; a grubby looking two-story affair named The Rambling Rose. Ignoring the look from the guy on the reception desk, found the stairs and bounded up two at a time, found room 204 and knocked.

‘It’s me Valentina, Billy Ray, let me in. The door opened, and Valentina threw her arms around him. He hugged her back.

‘Can we get away now please Billy Ray, I’m scared he might find me somehow?’

‘You have any bags?’ said Billy Ray.

‘No, nothing, just my purse, I’m ready to go.’  

‘Okay, do you need to pay the bill?’ 

Valentina laughed.

‘No, they made me pay in advance, a hundred dollars for this flea pit. They could see I was desperate.’  

‘Okay let’s go.’ Said Billy Ray taking her hand and leading her out of the building to his truck.

During the journey back to the boat, she told him how her husband Zaros had found records of calls to Billy Ray on her cell and beaten the truth out of her, then locked her in her bedroom.

‘Did he hurt you bad? He asked her.

‘I thought he was going to kill me. Look at the marks on my neck.’ Billy Ray turned briefly and could see red weals on her neck.

‘Jesus Valentina, I’ll pay the bastard back for what he did to you. How did you escape?’ 

‘He forgot to take my cell away, and I managed to call my sister just before my cell died. She came over and used the service elevator and managed to get me out; then she drove me to the motel, then I called you. Gemma had to get back to the kids, she’d left them on their own to come and get me, and they’re only babies really.’

‘Okay, Valentina, you can relax now. I won’t let anything happen to you.’

Billy Ray, I need to get my cell charged up. Got to tell Gemma I’m okay, that you’ve cone to get me.’

‘No, here, use mine,’ and he handed his cell phone to her. ‘Like I say, better not to switch your phone on, might be traceable.’

‘Thanks Billy Ray, you think of everything.’ Billy Ray leaned across and kissed her gently on the cheek.

‘I love you Billy Ray,’ she said, then began to call her sister.

*
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Two hours later they arrived back at the boat. 

‘Hey Billy Ray’, said Jerry who was busy cleaning the handrails on the boat as Billy Ray approached the boat. ‘Where d’you go?’ One minute you were here, the next you’d disappeared.’

‘Sorry Jerry, got an urgent call, ‘I don’t think you’ve met Valentina,’ said Billy Ray as he and Valentina boarded the boat. 

‘No, I don’t think I have,’ said Jerry as he held out his hand to her. They shook. ‘Nice to make your acquaintance, er Valentina.’ 

‘Likewise, I’m sure. Heard a lot about you, Jerry.’ 

‘That right,’ said Jerry looking at Billy Ray.

‘I’ll show Valentina to my cabin; then I’ll be right back up.’ 

‘Sure thing Billy Ray,’ replied Jerry going back to his polishing. After five minutes Billy Ray came back on deck.

‘She’s sleeping,’ he said, ‘had a tough time. Husband found out about us, roughed her up a bit but she escaped and holed up in a motel, so I went to get her.’

‘Are you out of your fuckin’ mind Billy Ray? Didn’t you tell me her husband is some sort of murdering Miami mobster?

‘Yeah, but what could I do, I mean..?

‘Well let’s see, you could maybe choose somebody with  a husband who’s a pastor, maybe a Quaker, or a gardener, or maybe even a broad who isn’t actually married to someone else.. I think they’re called single women, and I’m given to understand there’s lots of them out there.’ 

‘Come on Jerry, don’t be like that. And please stop calling Valentina a broad.’ 

‘Okay, she’s not a broad, but she’s a big fuckin risk, that’s for sure. So what do we do now Billy Ray? What about the shipwreck, the plan, the treasure? What the fuck do we do now, now we’re likely to be targeted by a homicidal Miami gangster?’

‘Sorry buddy, but we have to put those plans on hold till I figure things out. We need to go somewhere this maniac can’t find us. For starters, too many people know we moor the boat here, so we have to get out of here, at least for the time being. He probably knows she’s escaped by now and he ain’t going to be too happy about that.’

‘Billy Ray, you are the master of the understatement.’ Replied Jerry, raising his eyes to heaven.’ Billy Ray laughed, then frowned.

‘We got to act quick; he won’t have a big problem finding us.’

‘Jesus Christ Billy Ray what were you thinking, getting involved with a Miami mobster’s woman? What are you thinking?’

‘I love Valentina Jerry. It’s a simple as that.’ Jerry shook his head. He knew his friend was beyond making sensible decisions where women were concerned. 

‘Okay, so what do we do now, where do we go Billy Ray?’

‘Jerry, now I appreciate none of this is your fault, so I wouldn’t blame you if you want to leave, for a while anyway, until I figure out what to do longer term.’

‘Not a chance dude. Without me, you’ll probably end up dead. I ain’t leaving.’ Billy Ray put his arms around Jerry’s shoulders. 

‘Thanks buddy, said Billy Ray, ‘I knew I could rely on you. We need to get out of here, find somewhere else to moor up for a few days, at least until we can decide our next move.’

‘Okay Billy Ray, any idea where?’

‘Yeah, I remember seeing a place north of here, a marina called Melbourne Harbor. Nice looking place, very busy with lots of boats, they’ll never find us there.’

‘Let’s do it,’ said Jerry. They went up to the deck, released the ropes, reversed the boat out of the mooring, navigated out of Pelican Yacht Club and headed north. 

As they got underway, Valentina woke from her sleep and shouted up to the wheelhouse. Billy Ray left Jerry in charge of the boat, went down to talk to Valentina. He made her some coffee, then told her about their decision to move to another marina.

‘Good idea Billy Ray, now you go back on deck and leave me now. I want a shower and a few minutes to get myself looking less like a street person.’

‘Okay Valentina, give me a shout if you need anything.’ After getting cleaned up, Valentina used Billy Ray’s cell phone to look up Melbourne Harbor Marina on Google. The blurb said it catered for transient and permanent boats, had lots of facilities, including a complete laundry service and two restaurants. She smiled. 

They arrived. Billy Ray checked in, paid, and they were allocated a berth.  Jerry and Valentina went to explore the marina while Billy Ray went to fuel up the boat and buy some items from the ship’s store. After a late dinner in the marina restaurant, they all felt exhausted.

‘Okay, said Billy Ray, we’ve done enough for today. Got ourselves out of harm’s way for a while anyway, so I suggest we leave any decision making until tomorrow, go back to the boat, turn in and get an early night.’

‘Amen to that,’ said Jerry. Billy Ray went to sleep thinking about what would happen to them if Valentina’s husband caught up with them, and then had the beginnings of an idea as to where they might hole up for a while.
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CHAPTER 6
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BEFORE – FLORIDA19 MARCH 2017

Chuck Mainous had turned in his badge early and had gone private, but still maintained good relations with some of his old buddies in the Miami Criminal Investigations unit, and still saw some of them socially. They understood his move was out of a desire to save his failing marriage and so far it looked as though it might. 

‘Hey, George buddy, how’s it goin’?’

‘Hey yourself Chuck To what do we owe the pleasure?’

‘Just wonderin’ how my old pals at the department were doin’.’

‘You are the worst liar in the world Chuck. We talked last week at Jim’s barbeque so don’t give me all that bullshit. What do you want?’

‘That transparent huh?’ George laughed.

‘You are Chuck, always were, so come on, I’ve got a shitpile of work to get through today.’

‘Okay, George, well I’m on a mispers case, and I need to know if the guy I’m looking for, a Mr.. Billy Ray Ballantyne, has made any recent credit or debit card transactions, withdrawals etc. Need to get a fix on him.’

‘Okay, full name address, bank details etc.’ Chuck gave his friend all the information he’d been given by Joe Nelson.

‘Okay, well I’ll need some time to look into this. I’ll call you back within the hour if I find anything.’

‘Thanks George, I’ll go for a coffee.’ Chuck waited in a coffee bar in Fort Pierce, the last known location for Billy Ray. He’d checked out the marina Joe Nelson had said was the last place he knew of where Billy Ray had moored the boat and established he’d been there, but neither he nor the boat was still there. Twenty minutes later his cell chirruped. 

‘Hi George, that was quick.’

‘We aim to please. Got a hit at a place called Melbourne Harbor. A marina north of Fort Pierce Florida.’

‘That fits, when?’ 

‘Yesterday, 15:43 hrs.’

‘Thanks George I owe you.’

‘Glad to help; have a good one.’ Mainous looked up the precise location of Melbourne Harbor on his cell, then slurped the last of his coffee asked for the check, paid, left the coffee shop and got on his way.
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CHAPTER 7
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BEFORE – FLORIDA 19 MARCH 2017

Jerry didn’t need much sleep and was always up at the crack of dawn. The next morning, he was padding around the cabin quietly so as not to wake the other two. That first cup of coffee was the best. He was about to switch on the coffee machine when he felt the boat move. He went over to Billy Ray’s cabin, knocked gently and opened their cabin door.

‘Billy Ray,’ he said in a loud whisper. 

‘Wake up; there’s someone up on deck.’ Billy Ray shook his head to clear the sleep away and motioned to Valentina to be quiet as she started to open her eyes. Billy Ray got out of bed and dragged on some shorts then crept out into the main cabin, Valentina followed. Jerry had armed himself with a mace spray in one hand and a telescopic steel baton in the other, fully extended. He motioned for Billy Ray and Valentina to go hide in the head then went to crouch under the stairway. The cabin doors to the deck opened quietly, and a man dressed in dark clothes slowly made his way down the wooden companionway into the main cabin. When he reached the bottom rung, Jerry came out from behind the stairway. The man swiveled around. Jerry pointed the mace at his eyes and sprayed. Then whacked him with the baton. The man screamed and folded.  Billy Ray and Valentina came out of the head and helped Jerry pick the man up, drag him to a chair and tie him up. He came round, eyes streaming, gasping for breath. They searched him and found a cell phone and a gun in a shoulder holster, which they took and placed on a table. 

‘Water, please.’ He managed to say in a croaky voice. Valentina got some water in a cup and brought it to his lips. He slurped noisily, then breathed out. ‘Could you wipe my face with the rest?’ he managed to ask. ‘Jesus Christ my head,’ he said as the initial shock wore off. Valentina got a flannel and wiped his face and eyes. Tears were still streaming from his now red eyes. Jerry took the lead.

‘Okay pal, who the fuck are you?’

‘The name’s Mainous, Chuck Mainous I’m a PI working for your uncle. Assuming you’re Billy Ray that is.’

‘I’m not, he is,’ said Jerry nodding in the direction of Billy Ray. 

‘Oh right, can’t see too well at the moment.’ 

Billy Ray spoke.

‘I told Uncle Joe not to come looking for me, Jesus what do we do now?’ The question never got answered. One of the treads on the wooden ladder squeaked, and they all looked around.

‘Lenny!’ Valentina gasped as she recognized the man, now halfway down the stairs and pointing a handgun in their general direction, silencer attached. They froze. The man was no more than twenty feet away. Jerry was the first one to move. He turned grabbed his mace spray off the table with his left hand. Still holding the steel baton in his right, he raised the spray and the baton and lurched forward towards the intruder. Lenny didn’t hesitate, took aim and shot Jerry just once through the forehead. The noise in the small cabin was deafening. Valentina screamed as Jerry collapsed in a heap on the floor. Billy Ray looked on in disbelief at the summary execution of his dearest friend. He recovered enough to pull Valentina to him, a protective arm around her shoulder. With her head buried in his chest, she sobbed uncontrollably. The man called Lenny kept his gun trained on them as he walked towards where they stood. He saw the gun on the table and put it in his pocket. He picked up the cell phone.

‘This his?’ he said nodding at the man tied up in the chair.

‘Yes,’ said Billy Ray. It was a flip phone. The gunman opened it, snapped it in half and threw the pieces on the cabin floor.

*
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By now Billy Ray had pushed Valentina behind him as if to shield her from harm. Chuck Mainous struggled with the ropes but had been well and truly immobilised. Lenny casually grabbed a chair and sat down facing them all gun at the ready. He seemed to be mulling things over. 

‘You two stay just where you are.’ He said to Billy Ray and Valentina. ‘And you are?’ He asked Mainous, pointing the gun in his direction.

‘Chuck Mainous, Private Investigator?’ 

‘Working for?’

‘This guy’s uncle.’ He nodded his head in the direction of Billy Ray.’

‘And you are?’ Mainous asked the gunman.

‘Not sure you’re in a position to ask questions,’ he replied, ‘but what harm? I work for this broad’s husband. See, he’s a bit ticked off at her running away with this bozo, so he sent me to find them. And now here we all are.’ Lenny stood up stroking his chin, thinking. He spoke.

‘Okay, well we have ourselves a little problem here Mr.. Mainous. I mean what am I going to do with you?’ 

‘You’re going to let me go. I’m an ex Miami Police detective, so if any harm comes to me, you can bet your sweet ass that my old police buddies won’t let it go. They’ll come after you, and you know what they’ll do to you when they find you. Cops always look after their own, and cop killers live very short lives. Untie me and let me go.’ Lenny stood there saying nothing, then seemed to come to a decision. 

‘You,’ he pointed his gun at Billy Ray, ‘untie him.’ He turned back to Mainous. ‘One wrong move...’ Mainous nodded. Billy Ray undid the ropes. Mainous stood up rubbing his wrists. ‘Now go while the going’s good,’ said Lenny. Chuck Mainous walked towards the stairway. As he got to the foot of the stairs, Lenny brought his gun up and shot Mainous in the back twice. Billy Ray gasped, Valentina screamed. Lenny walked over to Mainous’s now inert body and kicked it. ‘As if?’ he said to nobody in particular and smiled. Then he walked back towards Billy Ray and Valentina who were clinging to each other. 

‘Right, here’s the rules, he said, ‘I’m gonna be very clear, so there’s no misunderstanding, okay? If I see, or even think, either one of you is making a move against me, I’ll shoot the other one in the leg, or maybe I’ll shoot to kill, just like I did with these two? I’ll shoot without hesitation, so don’t give me any excuse okay?’ He looked at each one of them in turn and waited for them to nod in agreement. 

‘Valentina, get your purse and cell phone and don’t even think about trying to call anyone, or both of you are dead. And you,’ he said still pointing the gun at Billy Ray, ‘are going to reach into your pocket slowly and hand your cell phone over to me.’

‘It’s in the cabin,’ said Billy Ray. Lenny nodded then shouted. 

‘Valentina, bring this guy’s cell phone as well. Same rules apply. She came back with her purse and Billy Ray’s phone which she handed to Lenny, then she dug into her purse and handed her cell phone over to him as well

‘I’d better not see you’ve attempted to make a call.’ 

‘It’s not even switched on,’ said Valentina.

He opened the flap on her phone and checked. Then put both cells in his trouser pocket.

‘Okay, you,’ he said pointing at Billy Ray with his gun ‘drag your friend’s body next to the other stiff. You,’ he pointed at Valentina, ‘sit over there, keep quiet and don’t move.’ Billy Ray did as he was told. ‘Okay, now we’re all going to go up to the wheelhouse or whatever it’s called and go for a nice little sailing trip.’

‘Where to?’ asked Billy Ray. 

‘Just out to sea, far enough out that no one can see us dumping the bodies. Not too far, I don’t like boats, get seasick.’ Lenny signaled with his gun for Billy Ray to lead the way up to the deck and stood back, letting Valentina walk up behind Billy Ray. ‘One wrong move and she gets it, then you. Understand?’ 

‘Yeah yeah, tough guy with the gun,’ replied Billy Ray defiantly.

‘Hey, less of the lip or I just might shoot her anyway. Move it’ Billy Ray led the way to the wheelhouse cabin. Checked the fuel, inserted the key, then started the engine. He reversed the boat out of its mooring conscious of the gun trained on Valentina. He changed to forwards and began to maneuver the boat out of the harbor and into the ocean. The sea was calm, though with a slight swell 

‘Head out there, and I’ll tell you when to stop,’ said Lenny pointing. Billy Ray steered the boat towards the horizon and gunned the engine. The boat’s bow rose up as the craft picked up speed then settled into a steady cruise. After a few minutes, Billy Ray turned to the gunman and asked.

‘Just out of curiosity, how did you find us?’ 

The gunman laughed.

‘Same way our friend lying downstairs did I guess. Let me ask you a question. What was the first thing you did when you got to Melbourne Harbor?’

‘I checked in with the port master and paid for two nights mooring. But I misspelt the boat’s name, gave him a false name for me and paid in cash.’

‘Smart move, and then what did you do?’

‘Then I fueled up.... Shit?’

‘Yeah shit... for brains. That’s right; you used your credit card.’

‘And you have access to that sort of information? 

‘Don’t be dumb; you can buy anything.’

‘And the PI?’

‘Come on; he’s an ex-cop, or should I say was an ex-cop?’ Lenny chuckled at his own joke, ‘so he probably just pulled a Favor. Lucky for me he got to you first, and bad luck for you. Could have been the other way round, me lying on the floor down there instead. Now enough with the questions, just shut the fuck up and drive.’ After another five minutes, the gunman spoke.

‘You got one of those depth finder things right? Switch it on.’ Billy Ray did as he was told. ‘Okay, that’s the bottom, right?’ asked the gunman, pointing his finger at the screen display.
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