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Film noir is a cinematic term used primarily to describe stylish Hollywood crime dramas, particularly such that emphasize cynical attitudes and sexual motivations. Hollywood's classical film noir period is generally regarded as extending from the early 1940s to the late 1950s.

Film noir of this era is associated with a low-key, black-and-white visual style that has roots in German Expressionist cinematography. Many of the prototypical stories and much of the attitude of classic noir derive from the hardboiled school of crime fiction that emerged in the United States during the Great Depression.

~Courtesy of Wikipedia

Definition of film noir, plural film noirs: a type of crime film featuring cynical malevolent characters in a sleazy setting and an ominous atmosphere that is conveyed by shadowy photography and foreboding background music; also: a film of this type. plural adding -s: femme fatales and film noirs \-ˈnwär(z).  ~Courtesy Merriam-Webster Dictionary French in origin, the terms have been sufficiently Anglicized to form their plurals by adding -s: femme fatales and film noirs.~Courtesy of Daily Writing Tips
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Prologue
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I moved briskly in and out of doorways, slipping and sliding on wet steps and cobblestones. Keeping pace in the shadows, I paused to take a breath. Then, leaving the uneven-dappled ground, I followed.

Raising my hand to shade my eyes from the bright sunlight, I squinted down a rail towards a tram stop. I stood and watched and waited, minding someone else’s business.

Still believing I was inconspicuous, I was suddenly startled by a violent two-handed shove in the base of my back. I found myself face down, next to the rail, chewing gravel, inhaling diesel and in need of smelling salts...

I guess those thugs caught up with me after all!

I twisted my head up, straining my eyes to see a crowd of interested observers; their pale faces and pitying eyes hovered over me as if about to witness my last rites - and maybe they would.

My mark was long gone, my hand and fingers were bashed-up. My head spun faster than any alcoholic-driven bender I’d ever experienced.

As I slumped back to the ground, I heard a collective intake of breath.

Darkness gradually descended upon me as the iris of a camera closes slowly, decreasing the light until fully closed and dark. I was gone...
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Chapter One
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One Week Earlier

I get all kinds of crazy people coming through my door with all kinds of requests: easy ones, tricky ones, stupid ones - and impossible ones. You couldn’t make it up, and yes, you might even think some people are more messed up than me.

I don’t take them all on of course. Many are two-bit jobs any chump can do. I am discerning, but up to a point. I need an income, but I live in hope that one celebrated case will restore my standing.

These walk-ins want me to search for their lost handbags, reclaim jewellery from their exes, find lost pets or missing partners. Sometimes they want me to beat people up—people they don’t like or have had a run-in with.

Most of the time, the people asking are just vindictive or thin-skinned, so I send them packing. I value my health and freedom too much. Besides, I’m not some kind of hit-man who beats people into mush (on their say so). No indeed.

And yes, I’ll admit, I treat these first meetings like an audition. Do I want to work with them? Do I find their story intriguing and compelling? Do I have any sympathy for them? How badly do I currently need the money? And most importantly, what am I willing to do for it?

I’m telling you this because I had a two o’clock appointment and I badly needed something worthwhile.

I was full of anticipation, a bit like when your breakfast is served up before you; that moment just before you tuck into your egg and bacon and... I couldn’t have anticipated what was to follow though.

Her name was Rosa, and as I was to learn, of Spanish origin. She stopped just outside my doorway to re-apply her lipstick with the help of a little compact mirror. She then unbuttoned her coat, revealing a cranberry-coloured jacket and short skirt ensemble. As she returned her designer handbag back onto her shoulder, I suspected she was high maintenance.

And I had a feeling – call it a gut instinct - she wasn’t looking for a lost dog.

I studied Rosa as she took off her coat. If you put together a composite of attractive Latin features, she had most of them: svelte with olive-coloured skin, dark shimmering hair which fell to her shoulders, and eyes full of fire and passion. 

The only thing missing, I was later to realise, was a smile. Though I hadn’t got that far yet.

And as to the rest of her traits, only time would tell.

‘Have a seat,’ I offered. ‘Make yourself at home.’

She already had, in reality.

As I pulled a pen and paper from the desk drawer (call me old-fashioned) she cast her piercing eyes over me now; first at my tan brogues, then my Oxford bags, lingering on my red-chequered waistcoat, pausing on my face. Her dark eyes flicked across the office before finally returning to me.

‘You’re not exactly what I expected,’ she said.

‘What did you expect?’

She swayed her head from side to side. ‘Ooh, I don’t know really ...Maybe someone heavier, maybe bald or someone in a dirty mac.’ She sighed.

‘This is real life, not television,’ I chuckled. ‘Are you disappointed?’

‘In you? Not yet. On reflection, you could be from central casting. However, what you look like is irrelevant. I want the best detective I can find.’

‘I’m the best private detective in a radius of ten square miles,’ I bragged.

She couldn’t possibly check that claim out.

‘I thought this was the dry cleaners,’ she said.

‘Through that door,’ I pointed. ‘Very convenient if you need a private detective and your laundry cleaned.’

A guttural sound escaped from her throat. ‘Does that ever happen?’ she asked.

‘Only once,’ I admitted. ‘A client had two suits. A blood-stained one and a paternity suit...’

The phone rang.

‘Excuse me,’ I said and answered. Yang began his monthly ritual with me.

‘Yes, Yang, I will have it for you at the end of the week,’ I whispered. ‘I told you.’ I glanced awkwardly to my visitor.

‘Is okay, Mr Sterling. I can wait. I’m sure you will remember my patience...’

‘Of course. I’ll remember and I’ll see that you get it.’

I hung up. ‘Sorry. He keeps bothering me for a DVD he wants to borrow for the weekend.’

‘It must be good.’

‘It is. The Killers with Ava Gardner.’

‘Never seen it or heard of it.’

‘Nor has he,’ I smiled. ‘Anyway, what can I do for you?’ 

‘Help me find someone, por favour,’ she said with a twisted grimace. ‘Someone I know has disappeared; I’m very worried about him.’

‘Who?’

‘My boss.’

I chuckled. ‘Usually, employees want their bosses to disappear. What’s your problem?’

‘I don’t have a problem.’

‘Does he owe you holiday pay or something?’

She shook her head.

‘Made off with your pension?’

‘It’s not like that.’

‘What is it like?’

She fidgeted, then shifted the weight of her slim figure in the chair.

Already suspecting the answer, I waited for confirmation.

‘Okay...’

‘Okay, what?’

‘He’s not just my boss...’

I listened.

‘...We have a thing.’

‘A thing?’ I queried. ‘Can you elaborate?’

She couldn’t or was unwilling. She just sat there behind a little Spanish wall she’d put up.

I looked her in the eye and tried to help her out. ‘I can’t look for him unless I know all the facts,’ I said. ‘Are you telling me you’re in a relationship with your boss?’

She squirmed as if blinded by a flashlight.

‘Look,’ I said, ‘People rarely come to me to find their boss. If he or she goes missing, they’re often down the pub celebrating.’

‘I’m not celebrating.’

‘Okay, so you’re more than just a conscientious employee. What else?’

‘He is married.’

‘And you’re having an affair?’

‘Yes.’

This was hard work. I need a drink or a smoke, or better still, both.

‘I notice you’re slightly reluctant to share the fact.’

‘Well, this isn’t easy.’

‘I’m not judging.’

She looked over. ‘Aren’t you?’

I shook my head.

Well, maybe a little.

She rolled her eyes. ‘Everyone judges.’

‘Who cares what other people think?’ I said and moved on. ‘When did he go missing?’

‘A week ago.’

‘Did you inform the police?’

‘No. It’s a waste of time.’

But you don’t mind wasting mine.

‘Why didn’t you inform the police?’ I asked.

‘I presume his wife has unless...’

‘Unless what?’

‘...Unless she killed him...’

The oxygen seemed to be sucked from the room.

I gave her a hard stare. ‘Do you have any reason to suspect she killed her husband?’

‘No.’ She said, almost regretful. ‘Not yet.’

‘And if he is simply missing – as opposed to being dead – I presume you don’t want to ask his wife for updates?’

She gave a nervous laugh. ‘Of course not.’

‘I’m assuming she doesn’t know about you either?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘How do you know he’s gone missing?’

‘I haven’t heard from him.’

I chuckled. ‘With respect, this all sounds like a complete waste of time.’

‘Not for me. I’ll spend as much money as it takes to find him.’ 

I’ll admit my ears pricked up at this point.

‘Why?’

‘I love him,’ she cooed. 

‘Though you don’t mind sharing him?’

‘Yes, I do mind,’ she hissed. ‘And she is undeserving of him.’

‘Look, I couldn’t hang my hat on this,’ I scoffed.

She glanced over at my fedora on a hook and theatrically held up her hands.

‘My English... I don’t understand what your hat has to do with this.’

‘I mean your story; it’s as flimsy as an undercooked soufflé,’ I explained.

Or paella.

‘Ask me anything. You must believe in me. For his sake.’

‘How do you know he hadn’t dumped you and is lying low with his wife?’

To be honest, she didn’t seem like the type to be dumped. Coveted, lavished or seduced, maybe, but not dumped.

‘That would never happen.’

I think I touched a nerve.

‘Why not?’

‘It just wouldn’t.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘I’ve watched their house from my car...’

‘And?’

‘I haven’t seen him once.’

‘What did you see?’

‘Just his wife.’ She shrugged. ‘Coming and going.’

I took stock.

She was resourceful, seemed serious, in-love and a marriage-wrecker. I was intrigued. She’d passed the audition.
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Chapter Two
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I opened the bottom desk drawer and reached for a bottle of something I had in there. Brandy, I think.

‘Drink?’ I offered, flashing the bottle. (It was always useful to have alcohol on tap. It came in handy in cases of shock, whether for the client or myself).

She shook her head. I pushed the drawer closed.

‘Tea?’ I offered. ‘I don’t drink it myself, but if I ask Yang nicely, I’m sure he’ll make you one.’

‘No need, thanks.’

‘Where were we?’ I muttered. ‘When did you last see him?’ 

‘A week ago.’

‘So, your relationship was – how can I put it – quite serious?’

She leaned forward. ‘We had plans; he would get a divorce ... then we would move in together...’

I tried to guess the next stage.

‘Then he would marry me.’

‘Do you know where he last went?’ I asked.

‘I know exactly where he went.’

Well, the sun just came out - in January - would you believe? Things were already looking up.

I flashed the palm of my hand. ‘Hold that thought.’

I offered her a cigarette, which she declined, then asked if she minded, before fishing one out for myself. I glanced at the smoke detector.

‘Okay, go on,’ I urged as I drew up the nicotine. ‘Where was your boss last?’

‘He said he was staying at The Albion Hotel in Manchester. And he wasn’t happy about it.’

‘Why not?’

‘His secretary had mistakenly booked him into The Albion Hotel – which was a small Bed and Breakfast - instead of The Royal Albion Hotel...’

‘...He said it was a dive, way out of town and that he wouldn’t stay more than a night.’

‘And I presume you’ve checked there. Then what?’

‘I think he must have left.’

‘You think he did?’

‘The hotel said that they had no record of him staying there.’

‘But he told you otherwise?’

‘Yes. He told me he had arrived at The Albion Hotel – the B&B. I couldn’t forget the colourful language he used.’

‘Did you check The Royal Albion Hotel?’

‘No record of him there, either.’

‘Is there any reason he could have been lying?’

‘None, whatsoever.’

‘Are you sure he was even in Manchester?’

‘He told me he was there.’

‘Okay,’ I moved on. ‘Why was he there?’

‘Attending a three-day conference.’

‘What sort of conference?’

‘A computer programming course.’

‘He’s a computer programmer?’

She sniffed. ‘Yes.’

I could tell my skills of deduction underwhelmed her.

‘Just wanted to confirm the obvious,’ I said casually. ‘Did he know anyone at the conference?’

‘No – not that I know of.’

‘Any reason he wouldn’t have come back?’

‘None.’

‘Did you have an argument or a falling out?’

‘Nothing like that.’

‘So, you were absolutely expecting him back?’

‘Of course.’

‘When?’

‘He went last Monday. He should have been back on Wednesday night.’

‘A week ago?’

She nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Did you speak to him while he was there?’
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