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        "Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.

        The detective must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man.

        He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honor—by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it.

        He must be the best man in his world and a good enough man for any world."

      

      

      
        
        The Simple Art of Murder

        Raymond Chandler
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        1942 - San Francisco

      

      

      

      June 1942. Not only was America hip deep in a war which encompassed half the planet, but also, and more fortuitously, had won a major battle in the Pacific at Midway against the Japanese Imperial Navy.

      In the months leading up to the victory, troops were moved in and out of San Francisco on their way to the Pearl Harbor naval base at O’ahu, and points west.

      ’Frisco had, for want of a better description, become the Grand Central Station of the US military, their numbers almost, but not quite, overshadowing the disparate quota of unsavory characters lurking on the fringes of the city, whose intent was far less… laudable.

      The waterfront was rife with gangsters, spies, and small-time criminals, intent on making the most out of skimming war materials and cashing in on humanity’s confusion.

      As for me… none of that mattered.

      I flipped through my paper, remembering cheery days spent in a muddy trench during the last war, before returning to my beloved City by the Bay, where I was a detective for ten years.

      A flourishing career arrested, to coin a phrase, when the SFPD in general, and yours truly in particular, became mired in allegations of graft and corruption. Regrettably, while not a single one relating to me were substantiated, my claims of innocence went unheeded. As far as the brass was concerned, they had their scapegoat.

      Fortuitously, my then lover seduced me into believing we could set up shop as private detectives. Although sceptical, I trusted her instincts and Butters PI came into being. The fact she ditched me for some sleazy mobster, leaving me in the lurch is neither here nor there. Resentful? Sore? Me? Never…

      My stroll down memory lane was interrupted by a loud rap on my door. A shapely silhouette through the frosted glass announced my next prospective client was awaiting an invitation to enter.

      “Come in.” No one pays me to be a bellhop.

      The door swung open to reveal a beautiful, bleached blonde. Without so much as a Hello, Detective, my life is in danger, she sashayed into my office, settled in the chair at the opposite side of my desk, and dropped what looked like a carpet bag by her feet. Its faded appearance at odds with her aura of wealth and elegant sophistication.

      Interesting. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

      With studied nonchalance, she plucked a cigarette from a sterling silver case. Tapping the end on the metal, packing the tobacco tightly like a pro, she slipped it between her Hollywood-starlet red lips.

      Without uttering a word, she sat there, fingers drumming on the arm of the chair impatiently. Apparently, my visitor expected me to get off my ass to light her Chesterfield.

      Fighting the frown hovering at her entitled attitude, I contemplated exercising my ego and telling her there was no smoking in my office but her baby-blues were too enticing to ignore. So, I took the bait.

      Rounding the cluttered desk, I rifled in my pocket for my lighter. Standing in front of her, I snapped it open casually, hitting that one-in-a-million chance of it coming to life instantly. I leaned against the edge of the desk and, with exaggerated patience, held the tiny flame under the tip of her cigarette.

      “Ya know, doll, I don’t let just anyone smoke in my place,” I remonstrated, keeping my tone mild as I watched her inhale languidly.

      “Does that make me special?” She breathed out, arching a cool brow; the faintest hint of a condescending smile curving her mouth. A coil of burnt tobacco, the aroma redolent of Stella’s noxious Turkish brand, created a fleeting veil between us and memories teased threatening to distract.

      I squashed the sharp pang with effort. “No, being a Wentworth does that,” I replied bluntly. “To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from one of the city's elite?”

      At this, her coy composure crumbled. An ugly wrinkle furrowed her forehead, distorting her beautiful face.

      “Mr. Butters, my sister is m—” she began.

      “It’s Butterfield,” I corrected.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The name is Jacob Butterfield.”

      “But the name on your door⁠—”

      “A souvenir from a disgruntled and incompetent door artist. It serves as an ironic reminder that a finished job, no matter the outcome, is better than not getting it done at all.”

      My potential client smirked. “In other words, you’re too cheap to have it redone?”

      “Let’s just say frugal.”

      There was no sense explaining that, as a result, everyone in the Greater San Francisco area referred to me as Butters. To change it now, would be like changing who I am… and, yes, I’m too cheap.

      “Instead of beating about the bush, how about you tell me how you found my agency, and why?”

      “Mr. Butterfield, I’m terribly anxious about my younger sister, Pamela. She was supposed to meet her boyfriend at some seedy gin joint on the Waterfront two days ago, and I haven’t heard from her since. I fear she may have fallen into trouble or worse, eloped with the lowlife.”

      Her delicate shudder and horrified tone mirrored her expression, which was the perfect blend of distraught and irate… yet somehow her flawless complexion managed to remain unmarred by a single wrinkle.

      This didn’t answer my question but, although innately suspicious of theatrics, I set that to one side… don’t jump to conclusions, Butters… and circled back to my side of the desk. Taking a semi-crushed pack of smokes from the suit coat draped over the back of my chair, I lit one, letting the cloud of smoke drift lazily upwards. “How do I fit into your game of hide and seek?”

      “I asked around the docks whether there was a private investigator trustworthy enough to find her,” the elder Wentworth sibling laid on the charm with a trowel.

      “Okay, Miss Wentworth, skip the fairytale and tell me the truth.”

      I suspected she thought I was another uneducated gorilla who could not read, much like the muscled suit photographed trailing behind her when she left the Federal Court House.

      A photograph which was splashed across every major newspaper in the country, along with the accompanying tale of woe between Vanessa and Pamela Wentworth.

      Neither did the sisters hide the fact they bore no love for each other, thanks, in part, to the multimillion-dollar inheritance their late father had left them, and the fact they had different mothers.

      Five years older than her half-sister, Vanessa, the only child of their father’s first marriage was left motherless at the age of seven. The younger daughter, Pamela, was the result of an extra-marital tryst with a maid no longer in the picture.

      If the gossip columns were to be believed — and I never missed a single issue because that was where the juiciest details could be found — twenty-seven-year old Pamela, apparently resolved not to have her independence curtailed by a wedding ring seemed bound and determined to live every day as if it were her last.

      Decadent parties, a new man every week, spending money like water. In all honesty, her extravagant, pleasure-seeking behaviour was no more or less sensational than that of her peers. Flouting the rules was regarded as a rite of passage, especially among the fast set, except Pamela did not have the luxury of anonymity.

      Her hedonistic lifestyle was curbed when, in the old man’s haste to check out of this world, he neglected to specify in his will how the money was to be divided, tying up the funds in probate.

      Adding insult to injury, as always seemed to be the case in these messy situations, a mysterious second will materialized, leaving everything to the older daughter should the younger be proved mentally unstable.

      Unwittingly playing into her sister’s plan, Pamela’s frequent and very public displays of wilful recklessness had all but handed Vanessa the diagnosis on a finely engraved silver platter… no plain flatware for this family.

      The press was having a field day with the animosity between the siblings.

      Taking a drag on her cigarette, the end burning as red-hot as the glare she gave me, Vanessa let the smoke roll out of her mouth on a huff.

      “Fine, long story short, I need you to find her. Hopefully in one piece.”

      “Why don’t you go to the police? Missing people fall under their jurisdiction.”

      “Because if she turns up dead, I’ll be the only suspect.”
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