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Film noir is a cinematic term used primarily to describe stylish Hollywood crime dramas, particularly such that emphasise 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 Anglicised 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 was hit by a forceful blow from behind, something hard, maybe it was a piece of wood that had violently struck the back of my head... 

My eyes were on the blink, my mind dulled, and my legs buckled. The ground came towards me with a thud.

The lights had gone out.

An unknown amount of time later, they flickered back on. I realised my nightmarish dreams had become my reality. And some strange goings-on were happening around me.

Duct tape was wound across my face, a cloth tightened over my eyes, and my head was entrapped in a vice. I had been wedged in one of those commercial woodworking vices...You’ve probably seen the kind. Great for craftsmanship, not so pleasant for torture. 

With my head ensnared, the handle was turned until its jaws were fully clamped around my skull.

I hazily wondered how I got into this scenario and, as you can imagine, I was starting to regret taking on the case at this point... 

As the clamp tightened, my senses heightened as if on heroin. After more turning, I could feel fluid trickle from one ear.

This must be how the end feels because I had never felt fear and pain such as this. Fear that grabbed my stomach and squeezed mercilessly, choking my throat, leaving me breathless, pain that seared into my head like a blinding migraine.

I was convinced another half-turn of that handle and the police would be investigating my own death.
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Chapter One
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One week earlier

They say, “love is blind.” I presumed my newly arrived visitor could see alright, but she was wearing dark sunglasses. Ray-Bans, in fact. She took them off and twirled them about by the temple tip like one of those Hollywood A-listers I’d seen. Real cute.

She began to tell me her husband’s incriminating tale. And that blind loyalty hypothesis soon became an open question.

Kendra Knight, a young woman, had recently taken a seat across from me in my cramped office in London. We took stock of each other. And I can confirm her stock was persuasive. Mine, probably less so.

The initial encounter with a potential new client is like a first date. We each reveal personal nuggets about ourselves as we go along. A share here, a disclosure there. Until we get to the client’s reveal (their request) and the bottom line (my price).

Without any hesitancy, Kendra Knight informed me of a murder. Specifically, a murder her “wonderful, adoring husband” had “falsely” been convicted of.

A word salad of flattering descriptions followed with the word, “innocent” frequently tossed in.

Sam Knight was some guy, apparently.

I didn’t care much about Sam Knight at this point, I was running my forensic eye over his wife. She hesitated, perhaps aware of my scrutiny.

Sitting fully upright, she had pushed her shoulders back and angled her knees together, maintaining a frozen smile, as if about to have a portrait taken. Presumably, her best version of herself.

‘Shall I carry on?’ she asked, cocking her head.

‘Yes, of course,’ I encouraged, and continued to evaluate her pitch. 

Kendra Knight was articulate, well-heeled, and on a mission. I was her saviour-to-be. 

Or so she hoped...

She had travelled from Edinburgh by train the previous day to specifically secure my services.

Or so she said...

She continued talking; twenty to the dozen. Was she taking the earlier train back to Edinburgh? If so, she would have to exercise brevity.

Or so I hoped...

I had noticed the green Harrod’s bags she’d tidily placed by her feet. The same feet which were set inside Italian designer shoes, speckled with rhinestones and jewels. The sort of designer shoes some women might gape and gasp about. The sort even I knew were costly. 

I scrutinised my visitor’s cherry-red lips enunciating her words. I attempted to look behind her flickering Celtic eyes while studying her slim hands and oval face for any signs of nervousness as she twiddled those sunglasses in her lap.

In this instance, watching was just as important as listening. I told her I had followed the 2023 Scottish case, which was in the tabloids for months. The details had started to spin around my head.

Of course, I was hearing her version for the first time, but it consisted of a mantra of her husband’s innocence despite  no new evidence and no new alibi. Nothing to hang my newly acquired fedora on; the only new thing of note here.

A short brim felt fedora for the record.

‘Loyalty is a wonderful trait,’ I said. ‘One of my favourites in fact—but it can also blind one to the truth...’

She batted my opinion back at me like a newspaper to a fly.

‘Do you think I’m blind?’

I stopped in my tracks, as if a magnetic force had disorientated me, like the spinning needle of a compass. I took a moment to regroup.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. And I believe she meant it. ‘But I want to be taken seriously.’

Her devotion to her husband, Sam Knight, was impressive. More so, since he was convicted of the murder of Maria Kuper, an attractive single woman of German descent, living in Edinburgh.

I figure there are honest people in this world, and there are conflicted people trying to be honest... and then there are the rest. I wasn’t sure which group Sam Knight was in, but his wife was seriously trying to persuade me it was the former. And she was willing to pay me a good sum to prove her husband’s innocence. 

Why would she do that if he wasn’t genuine and innocent? Was she simply in denial? Ruled by her heart rather than her head? Blindly loyal to her husband? I wasn’t sure. What ulterior motive could she have?

These are good questions you might ask... And they were ones I asked too. 

We talked, or rather, Kendra Knight talked. And boy, could she talk. When her cheeks turned pink, she drew a deep breath like one of those free divers without oxygen and came up for air.

‘... That’s the gist of it,’ she finished.

I decided it was my turn to dive in.

‘What does your husband do for a living?’

‘He’s an architect,’ she said, and I could see her chest heave with pride.

‘Did he go to the site much or work exclusively from his office?’

‘A bit of both.’

‘Where was he on the day of the murder?’

‘He was at work.’

‘So, no alibi?’

She shifted her position in the chair. ‘No. He was working late at the office.’

‘Did your husband know the deceased?’ 

Her expression hardened. ‘I thought you said you had followed the trial.’

‘I did,’ I confirmed. ‘I still have to ask.’ 

‘Go on, ask.’ She stuck out her chin. ‘If it will help him.’

‘The prosecution maintained he was having an affair with Maria Kuper.’

She was stoic. ‘Impossible.’

‘Why do you say that?’ 

‘She lived twenty miles away.’

I nodded in sympathy. ‘It has been known.’

‘To travel twenty miles?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘For what purpose?’

‘For...companionship,’ I suggested somewhat diplomatically.

Her mouth twisted. ‘It’s not possible.’

‘Well,’ I smiled sympathetically. ‘Your husband does own a car, doesn’t he?’

‘I know of all of his movements,’ she said flatly.

‘From studying the case, I recall your husband is a clever man.’

A manipulative man?

‘What are you insinuating?’

‘He could have hoodwinked you. Told you he had a business meeting or was going on a fishing trip, perhaps.’ I shrugged. ‘Or some other feeble excuse.’

Her face was like thunder, but there was no lightning bolt, however.

‘Ridiculous!’

‘Is it?’

She stuck her nose up. ‘You sound like the prosecution.’

‘I’m playing devil’s advocate,’ I admitted.

‘Keep going.’ She sighed. ‘If it will help catch the real killer.’

‘Okay, let’s say your husband didn’t kill the deceased...’ I suggested. ‘He could still have been having an affair with Maria Kuper... and not have murdered her.’

She slowly clenched one hand and pursed her lips. Her piercing eyes were suddenly cool. Make that glacial.

A protracted silence followed.

Who would have thought a husband having an affair was worse than one committing a murder? She did, I suspected.

The friendly cordiality had changed. As if I’d burst a party balloon with a newly lit cigarette. 

Kendra Knight may have appeared as innocent as a choir girl, but she wasn’t shy about verbally stabbing me in my side, as if with her expensive shoe heels. To provoke me, to cajole me to fall into line and take the case.

‘No way,’ she refuted, brushing some imaginary dust off her dress. ‘He didn’t know her.’

‘So, you think he is innocent of both?’

‘Of course.’

‘One could be divorced from the other.’

Bad choice of words.

‘No.’

‘How can you be so sure?’  

‘He told me. And I believe him,’ she said, her lips pinching tight.

She wasn’t having it, and her husband wasn’t admitting to it. I might as well have been trying to defrock the Archbishop of Canterbury and convert him to atheism.

So, she expected me to prove her husband innocent on both counts. The affair angle seemed, at least to me, a possibility... It would go some way in explaining the evidence collected from the scene of the crime...
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Chapter Two
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I was fully aware that 45% of women murdered were killed by someone they know. One in three of those women is slain by a boyfriend or a spouse. Who was Maria Kuper’s significant other? And was it, as the prosecution claimed, Sam Knight? But Mrs Knight was having none of it. He was as innocent as the birds in the trees.

‘Just take a look, it’s all I ask.’

I paused to consider her request.

‘Please,’ she urged. ‘What else have you got to do right now?’

I thought of the recent scarcity of work and my extended lunch breaks...but was it a case I should even consider? But what if I could overturn it? Possible justice for Maria Kuper and redemption for me.

‘It may be a waste of your money,’ I said quite honestly.

‘Or it might be money well spent,’ she came back.

‘The odds...’

‘Are a billion to one,’ she said. ‘I know.’

I knew the pertinence of her words.

There was a vague night-time sighting of someone who roughly matched Sam Knight’s description seen leaving Maria Kuper’s flat...

The damning evidence against Sam Knight, however, was DNA: a silver bullet match. One in a billion.

An extinguished cigar was left by the killer at the crime scene and it is a perfect match for Sam Knight’s DNA. The Crown Prosecutor’s case rested on this almost incontestable evidence. The Defence had nowhere to go, except home. The jury agreed.

I queried this further with Mrs Knight. Something she must have wondered about for the duration of the four-month trial.

Sam Knight professed not to have known Maria Kuper, the poor woman brutally murdered, and he did not know how his DNA was found at the crime scene.

Nothing for me to hang my hat on.

According to Mrs Knight, he should be up for Sainthood, not stuck in some lousy prison serving a sentence.

We went back and forth for some time. When we both came up for air, I got up and made a pot of coffee.

An awkward silence followed, aside from the drip-drip sound of the coffee brewing. I pulled out a packet of cigarettes and offered her one. She raised her palm.

‘Mind if I?’

She acquiesced. ‘Go ahead.’

Her belief in her incarcerated husband was so steadfast, so tenacious that I’ll admit, she had worn me down. 

She seemed genuine, but it didn’t mean her husband was innocent of murder... The most successful sales pitches are made from the heart and this was, I suppose, why she was reeling me in, if not quite hooking me yet.

I placed the cup and saucer in front of her, sat down, and took an extended drink.

‘Can you think of any reason your husband’s DNA was found at the scene?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘I can’t.’

I sighed. ‘It’s a big problem.’

‘So, are you going to take the case?’ she asked, ignoring the obvious and the coffee.

‘Do you honestly think I can overturn his conviction?’ I asked her.

‘Aye, I do,’ she said firmly. ‘Absolutely.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ I pouted.

‘Aren’t you the great detective?’ she playfully queried. ‘It’s why I came all this way.’

I mulled her request over, kicked it around a bit, and then threw it back. ‘Maybe you should just forget the whole thing.’

‘Forget it? He’s serving a life sentence! What am I supposed to do in the meantime?’

Well, I could see shopping was a pastime she might enjoy.

‘Okay, okay. I get it,’ I said. ‘Naturally, you’re loyal to him, but blindly so.’

‘He didn’t do it. He’s an honest man. A good man.’

Her eyes were like lighthouse beacons, bright and unwavering. If I was on the jury, I would have believed her. Though I may have ended up on the rocks.

‘I’m familiar with what you think.’ I told her. ‘But the DNA is an albatross. You must give me something to go on. No matter how small.’

‘I understand.’

‘Well?’ I asked, expectant.

‘I’ll have to think about it.’

‘Please,’ I sighed. ‘And think hard if you expect me to take this on. I need a thread of something.’

Silence ensued.

I waited for her lips to move, but there were no threads forthcoming. Just pouting.

‘You have to clear his name,’ she begged, pulling out a little embroidered handkerchief and dabbing her eye.

‘Just know I love my husband.’

There was her motive.

‘How much money do you want?’ she asked.

And there was mine.

I ran a tired hand through my hair, gently massaging my scalp. Something I tend to do when I am about to make a dubious decision.

Maybe I’d drunk too much coffee, or maybe I hadn’t drunk enough. For whatever reason, I decided to indulge her belief in her husband’s innocence. Her pitch successful, we moved onto the price.

‘What do you think?’ she queried after the price resolution. ‘Will you overturn it?’
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