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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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        1947 - San Francisco

      

      

      

      The shrill peal of several telephones ruptured the comfortable hush of the mansion: their, not so melodious, jingles reverberating off tastefully papered walls and down spacious hallways.

      Every last one went unanswered.

      It was July 4th. My wife and I were relaxing by our newly installed pool, some distance from the main house, and our wonderful, all be they long suffering, staff were enjoying a welcome day off to mark the country’s independence.

      Swimming laps, I was savoring the tranquility, while Pamela, pretending to read the glossy magazine on her knee watched me over the top of her large sunglasses. I admit, being the object of her admiration boosted my ego and spurred me to continue cutting through the crystal clear water.

      I was determined that — despite me celebrating my forty-seventh birthday recently — my darling wife, twelve years my junior, would not find my physical prowess lacking.

      I could hear her gloating gleefully, See, you big lug, refusing to let you retire to become an idle and, doubtlessly, podgy bum was the best wedding present I gave you.

      As I turned at the end of the pool, I noticed her glancing at the martini shaker on the little round table beside her. Even from several feet away, I could tell it was empty and, in the heat of the summer afternoon, the glasses had lost their inviting frostiness.

      Shamelessly, she is my wife after all, I stared at Pamela’s slender figure as, with efficiency of movement, she balanced everything on the silver tray and sashayed across the lush lawns to the house.

      Five years of marriage, and we still behaved like loved-up fools. As a man who once thought the notion of a happily ever after should be consigned to fairy tales, I finally understood the phrase wedded bliss. I know, I know, coming from a jaded ex-police officer turned private detective, that sounds sappy and I would not change it for the world.

      I grinned to myself. Pamela knew she had caught my eye and was teasing me, attested to by the provocative sway of her hips and shameless wiggle of her cute butt.

      Never one to turn down such a blatant offer, I climbed out of the pool, and grabbed the towel I had dropped on the lounger, drying myself off as I chased after her.

      When she opened the French doors leading to my office, I heard the faint chime of the telephone, and groaned under my breath. Who on earth is bothering us today? I scoured my brain trying to recall whether I had forgotten something important, but came up blank.

      Pamela disappeared inside, and I pictured her rolling her eyes at the paperwork and books littering my desk, then felt my face scrunch up in a dismayed grimace, helpless to prevent a pile of documents toppling off when she slid the tray onto the surface.

      This is why I designated my study a no go zone, to avoid the possibility of anyone upsetting my system, however inadvertently. I know my beloved, who claims it is a miracle I can find anything, is desperate to tidy up the disaster… her words, but I can put my hands on whatever I need at a moment’s notice.

      Pamela’s cheerful, “Butterfield residence,” rang out, but I was not close enough to identify the caller, all I could hear was a faint response.

      In a puzzled voice my wife said, “I apologize. We did not expect to be disturbed on this beautiful holiday,” she emphasized the last word, but obviously did not feel obliged to justify why we had not answered immediately.

      The caller spoke and, at Pamela’s, “Uh, yes, but he is outside,” my heart sank. Not today.

      Something made Pamela pull the handset away from her head and stare at it in confusion. I could almost see the cogs whirring in her brain. Instinct told me this was not someone calling to invite us to an impromptu Independence Day party. Crossing the threshold into the room, I put a spurt on.

      Pamela put the phone back to her ear. “I’m sorry, who is this?”

      Whatever the caller said shocked Pamela so much, she sagged against the desk, and her hip jolted the tray. The martini shaker, wedged precariously among the glasses, teetered and tumbled off in a slow arc, splintering into myriad glittering, jagged pieces when it hit the oak floor.

      What, under any other circumstances, would have elicited a volley of curses, went unnoticed and, as I dodged shards of glass, I noticed all color leaching from Pamela’s face.

      Alarmed, I was at her side in a flash. Trying to snap her out of her shock, I grasped her shoulders and shook her gently. “Pammie, what is it?”

      “The call is for you, Detective Butterfield. Your ex,” Pamela’s tone was as devoid of emotion as were her features of her customary smile, but the anger simmering beneath her next words was unmistakable. “Apparently, she needs help and the only person in the whole damn world she could think of contacting is you.”

      “Stella Fitzhugh?” For a moment, I gawked stupidly between the telephone and Pamela’s furious face.

      I stretched around her to take the handset, but she slammed it on the desk. The paper and debris strewn about buffered the force somewhat, but Stella surely must have heard it. Berating me in outraged silence, my wife spun on her shapely legs and stormed out.

      I heard her heels clicking on the marble stairs, and flinched at the rattle of our bedroom door being shut with extreme force.

      I grabbed the handset before it joined the martini shaker on the floor, and ventured, unable to mask my incredulity, “Stella? Is it really you? After all this time?”

      “Listen, Jake, this is anything but a social call to revive an old friendship. I’ve been arrested. You’re the only one I could think of to call for help.”

      “Wait, are you back in San Francisco? You should have called Lou Mazzetti fir⁠—”

      “Would you shut up and listen? I am still in Las Vegas. I’m being charged with Red’s murder.”

      “Probably the smartest thing you’ve done in the last seven years,” I muttered loud enough for her to hear.

      “Don’t be a child, Butters.” Her condescension was all too familiar. “No, I did not shoot him, but the idiots here refuse to believe me. Not helped by the fact, the DA is running for office and, presumably, hanging my husband’s murder on me guarantees him the governor's mansion. Look, I’m running out of time for this call. Just get here quickly, and put that license I organized to good use.”

      “You know it’s only valid in California,” my protest was lost to a dial tone, as the call disconnected.

      Replacing the handset on the cradle, I looked at the mess on the floor while considering whether my generosity of spirit extended to leaping to the aid of my one-time partner, given the manner of our parting.

      Concluding I could, quite easily, leave Stella in the lurch, I also elected to leave the glass where it lay and let the staff earn their keep. Yes, it would be tomorrow but, did I care? Not a single iota.

      Self-destruction being my middle name, and hating being on the outs with Pamela, I headed upstairs to our room.

      Aware she had, unceremoniously, banged the door shut, I was relieved to find it unlocked. Peering around, I was greeted with the sight of two small suitcases on the bed, an assortment of Pamela’s clothes were stuffed into one and she was pulling more from the closet.

      Afraid to approach her, I asked sheepishly, “Can we talk first?”

      “No… nor do I feel like it. So, button it, and start packing.”

      “Wait, are you kicking me out?”

      “For Chrissakes, Jacob, do you, for one second, imagine I have any intention of letting you go to Vegas to see that woman by yourself?”
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      According to Rand McNally, it was going to take two days to drive from San Francisco to Las Vegas along Routes 66 and 91. My suggestion to spend the night in Barstow was met with a disgruntled hmph from my wife — the first sound she had made since leaving the mansion.

      I would not be at all shocked if the sage who first declared that, “Hell has no fury like a woman scorned,” had just encountered the equivalent of a jealous Latina with a purple belt in karate... and lost.

      Another of my not so brilliant ideas. I should have zipped my lips and kept my eyes on the road.

      “This is ludicrous, Jacob Butterfield.” Pamela emphasized her point with a chop to my right shoulder. “Why on earth do we need to drive all the way to Las Vegas to save your floozy ex-girlfriend?”

      Whack.

      “Because you were the one who decided to pack,” I reminded without glancing sideways.

      “Why couldn’t she call some gumshoe in Vegas? I’m sure the bank of phones in the Clark County Jail is full of their phone numbers.”

      Whack.

      My arm was becoming tender, but I figured it was better to let her vent her frustrations on me, than toss her out of the car somewhere along the highway; especially since the Packard Super 6 convertible was registered in Pamela’s name only.

      These babies were hyped to hit 100 miles per hour. Tempted to see how much juice I could squeeze out of her precious coral blue behemoth, I promised myself to keep it at a comfortable cruising speed of 60.

      “Would you trust a number you got from a wall?” I quizzed, reasonably, I thought. “More importantly, it looks like she can’t trust anyone else.”

      “If that’s true, and sue me for being skeptical, why didn’t she call that lummox Mazzetti? Isn’t he the Chief of Police for our fair city?”

      At least this time she didn’t karate chop me.

      “That doesn’t do her any good in Vegas, besides the two kinda have a past.”

      “Christ, don’t tell me the three of you⁠—”

      “What?” I cut her off. “Oh, God no. She was blackmailing him to our mutual benefit.”

      That slip earned me another whack.

      “Wow, you just thought about revealing that tidbit? He was your best man at our wedding. No wonder he looked uncomfortable during the toast.”

      That was the prequel to a long, somewhat acrimonious, and drawn-out conversation which lasted for the next several hours.

      All the way to Barstow.

      

      Needless to state, the night at the motel in Barstow was not peaceful. Our protracted and heated discussion prompted the couple in the adjacent room to pound on the wall. Evidently, we were loud enough to interrupt their lovemaking.

      When they threatened to summon management to have us removed, we called it quits — as did our neighbors, because we heard nothing but silence for the rest of the night.

      I understood their pique. The anonymity of these out-of-the-way motels, was what attracted a certain calibre of guest. I recalled the hours spent staked out in front of similar quality suites, spying on wealthy businessmen giving dick-tation to naive secretaries who were hanging onto the promise of becoming the next Mrs. So-and-So.
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      Morning brought an uneasy truce. We were tired of bickering, and hungry. The cozy diner alongside the motel provided neutral ground. Tucking into a hearty breakfast, we agreed to act like a respectable couple or, at the very least, professional investigators.

      Appetites satiated, we climbed back into the Packard and set off along Route 91, towards America's gambling mecca.

      It was slow going for the first part of the drive but, once we hit the vast expanse of the Mojave Desert, I opened up the throttle and, soon, we were cruising at a very acceptable eighty.

      Traffic was as sparse as the landscape during the journey to Sin City. For want of a hint of civilization more than anything else, we stopped to refill the car and brave a snack from one of the service stations who struggled to stay in business along this lonely road, while fighting a constant and losing battle against the encroaching desert sand.
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