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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

~For Michelle~

Credit and Thanks to:

Emily LeVault for Copyediting and Developmental Editing.

Emily L @elevault200 on Fiverr
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Prologue
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Alternately hot and cold, shaking, and barely conscious, I must have been having a drug-induced dream. But as time passed, I was not so sure.

My mouth was dry after my confrontation with the toxic Rattlesnake, my blood was hot as if bitten by a snake, and my head was nauseous as if the venom had already reached there.

Even with my eyes closed, I foggily sensed the biting cold from a buffeting airstream. Blurred rails, blurred lines.

A weight was on my lungs, making it hard to breathe. Confused, I raised my head and shoulders and opened my eyes.

Floor — seats — carriage — train.

A man’s knee landed square on my chest, forcing me flat onto the floor again. His hands squeezed my throat as he pushed me towards an open carriage door.

This isn’t a dream, it is a bloody nightmare!  

I fought back, kicking and swinging my fists, his hands wanting to choke out my final breath. I inched towards the abyss. 

‘Give it to me!’ 

My assailant’s eyes, face and arms were bursting with every sinew. An expression of gratification was set across his sweat-covered face.

I could see he was enjoying this!

I clamped my hand onto the metal base of the seat as if magnetised.

‘Give it to me!’ he demanded again as he kicked at my bloodied knuckles. I hung on as the chilly night air rushed past my head.

I had one hope for survival, one hope to escape being thrown onto the tracks to certain death, one hope. And it’s my last thought as I started to fade...
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Chapter One
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Five Days Earlier: Monday

While I waited for the phone to ring and for a potential client, I skimmed through a book on business psychology I had picked up at a flea market in Camden. Suitably inspired by my reading material, I applied a couple of changes to my office. I rearranged my desk, so the window was behind me. This way, when a client looked across, I would be almost silhouetted.

I adjusted the client’s seat until it was a little lower than mine, forcing the client to look up at me. I wasn’t sure if it changed the dynamics or not, though it confirmed I had too much time on my hands. 

On another particularly slow day, I went to the cashpoint, then slumped down on a barstool in my local. My services were in demand as much as crushed ice in Greenland and hot water bottles in Death Valley, but I wasn’t going to get misty-eyed over it.

I drank and brooded in equal measure, lamenting my lack of good fortune and specifically my lack of an income.

Later, I extracted some coins from my wallet to pay for a second drink just as my ex-wife came through the door. Her arrival confirmed I had reached my nadir.

I gave a hollow laugh. ‘You must hear an alarm going off every time I reach into this thing,’ (meaning my wallet, of course).

‘Still the joker,’ she puffed up, taking mock offence and the seat next to me. ‘I saw your sour expression from outside.’

‘Just trying to fit in.’ I shrugged.

‘Same wisecracks.’

‘Same jabs.’

‘I tried your office first. I guessed you might be here.’

‘Why were you looking for me?’

‘I hadn’t heard from you in a while. I wondered if you were in jail or even dead.’

I looked her up and down from her teased blonde hair to her leather boots, then back to her sulk.

‘Wondered or hoped?’

‘Why do you care what I think anymore?’ she said, a little too sharply, I noted.

‘I don’t. I’m just curious. From your expression, it’s hard to tell,’ I sighed. ‘What do you really want?’

‘As you’re asking,’ she sniffed, ‘I’m looking for some of that caring compassion you sometimes dole out.’

‘There’s none left.’ I made a theatrical show of tipping my empty wallet. ‘Satisfied?’

‘I’m asking on Jake’s behalf, not mine.’

‘What does Jake want?’

‘What does any twelve-year-old want?’

I shook my head. ‘Sweets?’

She snorted. ‘You name it, he wants it, and it usually costs a lot of money.’ She paused. ‘But there is something he particularly wants.’

My ears pricked up. ‘What?’

‘He wants to go to Florida.’

‘Florida?’ I raised two eyebrows. ‘Why?’

‘He wants to go to a football summer camp in Orlando. He loves football, and he’s good too; he plays for the school team. Some of his friends are going.’ She told me. ‘It’s all he talks about.’

I air whistled. ‘How much would that cost?’ 

She looked up to the ceiling. ‘There’s the flight, then the weekly fee... One thousand for a month at the camp... say, another thousand for the airfare, then there’s food...About three thousand pounds should cover it.’

‘Three thousand pounds,’ I murmured in quiet disbelief.

Where was I going to find that?

Her eyes came back to me. ‘Well?’

I frowned. ‘Things are a little tight now.’

She tapped my empty glass. ‘You’re still throwing your money around here, though.’

‘It’s just one drink,’ I said.

‘Two drinks by my calculation and how many after I’ve gone?’

Just a glass of champagne to celebrate the fact. 

My ex-wife continued the steady onslaught, and I tuned out.

I considered the imponderable reasons our paths had crossed and how our relationship was ignited. There was her leech of a proprietor, my empty schedule, her recent break-up, and my offer of company, all lit by alcohol. We were two disparate people who had come together by chance. After her case had concluded, we didn’t go our separate ways. Instead, we stayed together. However, there are consequences when you mix business with pleasure.

Just as when a dentist fixes a patient’s gum decay, there’s little to talk about afterwards, at least socially. In this case, a dispute settled with a harassing property owner, when I look back now, it seems like an improbable union.

The fire between us had initially sparkled brightly but flickered out. We had nothing in common, so we tolerated each other’s company for a while as the ashes cooled. No amount of stoking or firelighters could change the fact. Since then, I had been drifting along like a ship without an anchor.

I ordered a round of drinks.

‘It all amounts to little or no money...’ she continued. ‘Did you lose another case?’

I returned to the fray. ‘Win or lose, I always get paid.’

‘I see. You have no cases,’ she said with an air of triumph.

‘I’m in-between cases.’ I contradicted her.

She gave a disdainful laugh. ‘Is the divorce business drying up?’

‘Why are you here?’ I asked.

‘I’m not one to gloat.’

That was exactly why she was here.

‘I told you. I was asking on Jake’s behalf.’

‘Yes, I know. The football camp. When my next case comes in, I’ll be flush,’ I said confidently, but was anything but.

‘Is this where you meet your new clients now?’ she scoffed. ‘No wonder business is slow, holding court in a place like this.’

‘I do some of my best thinking in here.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘I suppose you’re still running around scratching a living with the freaks.’

‘Yes, but I should let you know some of those freaks have become my best friends.’

‘I’m sure.’

We exchanged more colourful barbs until our drinks came.

‘Cheers to you,’ I said.

She lifted her glass to her lips but said nothing.

‘Cheers to me then.’ I tipped my glass to thin air.

After a while, I privately waved a small white flag, a time out from more verbal punches. I made my excuses and retreated to the Gents.

While washing my hands, I glanced in the mirror at my reflection. It was my face alright — and as odd as it might seem — the dark eyes staring back were unrecognisable. In a strange way, they were a conduit for all the violence and loss I had experienced over the years.

Of course, I was full of cynicism too, a reflection of my life. I was beaten like a boxer on the ropes. Down and dazed, but not yet out.

I returned to the bar, pushing my drink aside, and extracted every money note from my pocket. I forcefully pushed them into my ex’s hand. Her expression remained as bland as a croissant.

‘I’ll try to get that money for Jake,’ I promised. ‘I really will.’

As I left, there were no ripostes, no sarcasm, no jabs aimed at my back. There was likely a raised eyebrow, though I didn’t look back.

I returned to my office and gave pause for thought.

I had given her a little money for Jake. And I made a promise to myself to pay for Jake’s football camp in Florida. First, though, I desperately needed a client. Not for another drink, not for me and certainly not for her, but for Jake and for that trip he wanted so badly.

Making my son proud and supporting his dreams was the only thing that really mattered. I held onto the thought for as long as I could, because otherwise, I really could be on the canvas. 
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Chapter Two
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The gods must have been listening, because standing at my office door was a potential client. He had greying temples, a firm jaw, and a sagging smile. On reflection, it may have been the other way around because a sense of anticipation had washed over me and my attention to detail was unusually vague at best.

Besides, who cared what he looked like? At this point, I was contemplating raiding coins from jam-jars, old piggy banks, and from down the back of my well-worn settee. Not to mention, Yang wanted his rent money. I could not afford to care about the type of client or what a case might entail. Times were lean. I was surviving on a handful of seed and crumbs like the birds outside.

‘Sterling?’ he queried.

‘Yes,’ I stopped, then briefly ran the rule over him. 

The visitor was stiff-looking with shoulders pushed back, chest out, and chin up. His hair was like a well-cut lawn, trimmed, edged and flat on top.

‘Charles Swift,’ he said in a nondescript Home Counties dialect. ‘I’m here to see you.’

He removed his hands from his jacket pockets and gave a handshake, which was both sweaty and weak. The opposite of what I was expecting in truth.

‘Let’s go inside,’ I suggested. ‘This way.’

Upon entry, the visitor stopped and sized up my office. ‘Rather cramped quarters you have.’

He doesn’t like Yang’s converted broom cupboard I am renting.

‘It’s all I need,’ I said, dropping my fedora down and sizing him up. 

Tall, thin, good-looking enough, 50s. Ex-military and old-school regimental, at a guess. More Sandhurst than squaddie. What else could I add to my list? 

‘Have a seat.’ I offered.

As he sat in the lowered chair, he pinched the creases on his trousers and looked up.

‘I suspect one of my employees is a thief,’ he said without inflection, as if reading a line from the church gazette.

I paused, taking my (slightly higher) seat. 

Well, he didn’t make small talk... I could add it to my list.

‘What makes you think that?’ I asked, following his cue.

‘I have my suspicions a member of my staff has stolen from me...’

I listened.

‘...It concerns a white diamond...’ He glanced around the office. ‘This is all strictly confidential.’

From the corner of my eye, I saw Yang approaching. I knew what he wanted. I held up the palm of my hand and upon seeing it, he turned away.

‘Yes, of course,’ I assured my potential client. ‘No one else is here. Please continue.’

‘I own a jewellery store in Mayfair whereby a diamond...’

‘—was stolen?’

‘Was replaced.’

I squinted, confused. 

‘With a fake, Sterling.’

I waited for an explanation.

‘It was an imitation. The genuine diamond was replaced by a fake stone,’ he continued, unblinking. ‘This is bad for me. Very bad indeed.’

I watched his neatly trimmed moustache twitch.

‘And you think an employee knew it was fake?’

‘I think an employee made an exchange, switching the genuine diamond for a replica. Yes.’
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