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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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        1940 - San Francisco

      

      

      

      The funny thing about life is you never know what fate has in store. Case in point, the opening of yours truly’s private investigations office at the onset of the Second World War.

      It’s one thing for the average schmuck to hang a shingle and call himself a gumshoe, but when a disgraced member of the San Francisco Homicide Squad does it, the shadiest of clientele crawl out of the woodwork and there is no lack of them in the City by the Bay.

      Friday September 13th, 1940, started out pretty much like any other day… in the midst of a worldwide strife. Buckingham Palace, King George VI’s London home was damaged by German bombs during the air raids known as the Blitz.

      In Africa, Italian troops under Marshal Graziani attacked Egypt in an effort to drive the British out.

      In my little corner of the world, Friday the 13th marked a significant, and unlucky, turning point in my life.

      It all began when my business partner, and live-in lover, Stella Fitzhugh, decided that because she had few hours to spare, it was high time she caught up on the never-ending paperwork. From the moment we offered our… well, mine mostly… services to the city, our caseload was unrelenting.

      Cheating spouses, missing people, minor thefts and suchlike, along with any and all offences the various police departments deemed unworthy of investigation, were dropped at our doorstep. All had to be solved and invoiced.

      Especially since we had bills to pay.

      

      On this particular morning, while Stella was buried in invoicing, I was following some slime-ball around the city who was bedding any woman naive enough to fall for his BS about being widowed. Meanwhile, his stay-at-home wife nursed a baby bottle of scotch and paid twenty-five dollars a day plus expenses to collect evidence for the sole purpose of saving her marriage.

      I may judge people’s motivation for hiring us, but as long as their checks clear, I don’t judge them… much.

      The problem with this case were the numerous and protracted intervals I was required to be out of the office, leaving me less time with my bedmate.

      …but I digress…
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        * * *

      

      Whoever said peeping through keyholes for a living… figuratively speaking, of course… wasn't arduous, never walked in the shoes of  a private investigator whose client demanded immediate proof that her husband was having an affair.

      Exhausted, I dragged myself back to the office around ten in the evening, surprised to see Stella’s silhouette through the frosted glass of the door.

      I turned the knob to find it locked, relieved that, even when she knows I’m on my way, she has the foresight to consider her safety when alone in the office after dark.

      Digging out my keys, I unlocked the door and went in to find Stella staring at the entrance blankly. She was unnervingly still.

      Concerned, I crossed the floor. As though the sound of my approach broke a spell, she refocused, and folded her arms, barking, “Take one more step, Jacob Butterfield, and I’ll give you a demonstration of how much better my aim has become on that fancy nickel-plated pistol you bought me out of petty cash, since you shelled out for shooting lessons.”

      “How very generous of me.” I grinned, trying to break whatever tension had suddenly filled the room… and our relationship.

      “Don’t waste your breath humoring me. Just park your butt in that chair.” She jabbed a finger at the one at the other side of her desk.

      My smile faded and I felt like a schoolboy being hauled in front of the principal for a misdemeanor I failed to recall.

      “We need to talk,” she said flatly. “Are you done with the philandering husband case, or do you need more time to comfort the poor distraught wife, while getting your jollies watching the man diddle his secretary?” Adding, facetiously, “Or have you decided to join in the fun?”

      My forehead puckered into an uncomprehending frown. Stella knew I did not play around. I had hardly looked at another woman since our loose friendship, which occasionally included sex, had evolved into whatever this was.

      “Stella, I don’t know what you’re talking about but, rest assured, everything will be wrapped up in the next day⁠—”

      “Wrong, Butterfield, you close that case tonight. Have a courier deliver the evidence, along with our final bill. If that doesn’t satisfy her, she can sue us.”

      “I know Eleanor⁠—”

      “Eleanor? Oh, we are on a first name basis with the client?” her voice dripped with sarcasm.

      “No…” I corrected quickly, “...Mrs. Peterson had some fresh information about her husband’s extra-marital activities and where he conducts them.”

      “How much more does she need? Surely, given how diligently you have worked,” I heard the snarky emphasis on diligently and the crease in my brow deepened at her insinuation, “she has enough dirt on him to win twenty divorce cases. This has gone way beyond what she hired us to do.”

      “Why the fit of the grumps, Stella? It’s not like Rich Aunt Moneybags…” hopefully a certain board game company will forgive me for the feminization of their famed wealthy uncle in an attempt to diffuse the friction, “...has missed a payment has she?”

      Annoyed, she countered, “No, but we have other cases that need your…” she amended, "...our attention.”

      She picked up a file and pushed it over the desk to me. A picture of an odd-looking diamond, torn from a book, slid out along with handwritten notes about its original discovery centuries ago, and its loss from a Flemish chateau during the last war.

      “Looks like someone spent the day at the library,” I teased lightly.

      “For the money we are looking at for recovering that rock, you bet.”

      “How much?” I asked idly. Her reply prompted a shocked, “Twenty-thousand dollars? Stella, who has that kind of dough? I take it this prospective client is not some minor royal fleeing a revolution?”

      “Not that I’m aware.”

      “Then who?” I stared at her.

      A delicate pink washed up her cheeks. “I don’t know. His representative was tight lipped in that regard, but come on Jacob, we could use the money,” she argued diffidently.

      I couldn’t refute that, and tried to keep an open mind, while unpleasant possibilities chased through my head.

      Reading the paperwork, one detail nagged at me. “Recover? Says here, the diamond vanished at the end of the Great War, probably appropriated by a returning soldier, and hasn’t been seen since.”

      “Let’s just say, news of its loss is premature. Seems someone here in the States was able to acquire it.”

      “The non-royal,” I said sarcastically, “who is willing to pay a handsome fee for finding an already found rock? Any chance it’s the previous owners, assuming they are still alive?”

      “I have no clue what happened to them,” Stella huffed. “Have you even read my notes? It’s the guy who bought it five or six years ago, but he doesn’t want to be kept hanging until your adolescent infatuation with a millionaire’s wife comes to an end.”

      Ignoring Stella’s appraisal of my business dealings with Eleanor Peterson, I returned to the matter at hand. “Let me get this straight. The guy who bought a stolen diamond wants us to recover it. From whom?”

      “The thief.”

      It was all I could do not to slap my forehead.

      “Okay, Stella, how about we start this conversation again.”
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