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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.
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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).
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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
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I used to follow the rules. Now I make up my own. I have to. The Force kicked me out. 

Okay, so you’ve probably guessed, I didn’t follow all the rules...

My once exalted position allowed me to use a good tailor, eat in fine restaurants, and have a premium membership at a gym. Now my clothes are a tad frayed, I have a slight paunch and I can only dream of high cuisine.

I’m not complaining though, maybe the perks are all gone, but I don’t have a corrupt boss or a colleague who is going to get me killed. So, there’s that.

While I may not be climbing up a greasy pole anymore, I have been sliding down it. Fortunately, I haven’t reached bottom, not yet at least.

My son, Jake, tells his friends I’m a “gumshoe”. You will know me better as a private investigator. The work is erratic. Lately, I’ve been pursuing un-faithful partners on behalf of lonely spouses, which, to be honest, any moron can do. Most of it involves surveillance or falling asleep in a car or on a park bench in various neighbourhoods. 

It’s work, but I’m not going to buy a holiday home in Dubai anytime soon. However, it pays for the necessities. Amongst other things, my Indian takeaways, scotch and sodas from my local, O’Riley’s, and rent for a studio bedsit in Lambeth.

My landlord operates Yang’s Dry-Cleaning Service under the guise of an Escort Agency. Yes, you heard it right. He pays the escorts commission to bring in customers offering upwards of 15% discount; same day service on shirts, suits and trousers. Business is brisk and highly profitable. He is living his dream.

Yang is shrewd. His dry-cleaning business was going down the toilet until he changed his marketing strategy.

He unofficially rents me his converted broom cupboard. Just by clearing out a few mops and buckets, he’s become a landlord. My new office still smells like bleach and boiled ham, however.

I negotiated 75% off my personal dry cleaning at the same time. In a moment of weakness, Yang agreed.

Even after our arrangement, sometimes when he is passing my office door, he playfully wags his finger at me. ‘I see you have more dry-cleaning today. You drive a very tough bargain, Mr Sterling. Very tough indeed! But we make an agreement, so is okay.’

Even though Yang is always smiling, I sense it rankles that he gave me such a big discount. He will probably stick my rent up next. Like I said, shrewd.

Nonetheless, the office – which is overstating it a bit - is big enough for my desk, an adjoining chair and another chair for a client.

However, the cramped space has a window, and it suits my current ambitions. I have a fresh case, one that I hope will give me a firmer grip on that pole. This is how it came about...

From my window, with finger and thumb, I prised open two louvred slats of the venetian blinds. I looked out towards the South Bank and the passing people conspicuously going about their regular lives.

Their rough faces, tired eyes and loping gait signalled the start of the week. Motorcyclists weaved between the cabs and cars; people optimistically waited at bus stops as London heaved with the traffic rumble.

It was late morning, nearly lunch time. The smell of onion and garlic frying, mixed with the exotic spices of cinnamon, tamarind and turmeric, wafted up from the kitchen next-door.

Across the street, a man, the epitome of a nightclub bouncer, caught my attention. He stomped his feet up and down to keep warm, while engulfed by cigarette smoke. From a distance, he reminded me of Laird Cregar in This Gun For Hire.

More pertinently, he was staring up at my window.

I released one louvre and held just one slat open now, as I continued to observe him.

He seemed in conflict, as if plucking up courage. Finally, he tossed his cigarette away, crossed the road, and headed in my direction. 

I was reasonably sure he wasn’t coming to collect his dry cleaning.

I quickly cleared my desk of Classic Car magazines, cleared away yesterday’s half-eaten naan bread still wrapped in silver foil, and stashed a bottle of whisky in the drawer. I removed a dust cover, revealing an old Remington typewriter, and inserted a sheet of paper. 

At the last moment, I picked my fedora hat from the floor and carefully lobbed it in the air to land perfectly on the upper hook of the coat stand. 

When my potential “pole-grip” entered the office, I was punching away at the keys of the typewriter as if my fingers were experiencing a seizure.

I looked up, stopped and sighed, then pulled out the paper and indicated a chair.

‘Sorry, just finishing up a report,’ I said.

He ignored the chair and glanced at the typewriter.

‘Not many people use those nowadays.’

‘Unlike a computer, you can’t hack these.’ 

His eyes lit up. ‘You mean the Russians?’

‘I mean anyone.’ I shrugged. ‘Besides, you can’t beat good, old-fashioned detective work.’

He gave me an upside-down smile and then went over to the window, not to admire the distant Thames, but to watch the street three floors below. I observed him carefully, assessing his agitated behaviour. 

I speedily ascertained three obvious traits about him: he was greatly nervous, breathed noisily, and had a penchant for small talk.

The fourth thing was a question: why did he need my services?

He carefully sat down, overloading the visitor’s chair, then picked up a couple of my business cards, straining his eyes.

‘Stelling?’

‘Sterling P.I.’ I corrected.

He nodded. ‘I get it. That’s your thing.’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t have a thing.’ 

‘But,’ he muttered. ‘You have no first name?’

Was this guy for real? Of course, I had a first name. He had obviously watched too many Film Noirs. Well, that was okay. He was in good company with Jake and me...

‘Look, we’re not familiar and that’s how I’d like it to stay with my clients. It’s just Sterling.’

That was a bold-faced lie. An ex-client – who went on to become my ex-wife — was very familiar with my first name. But separation was the principle of the thing and the hope was to keep it uncomplicated.

He stared at my business card, then pocketed it.

‘How does someone even get into your line of work?’ he asked, incredulous.

‘You’ve come to see me, remember? I can only give you a few minutes of my time.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘How can I help?’

‘I’m having some financial difficulties,’ he said.

That was a mood killer.

I offered him a cigarette to cheer him up and calm his nerves down. He glanced back, smiled, then went to take one, but thought better of it. He awkwardly scrunched it back into the packet. 

‘Sorry about that,’ he apologised. ‘I’m meant to be giving up.’

I took his cigarette, lit up and smoked it for him. He was starting to get on my nerves. ‘What can I do for you?’ I asked.

‘I have a dilemma,’ he said.

‘Join the club.’

‘I need some help. Detective help.’

I rolled my shoulders. ‘Well, this isn’t a paediatrician’s office.’

His eyes flicked about the dirty office. ‘What are your charges?’

I blew a ring of smoke into the air and played it cool. ‘That depends on what we are talking about here.’

He motioned his head from side to side as if clearing water from his ears. ‘Some overseas travel, the odd hotel stay...’

I nodded. ‘One fee for the case – to be decided—plus expenses ... Hotels?’ I shrugged. ‘Nothing fancy, a three-star hotel suits me well enough. Though I have been known to hit the minibar hard on occasion.’

‘Ten thousand.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, that would cover the bar nicely.’

He ignored my quip and acted as though my comment was perfectly reasonable. Go figure.

I studied my humourless client. He was middle-aged, with poor skin and half-way posh. No wonder he was in financial straits offering that kind of money around.

‘I presume you’re not just looking for a travel companion for your winter holiday,’ I suggested.

‘Nothing like that,’ he said without a trace of a smile.

‘What then?’

‘Security.’

‘Security?’

‘I don’t much like flying,’ he shared.

‘So, you want me to come along and baby-sit you?’

‘I need your protection,’ he said. ‘To keep me safe.’

‘From whom?’

‘The people that I have been doing business with.’

I flicked my ash. ‘Before I consider taking your ten thousand, I can give you some free advice...’

He raised his eyes.

‘...You might consider changing your business associates so you can sleep at night. People tell me it’s great.’

‘I can’t.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m how you might say, compromised.’

‘How are you compromised?’

‘I owe money, and to placate them I have to do a job for them.’

He had the look as if they had enlisted him into a chain-gang and he had to break rocks for a while.

‘What sort of job?’

‘It involves delivering a package.’

‘What sort of package?’

‘I don’t know – valuables they said. I haven’t got it yet.’

‘I see.’

‘Are you doing anything next week?’ he asked.

I thought of my extended lunch breaks and my daily stroll along the River Thames as I waited for the next tawdry case to come in. 

‘I might be able to re-arrange things a bit. At a pinch.’

‘So, are you tempted to take my offer?’ 

I didn’t aspire to be blinded by money, but yes, I was tempted to take his easy cash. I had a feeling this temptation might come back to haunt me, so I decided to dig deeper. I might have been digging my own grave, but I wasn’t going to jump into it voluntarily.

‘How much do you owe?’ I asked.

He rubbed up and down on his upper lip as if grooming an invisible moustache.

‘A hundred grand.’

‘Drugs ... gambling ...?’ I guessed. ‘What exactly?’

‘None of that, other things.’

I let the other things go for now.

‘Why do you feel threatened?’

‘Things could go wrong.’

‘That’s where you want me to come in?’

He nodded. ‘I presume you are not afraid to be hands on.’

‘You’re right,’ I smiled. I threw the cover back over the typewriter.

He sat there like a stuffed shirt. Initially, I’m not sure how much empathy I had for his situation.

‘What do you know about these debt collectors?’

‘Just that they have their hands in many pies.’

I waited for some light to be shed on the pies, but the lights were out.

‘So, who are they?’ I tried again.

‘Some of them are crooks, racketeers and thugs. I borrowed money from them to pay off some home decorating debts at first.’

Home decorating debts? That was a new one.

‘Any names?’

‘I don’t even know their real names. I know of three of them.’ He scrunched his face up and reeled off their nicknames. ‘... Fat Eddie ... Charlie Thumbscrews, Kneecap Knobby...’

I raised the palm of my hand to stop the nonsense.

‘I get the picture. They’re not volunteers for the Salvation Army.’ 

‘No, they’re not. They’re quite serious.’

‘Where did you meet this bunch of gorillas?’

‘Gorillas?’

‘They’re usually all the same, heavy-handed, dense — a little Neanderthal.’

‘Uh ... huh... You’re right. Bars, nightclubs in London mainly, close to where I used to work.’

‘And do you propose I meet with them to fix things?’

‘The only way I can fix things is if I carry out the transaction.’

‘Why did you take a loan from these people?’

He looked down at his shoes. ‘I suppose I lived beyond my means ... I got deeper and deeper into debt. So deep that I maxed out my credit cards and the bank wouldn’t loan me any more money. Then I lost my job ... I had everyone knocking on my door.’

‘And I’m guessing it was an expensive door.’

He nodded. ‘It was. A six-bedroom detached in Surrey.’

I sighed. ‘Living the dream, eh? Then it became a nightmare.’

He nodded. ‘Something like that.’

‘Have you any idea what sort of valuables you will be transferring to pay off this debt of yours?’
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