
  
  
      
        
          Moonlight Sin

          A Vince Lockwood PI Novel

		      
          Morgan Mourne

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 Morgan Mourne 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
eBook ISBN:  978-1-966516-03-3 
Print ISBN:  978-1-966516-04-0 
Book Cover Design by ebooklaunch.com 
Interior Formatting with Atticus
Edited by Meleta McHarlin
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living, dead, or undead, businesses, companies, events, locales, or monsters is entirely coincidental.
First Edition: October 2025 Printed in the United States of America

HUMAN AUTHORSHIP CERTIFICATION
This book was written by a 100% authentic, diet soda-powered (Diet Pepsi to be specific like a good writer should, and I hope the Diet Coke people will still give the book a chance) human being with occasional assistance from a lap dog that made it difficult to type. No artificial intelligence was responsible for the plot twists, character flaws, spelling errors, or anything else I’m sure I’ll hear about in the many one-star reviews from angry, dissatisfied readers. 
Any moments of literary brilliance or moments of clarity should be attributed to sheer blind luck. I can almost promise I got all the instances of there, they're, and their correct. Lie and lay is anybody's guess. 
 I accept full responsibility for this mess and promise to flagellate myself accordingly. 

CONTENT WARNING
This novel contains themes and scenes that some readers may find disturbing, including: graphic violence, gore, drug use, sexual content, domestic abuse, captivity, torture, and strong language.







  
   For Mom and Dad 








  
  









 "There is no trap so deadly as the trap you set for yourself." 
 — Raymond Chandler





"Even a man who is pure in heart may become a wolf when the wolfbane blooms and the autumn moon is bright."
 — The Wolf Man (1941)
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  Prologue



Summer - 1985
The series of kidnappings had struck close to home. Too close for Mark Holloway to bear. Two of the victims had been his friends, and he had known all of the others. But he wasn't about to start living in fear, and he knew Katie Monroe felt the same way.
So they hopped into Mark's 1975 Bahama Blue Ford F150, a gift from his father for his 16th birthday, and drove north out of Los Angeles on I-5 toward the city of Castaic.
They held hands the entire way. Mark hated when it was time to shift gears because he didn't want to let her go. But he'd find her hand open and waiting for him whenever he got through the gears enough to cruise a little bit.
He took the Lake Hughes Road exit and headed east into the wilderness. It was just about dusk when they found a gorgeous little meadow that overlooked the deep blue lake.
Katie leaped out of the truck as soon as he came to a stop. She took off into the clearing, laughing and running at top speed. She could move like the wind.
Mark got out of the truck and leaned on the hood. He watched Katie dance and spin with her arms held wide, framed by the oaks and the stunning vista of the lake behind her. The setting sun cast everything in soft hues of gold and yellow. The air smelled sweet and fresh, having escaped the smoggy stink of LA.
Katie had a way of moving that turned heads without her even trying. Her tousled, long brown hair and sun-kissed skin had a healthy glow, and her long legs carried her effortlessly, whether dancing barefoot or climbing a rocky trail. Her deep grey eyes, flecked with little amber bits, always had a spark of mischief that Mark couldn't fathom living without.
Katie put her hands on her hips and smiled. "What are you looking at?"
"The gorgeous view," he said.
She spun a one-eighty and took a look at the lake. "It is beautiful, that's for sure."
Mark couldn't help but laugh. "I wasn't talkin' about the lake."
She turned back to face him, clasping her hands in front of her and tilting her head with an 'ah-shucks' expression that never failed to make Mark want to sweep her up in his arms and hold her forever.
"You gonna just stand there all night blocking my view of that sexy truck?" she said with a flirty lilt.
Mark pushed off the bumper of his truck and crossed the distance to Katie in a few long strides. His body moved with the natural ease of an elite athlete. Strength was just a part of who he was, like his thick mane of dark hair or the way his broad shoulders filled out a jacket. People noticed. He'd seen how strangers moved aside when he walked past. But Katie never acted impressed. That was one of the reasons he'd fallen for her.
She was also sixteen; five months his senior. She liked to joke with him that their love was forbidden because she was an older woman.
If either of them had attended a public high school, they would've been state champions at whatever sport they chose. But high school cliques, extracurricular activities, and proms would never be a part of their lives. Their parents belonged to a group that kept their children out of public education, preferring to keep to themselves as much as possible.
As he reached her, he gathered her up in his arms. She smirked at him and said, "Took you long enough."
He pressed his lips against hers. She returned the kiss, allowing it to deepen as their hunger for each other consumed them. After a few moments of bliss that always seemed too short to Mark, their lips parted, and he looked into her eyes.
He stood a head taller than her, and when she looked up at him and smiled, it reminded him of the first time they'd met just over a year ago.
It had been at one of the seemingly endless family gatherings that his parents were always dragging him off to attend. They held this one at one of the campsites in the California high desert.
The party was winding down when Mark spotted her wandering through the trees. She and her family were new arrivals to the area. This was their first gathering. She looked worried, face pointed at the ground, searching for something. He'd barely worked up the nerve to walk over to her and say hello when she muttered, "Dammit," then looked up and noticed him standing there. "Oh! Sorry for the cuss word."
"Lose something?" he asked, stepping closer.
"Yeah. My bracelet. My grandmother gave it to me, and I think it fell off when I was out here earlier."
Mark didn't hesitate. "Let me help."
They spent the next half hour combing the area together, Mark feeling like it was a lost cause but determined to help. They were about to give up when Mark spotted a glint of gold in the desert scrub.
"Got it!" he said, "I think." He held it up triumphantly. "It says Katie on it. Is that you?"
Katie beamed at him. Her gratitude was so genuine it made his heart ache. "You're my hero," she said, slipping the simple gold band back onto her wrist.
From that moment on, Mark wanted to be her hero every chance he got.
He ran his fingers along her cheek, and she closed her eyes, leaning into his touch. "Come on, I'll race you to the lake," and he took off in a sprint.
"Cheater!" yelled Katie.
He could hear her gaining on him as he did his best to stay ahead of her. He had more power and size than her, but she was lean and speedy.
He only managed to beat her to the shoreline by a few steps.
"You're so slow, big man," she said, not even out of breath. "I would have slaughtered you if you weren't such a cheater."
Mark shrugged, then grabbed her around the waist. "I didn't cheat. You need to react quicker."
She laughed, then pulled his face toward hers, and for a while, time didn't matter anymore.
They stayed by the lake until dusk turned to darkness, and the moon rose into the starlit night sky.
Katie looked up at the moon. "Waxing moon. Be full soon."
Mark looked up at it and sighed, "Yup."
"You know what they'd say if they knew we were out here," Katie said, her voice quiet.
Mark stiffened. "They can say whatever they want."
She tilted her head, studying him. "You say that, but we both know it's not that simple. You've heard the whispers just like I have. They think they get to decide who we are, who we're supposed to be."
Mark didn't answer right away. What could he say? She wasn't wrong. They weren't just defying expectations. They were flat-out breaking the rules.
Rules that had been drilled into them their entire lives.
"I don't care what they think," he said finally.
Katie rested her head on his shoulder, her hand brushing his thigh. "Maybe you don't. But I do. I care about what it'll mean for you. For us."
"Then let's go," he said, surprising even himself. "Let's leave all of this behind. Start over somewhere no one knows us."
She blinked, taken aback by the conviction in his voice. But then her shoulders sagged slightly, and she shook her head. "You know it's not that easy."
Mark frowned. "Why not? What's keeping us here?"
White light washed over them. Headlights. They stood and turned toward Mark's truck.
Two white vans pulled to a stop. Their headlights illuminated a wide slice of the meadow. Doors opened. A half-dozen silhouetted figures exited the vans and spread out in a wide arc.
Katie grabbed Mark's hand and squeezed. "What's going on?"
Mark crushed the fear boiling up in his gut. He needed to stay strong. He couldn't show fear. He gave Katie's hand a firm squeeze that he hoped reassured her. "I don't know. Maybe they're just campers."
One of the figures stepped forward into the light. He had a narrow, triangular-shaped face with a sharp jawline. He was tall and rail thin and wore a fedora. He held a pair of photographs in his left hand. His narrow-set eyes studied the photos as the tip of his cigarette glowed, hanging from the corner of his thin lips.
"Mark Holloway? Katie Monroe?" His voice filled with gravel. It carried an edge of menace and authority.
"Who wants to know?" said Mark. He lowered his voice so only Katie could hear. "If we need to run, we'll go to the shoreline and head north."
He felt Katie squeeze his hand. She whispered, "Okay."
The still silhouetted figures behind the thin man all raised a hand to their mouths and snapped their heads back as if taking a shot of alcohol.
The thin man folded up the photos and tucked them into the inside pocket of his blazer. He took a long drag on his cigarette. The tip bloomed bright, casting an eerie glow of yellow light on his face.
The dark figures behind him writhed and groaned in pain. A couple of them went to their knees.
"What's happening?" said Katie.
Mark could hear the concern in her voice but was relieved it wasn't panic. She sounded more in control than he felt.
"Get ready," he said, keeping his voice from cracking.
One of the dark figures beside the thin man stopped its agonizing twitching and slowly rose. Glowing, amber-colored eyes stared out at Mark and Katie from the figure. It seemed taller than it had been. Its silhouette bulkier as well.
"What the hell?" said Mark. He felt like a fool. They shouldn't have come out by themselves. He should've listened to his parents when they told him to stay close to home for a while.
Fear bloomed inside him like fire catching dry grass. He felt his muscles twitch and tense. His senses sharpened. The sights, sounds, and smells of everything around him intensified to an almost unbearable degree. His heartbeat thundered in his chest. Each pulse sent raw, primal energy surging through his body as the air seemed thicker and charged with the scent of danger.
One by one, four more sets of amber eyes glowed into view on the shadowy figures. All five of them bounced, paced, and hopped from foot to foot. All five of them whined and growled like animals.
The thin man pulled the cigarette from his lips, blew out a long stream of wispy smoke, and said, "Go."
The five silhouetted figures charged.
2.
"Run!" Mark shouted.
They took off toward the shoreline. The figures chasing them leaped over boulder-sized rocks and tall shrubs as if they were nothing, quickly closing the distance between them.
Katie pulled ahead of Mark as they ran. "How are they so fast?" she yelled.
Mark didn't have an answer. No one outside the family had ever been able to outrun them. And what was with their eyes? Those glowing amber eyes. Seeing those chasing him down, bobbing and whipping around tree trunks in the near-total darkness, was the stuff of his worst nightmares.
The moon wasn't yet full, so they couldn't be…
"I don't know," he said, his breath still strong despite the extreme exertion. "We're going to have to fight. We can't outrun them." Mark didn't want to get overrun and swarmed. He scanned the terrain for a spot to make their stand.
"What about there?" Katie pointed toward a thick grove of oaks just off the shoreline.
That would do. "Perfect," he said, "head for the trees."
They made it to the grove ahead of their attackers. They stopped and crouched shoulder to shoulder, watching.
The dark figures with familiar but nightmarish glowing amber eyes slowed to a walk and spread out in a wide semicircle around the edge of the grove.
The moonlight glow wasn't much, but it was enough. Mark's vision adjusted seamlessly, peeling back layers of shadow and illuminating details of their attackers.
They didn't look like men anymore. Not healthy ones anyway. They were twisted exaggerations of normal men.
So not like us, he thought with some measure of relief.
The moonlight glinted off a slick layer of sweat that coated their faces. Their shirts were completely soaked with it as well. A network of thick veins snaked up their forearms and necks, extending up through their faces to their temples. The rope-like veins pulsed rapidly, their rhythm uneven and unsettling.
Their faces ticked and twisted into snarls, lips curled back to expose clenched teeth. Even through their clothes, their muscles looked swollen and grotesquely exaggerated.
They didn't speak. They growled, grunted like apes, and occasionally let out sudden shouts that were primal and jarring. Their movements were erratic. They lunged and jerked seemingly at random as if their bodies couldn't contain the violence coursing through them.
The eyes were the worst. Glowing faintly in the shadows like campfire embers.
"What the hell are they, ya' think?" asked Katie.
Mark shook his head. "I have no idea. But whatever they are, it's not good."
"Can you smell them?" she asked. "They don't smell…natural, right?"
Mark tilted his head up slightly and sniffed. He could. They were stale, rank, and earthy smelling. He also sensed their unbridled rage.
One of them let out a scream. Two answered with their own.
They charged into the grove.
"Let's move," said Mark.
They took off to their left, targeting the attackers at the edge of the group.
Katie jumped, ducked, and sprinted through the densely packed oaks, cutting a path between the two attackers on the far left of their formation. The attacker closest to her let out a scream and turned to follow her.
Mark rushed the other attacker. It came at him hard, but Mark poured on the speed, lowered his shoulder, and rammed into its gut.
Ribs snapped on impact. The thing screamed in unholy pain, but Mark kept pushing, driving it backward into a tree. It doubled over and threw up all over Mark's back. Mark didn't hesitate. He brought his knee up into its balls. The thing howled like a wounded animal.
Something slammed into Mark from the side, lifting him off his feet. His lower back struck a tree trunk, spinning him in mid-air. Pain exploded through his body as he crashed onto the ground.
Groaning, he rolled onto his stomach just in time to see two things at once.
Katie darted into view from behind a tree, moving at full speed, an enraged attacker close on her heels. She sprinted straight at the one Mark had smashed into the tree. It was still bent over, clutching its shattered groin, howling in pain.
Katie leaped at it, wrapping her arms around its head. Her powerful legs kicked off the ground, propelling her upward in a powerful burst. The attacker twisted as she flew past, but its neck snapped like a dry branch.
Katie released it mid-air, and the body crumpled to the ground. She hit the dirt and rolled, but her original pursuer leaped forward and landed on top of her.
The second thing Mark saw was the attacker who had slammed into him was nearly on top of him.
"Katie!" he screamed as he tried to get to his feet to help her and dodge his attacker.
He was too late. The thing bull-rushed him, screaming that horrible, high-pitched yelp that sent spikes of terror through him. The impact sent his body flying back, impacting another tree trunk. He felt the wind leave his body. He glanced up, and the thing was already on him again.
Katie screamed for help.
A huge fist flew at his face. Mark ducked. The fist slammed square into the tree trunk just over Mark's head. He heard bones shatter as the thing howled in pain. Mark grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it into the thing's amber eyes.
As it flailed, momentarily blinded, Mark slid behind it and cupped his hands under its chin. With a grunt, he shoved it into the tree trunk, then dropped to one knee and pulled with everything he had.
The attacker flipped over his shoulder, crashing into the ground. Mark didn't give it a chance to recover. He twisted and snapped its neck in one fluid motion.
"Katie!" he cried. Mark could hear her desperate screams, but they were farther away. "Katie!"
He rushed forward recklessly toward the sound of her voice. The thing had her at the edge of the grove.
She fought and kicked and struggled, but the thing was easily twice her size and had her in a bear hug with her back to its chest, her arms pinned to her sides.
"I'm over here!" she cried. "Help me!"
Mark ran. Nothing else mattered. Everything in him focused on being her hero one more time.
The last two attackers rushed him from opposite sides. Mark was so focused on Katie that he didn't see them coming.
They hit him like a freight train, slamming him to the ground. Blows rained down: face, ribs, groin. Pain exploded everywhere, unrelenting and blinding.
He tried to get to his feet. "Katie!"
A boot hit him in the ribs, and he felt them snap. He took in a ragged, painful breath and spit out a mouthful of blood just as another boot crashed into his skull.
The things attacking him let out a pair of screams. One of his attackers grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head up so he could see Katie.
He watched, helpless, as her attacker grabbed her by the throat and slammed the love of his life's face into an oak tree.
"No!" Mark screamed through a snapped jaw and a mouthful of blood. "Katie!"
The thing holding Katie by the neck held her at arm's length. She hung there like a ragdoll. Her head lolled toward Mark. Their eyes met. Katie's torn lips and shattered mouth formed the words, "I love you."
Mark screamed in horror as the thing slammed her face-first into the tree trunk three more times in rapid succession.
Mark died inside well before one of his attackers picked up a giant rock, walked toward him, and raised it above its head.
The last sound Mark would ever hear was the horrible, banshee-like wail his attacker let fly just before it slammed the rock down on his head.
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  Chapter 1
Vince Lockwood PI


Hollywood, California 1985 - Vince 
Things don't always go as planned. I don't know about most other folks, but for me, that was pretty much an iron-clad guarantee.
The same went for this poor sap I'd been following around for the last week. His wife hired me because she thought he might've been poking around in places he shouldn't be poking his poker, and it turned out she was right.
I had photos of him sneaking in and out of a motel out on PCH with a woman who turned out to be his neighbor's cleaning lady.
During the course of my investigation, I followed him into a bar and took a seat next to him. We drank for a good couple of hours, and eventually, he loosened up to the point where he was sobbing into his drink about how he was in a loveless marriage and all he wanted was some affection.
I felt terrible for the guy. I mean, a man needs his tires rotated every so often, and if his regular mechanic closes up shop, he's gotta find a new one, right?
Unfortunately for him, his wife was paying my tab. And a guy like me doesn't save people; I just let them know if the house is on fire or not. It's up to them to decide if they want to get out before it burns down.
That's the thing about this job: no one's happy when the truth comes out. Not even me. Usually.
I had just dropped off the damning rolls of film at the One Hour Photo and was driving back to my Hollywood office. My 1968 Ford Mustang convertible was the closest thing I had to a steady relationship. Sure, I still got my tires rotated plenty, but once they took a look under the hood, they'd decide they didn't like what they saw, and figured I was best suited for the occasional joyride rather than the long haul.
I couldn't say I blamed them. I still had plenty of baggage to unpack before I could ever be considered anybody's Mr. Right.
I bought the Mustang for a steal a few years back. The cherry red paint was a little chipped in places, but the engine still ran like a dream. After a particularly lucrative case, I had enough dough to take it to Al & Ed's Autosound to swap out the ancient radio for a bodacious Kenwood cassette deck and some decent speakers. The Kenwood was one of those new models that you could pull the entire deck out of the dash to keep it from getting stolen. Nice.
So, with Cheap Trick's "Surrender" from the Live at Budokan cassette blasting out the stereo and an unfiltered Marlboro between my lips, I turned onto Hollywood Boulevard feeling pretty good about myself and started the laborious process of looking for a parking spot.
Hollywood Boulevard always smelled like a mix of car exhaust and sweaty tourists. The world-famous LA smog was thicker than usual today, but it was the kind of haze that made the boulevard look almost cinematic.
Luck was with me for a change, and I found a space about half a block from my office. I backed the Ford into the spot along the curb and shut it down.
I ejected the Cheap Trick cassette and flipped open my worn, faux leather cassette case. I had the big boy: 36 slots, all full. Next to my car, my music was my most prized possession. I pulled out the Live at Budokan case, slipped in the tape, and then put it back into its slot, the organizer alphabetized by band name and then album title. Being organized only seemed to matter to me when it came to my music.
I pulled the Kenwood cassette deck out of the dash and set it on the cassette organizer. Then I reached into the glove compartment and fished out an unpaid parking ticket from two months ago that I kept stashed for when I had to park on a street controlled by meters. That was most of the time in Hollywood and pretty much anywhere in LA.
I got out of the car, carrying my tape organizer and cassette deck, then slid the parking ticket under my wiper blade. I flipped the butt of my smoke into the gutter and took a stroll toward my office. Starry-eyed tourists, annoyed locals, and panhandlers crowded the sidewalks as usual. A double-decker tour bus, promising views of the stars' homes, rumbled past, filling my lungs with diesel exhaust.
My building was a relic of a time when Hollywood still had a little shine to it. It was a brick-and-plaster two-story structure with flaking paint that might have been white at one time. My office was on the second floor above a joint called Starland Souvenirs, where tourists were separated from their hard-earned cash for various forms of glittery crap, T-shirts, and postcards.
Next door was Vinny's Pizza. You could get a decent slice there, and Vinny was a standup guy. The place always smelled of burnt cheese and garlic, which, in my opinion, wasn't a bad thing at all. My temporary office phone was a payphone tucked into a rectangular blue box covered with graffiti scribbles and labeled 'Public Phone.' It was attached to the wall just outside Vinny's front doors. I'd been having a dry streak for the past six months, and the phone company finally decided I wasn't a charity case, so they cut me off.
I set my cassette case and player on the sidewalk between my feet and fished a handful of change out of my pocket. I lifted the receiver off the hook, checked the earpiece for spit, boogers, or any other disgusting things I didn't want against my ear, and dropped the quarter into the slot.
I dialed Roxie's number from memory. She was the owner of the Union Square Tavern and a good friend. She'd been nice enough to act as my temporary secretary while I was phoneless. She answered on the second ring.
"Union Square and Lockwood Investigations, can I help you?"
"Hey, Roxie, it's me. Any calls?"
"Hey, Lockwood. Yeah, you got two. One from a Lenny Santoro. I guess he's a bail bondsman who has a job for you. The other was from a guy who sounded like he needed to clear his throat named Grimshaw. Said he wanted to stop by your office at three."
I checked my watch. It was 2:42 p.m.
"Did he say what he wanted?"
"Nope. I told him you were out and might not be in. He said it was urgent, and he'd wait if you weren't there."
"Okay, thanks, Roxie. You're the best."
"Yeah, flattery gets you nowhere, Lockwood. Unless you're tipping."
Roxie hung up. I put the receiver back on the hook, stuck my index finger in the coin return, and fished around for treasure, but it was empty.
Lenny Santoro, the bail guy, was a semi-regular client who hired me to track down bail jumpers. I wasn't a fan of that type of work, especially if he wanted me to be the one to bring the skip in. I considered myself more of a lover than a fighter. This other guy…Grimshaw, I'd never heard of.
I grabbed my cassettes and tape deck off the sidewalk.
A narrow staircase tucked between Vinny's Pizza and the Starland Souvenirs building led up to my office door. I had a handwritten sign taped to the inside of the glass that read: V. Lockwood, Investigations. No Solicitors.
I dug out the key and let myself in.






  
  Chapter 2
Horace Grimshaw


My office wasn't much to look at, but it was home...for now. I had about fifteen minutes to get it looking presentable before this Grimshaw guy showed. My beat-up monstrosity of an oak desk sat in the middle of the room. Manila folders, old newspapers, a faux leather blotter, and a coffee cup with a chip in the rim covered most of the surface. An old IBM Selectric typewriter sat on a small metal table next to the desk, making it look like I actually did some work there. A small lamp with a green shade sat on one corner of the desk. My useless beige touch-tone phone took up the other corner. Two second-hand chairs faced the desk. One wobbled like a drunk, and the other had a tear in the armrest that allowed some of the stuffing to poke out. 
I set my cassette case and tape deck on the desk and hurried to the old fold-out couch bed that had served as my bedroom since I got kicked out of my apartment. The mattress on the damn thing was lumpy as hell, and a support rod that ran along its width tended to realign my spine each night. I folded it back into the frame, having to sit on it to get it to lock down in place. I grabbed the avocado-colored cushions off the floor and finished turning my bed back into something that passed for a couch. 
Ten minutes to go.
I hurried over to the tiny counter kitchenette that ran along the back wall of my office and started a pot of coffee. This was standard operating procedure whenever I knew a client was coming up. The fresh-brewed coffee would hide the damp, moldy odor that I could never completely get rid of, even in the dog days of summer. The kitchenette also featured a small fridge, a hot plate, and a row of cabinets above and below the counter. My fax machine, also currently useless without a phone line, took up a portion of the counter near the fridge. 
I reached into the cabinet, took out two coffee mugs, blew the dust out of them, then set them next to the coffee machine. 
Six minutes to go.
I scooped the folders and newspapers off the desk and hustled them to a metal filing cabinet. The damn drawers on the thing never quite closed. I pulled open one of the big bottom ones I knew was empty and tossed everything inside, kicking it closed with my foot. It rebounded open about a half-inch. That was as good as it was going to get. 
I spun around to see what I'd missed. A mix of yellowing Los Angeles area street maps, a 1983 Christie Brinkley calendar stuck on August, and a framed movie poster featuring a distressed Angie Dickinson in the movie Point Blank served as the office's wallpaper. In the corner by the window sat a half-dead potted plant that had been a gift from my secretary when I first opened up shop. She'd quit three months later, but the plant had stuck around. 
The best part of the office was also the worst. My one and only window. It faced the back of the building, so instead of a glamorous view of the bums out on Hollywood Boulevard, I got to look out on a tar-paper roof, a graffiti-covered alley, and a dumpster. A fire escape was attached to it, so I had a quick exit if an angry spouse showed up at my door, waving a piece around. 
The coffee machine bubbled and dripped. The place already smelled better. I heard heavy footsteps booming as someone took the stairs toward my door. I quickly stashed my music in the cabinet under the hot plate and ran to my desk. 
I snatched up the phone and pressed the receiver to my ear, letting the base of the phone dangle from my fingertips as I held it by the cradle. With the twenty-foot cord I had attached, I could take the thing anywhere in the office. Even into the can if I wanted to conduct some business there. 
I turned my back to the door and started circulating around the office. "Listen, I don't care what he says. If he needs him found, I'm the man for the job," I shouted into the dead phone. There was a knock on the front door glass. "Hang on a second, will ya'? There's someone at the door."
I turned to get a first impression of this Grimshaw dude through the glass, but all I saw was his chest. That gave me pause. How big was this guy? I moved around behind my desk. I kept a .38 snub-nosed revolver in the top right drawer…just in case. 
"Come on in, the door's open," I hollered and set the base of the phone on the desk to free up my right hand. Again…just in case. "Bernie," I said into the phone as the door swung open, and the biggest human being I've ever seen ducked under the doorway and stepped into my office. I waved him in and gestured toward one of the chairs in front of my desk.
"Bernie, I know you don't like it when I overextend for a client, but that's the kind of guy I am. I go the distance." The guy had to be pushing seven feet tall. Big rectangular head. He  looked like a living cartoon character. He reminded me of that guy Lurch from The Addams Family TV show. He wore an immaculately tailored suit. His shoes spit-shined to perfection. His giant hands had long cigar-like fingers that ended with perfectly trimmed and buffed fingernails. He held a beautiful leather briefcase at his side. He smiled at me and gently closed the office door so as not to disturb my phone call, then made his way to the chair and took a seat. He smelled terrific. 
"Hey, Bernie…" I covered the phone and mouthed "I'm sorry" to him. He held up his hand and shook his head, letting me know it wasn't a problem. "Bernie, I need to go. A client just walked in. Listen, I'll have everything wrapped up on this one by Thursday morning. I promise. Okay, Bernie. You're going to be very happy with the results. Okay. Talk soon. Bye." 
I hung up the phone and held out my hand. "I'm so sorry for that. Just wrapping up with a client. I'm assuming you're Mr. Grimshaw?"
He started to rise to shake my hand. I held up a hand. "Don't get up. I don't want a hole in my ceiling." 
He smiled at my little joke and settled back. My human-sized hand disappeared into his Jack and the Beanstalk giant-sized mitt. The handshake was firm but not to the point of trying to make it a dick-measuring contest. "I am," he croaked. "The name is Horace. Horace Grimshaw."
Roxie was right. This guy sounded like he needed a throat lozenge.
"I'm Vince Lockwood. Pleasure."
With a little flourish, he produced a business card at his fingertips and extended it toward me. 
I took it and said, "Neat trick. You perform over at the Magic Castle?"
His laugh was as rumbly as his voice. "Just a little attention-getter."
I read the card: Horace Grimshaw - Attorney at Law.
Ah, Christ. Was I getting sued? "How can I help you today, Mr. Grimshaw?" I said as I took a seat behind my desk.
He pulled his five-hundred-dollar briefcase onto his lap and opened it, tilting the top away from him. "That's a gorgeous case. You have wonderful taste."
"Thank you, Mr. Lockwood. It's a Louis Vuitton President Classeur. A rather extravagant gift from a happy client." He gave me a knowing wink. "I'm sure you know how that goes. I find it a tad embarrassing when it happens, but what can you do? I don't want to insult anyone."
"I do understand." I lied. Hell, the only gift I ever got from a client was a dose of the clap. Maybe I needed to start mixing with a higher-end crowd. "And please, call me Vince." I wondered if the expensive suit, the really expensive briefcase, and the manicured nails were for my benefit or his. What was his game? Everybody had an angle.
"Very well." He pulled a file folder from his case, closed the lid, and set it neatly on his briefcase. "I've heard good things about you, Mr. Lockwood."
I studied his eyes. They were ocean blue and penetrating. Something in my gut told me I didn't want the trouble this guy was bringing. But he also looked like the kind of trouble that tipped well. "So you've been talking to my mother, I guess."
Another rumble of a laugh. "The word is, you're... resourceful and discreet. You're the kind of man who can get things done and keep it out of the papers even when working with..." His blue eyes took a walk around my office. "...limited resources." 
I took that as both a compliment and a slap in the face. If he wanted my help, it was going to cost him. "Good to know my reputation precedes me. I've gotten by just fine on brains, charm, and a little dumb luck so far. But if you've got a better idea, I'm all ears." 
Grimshaw appraised me for a moment. He drummed his fingertips on the file on his briefcase and slid it slightly forward. He lowered his voice and said, "You think you know the rules. And I'm sure you do, for the most part, Mr. Lockwood. But some parts of the world play with a darker book of rules. One where the monsters sometimes wear human faces. One where your charm won't protect you when the rule is survival of the fittest."
I felt my throat dry but tried to keep a poker face. What in the name of hell was this guy talking about? My gut screamed at me to throw him and his briefcase out, but my wallet knew this case could get me out of this shithole of an office and get me back into a real bed. So, I amped up the tough-guy routine. "I can hold my own, and I don't scare easy." I placed my palms on my desk and leaned toward him. "And call me Vince." 
His stone-faced expression cracked just a little at the corner of his mouth. He couldn't hide the little twinkle that came to life in his eyes either. I had him. Or was it the other way around? I never claimed to be the smartest tool in the shed, but I could read people most of the time. This guy had me all confused.
He glanced at his file and said, "I represent a client who is in need of your services, Mr. Lockwood."






  
  Chapter 3
The Case


"Let me check my calendar and see if I can squeeze your client in," I said, glancing down at my desk blotter calendar. I'd filled in a bunch of random stuff for times like this, but my month was as wide open as a bank vault in a heist movie. "I gotta say, you showing up without your client raises a lot of red flags. Makes me wonder if I'm walking into something I might regret." 
"My client's situation is…complicated, to say the very least. She's walking a dangerous line and came to me to find someone I thought would be best suited to handle her delicate situation."
He said the magic word. She. I knew that word would eventually be the death of me, but a woman in need was my kryptonite. 
"So you're like her agent. Am I passing the audition?"
"I wouldn't still be sitting here if you weren't, Mr. Lockwood."
"Call me Vince."
"I've done my due diligence for my client, and from what I now know about you, I think you're perfect for this job."
The guy was sure stroking my ego. I wanted to see how much I could squeeze out of him. 
"In order to make your client's case a priority, I'm going to have to charge you a premium."
Grimshaw raised his eyebrows. "What would you consider just compensation for your services, Mr. Lockwood?"
"What type of case are we talking about? Cheating spouse, peeping Tom, somebody go missing, what are we looking at here?"
"It's a missing persons case, Mr. Lockwood."
I sat back in my chair and ran the numbers. My rate was $30 an hour for standard cases. If it was something risky, I could sometimes get up to $50 per billable hour. This didn't include expenses like mileage, film and developing costs, and meals. I looked at him and his briefcase and decided to push it. 
"I can work a missing person job for sixty-five dollars per billable hour plus expenses." I kept a poker face on and looked him in the eye. I expected him to stand up, thank me for my time, say "Good day, Mr. Lockwood," and leave my office. 
Grimshaw didn't hesitate. "My client is willing to offer you a five-thousand-dollar retainer for your exclusive services, plus expenses. She has authorized another five-thousand-dollar payment when this is over and reports to me that she is happy with your results. Would you find that arrangement satisfactory?"
All the blood ran out of my head and pooled at my feet. Ten grand is about half what I rake in in an entire year. I was already a month behind in the rent, not to mention the fact that I was a thirty-two-year-old man living in his shitty excuse for an office. Not exactly the vision I had for myself growing up. Like I said in the beginning, things don't always go as planned.
I have to give myself some credit, though. I didn't immediately say I'd take the job. I waited a few moments to answer. Not because I was thinking about it. I wanted the dollar signs to stop floating around in my vision and some bass to return to my voice before I trusted myself to speak. 
"I think I could work for that," I finally managed. "Who's the client?" 
"I'm happy to hear you're interested, Mr. Lockwood." Grimshaw opened the folder and removed a single eight-by-ten photo. He held it delicately between two enormous fingers and slid it across the desk toward me. 
"Call me Vince," I said as I glanced at the photo. 
For a moment, the rest of the world didn't exist. She wasn't the kind of woman you could forget. Long dark hair that curled around her shoulders, smoky eyes, the most kissable lips I'd ever seen, and a Mona Lisa smile that could disarm a firing squad. I could see a hint of sadness on her face, though, like she was carrying a weight too heavy for her shoulders. 
When my office swam back into focus, I asked, "What's her name?"
"Alena DeLuca."
There it was. The rub. 
My gut had not let me down. I knew it when he walked in that this case was trouble. As soon as he offered the kind of money he was offering, I should have told him to get the hell out. I pulled my eyes off the photo and glanced at Grimshaw. He sat stone-faced. 
I'd heard the name before, married to Eddie DeLuca, a mid-tier gangster with big-time aspirations. I wasn't going to be looking for her missing cat.
I slid the photo back toward Grimshaw, and as much as I hated to piss away ten-G's, I said, "You've got the wrong guy."
Grimshaw frowned. "I thought we'd come to an agreement, Mr. Lockwood."
"I don't need this kind of trouble, no matter how much money you offer me." It felt like my heart was beating inside my throat. I pulled a cigarette out of the top drawer of my desk and lit it, pulling the smoke into my lungs and holding it until my nerves settled a bit. I blew the smoke out through my nose and said, "It'll be tough to spend my retainer if I'm at the bottom of the LA Harbor."
For the first time, I noticed a slight tightness form around Grimshaw's eyes. He needed me. For some reason, he'd come to the conclusion that I was his guy, or maybe I was the last one on his list, and he was hoping I'd be dumb enough to say 'yes.' Whatever he wasn't saying, it wasn't good.
He leaned forward in his chair and said, "Mr. Lockwood…" 
I gave him a stern look.
He sighed like it was paining him to say my first name. "Vince…if you won't do it for the money, do it for her." He pushed the photo back toward me. "At least meet her. Hear what she has to say, then decide." He opened his briefcase and pulled out a banded stack of bills. He set them on the desk next to her photo. "That's a thousand dollars for your time. Consider it a consultation fee."
I glanced at the stack of cash. "This in addition to the ten if I take the job?" 
He nodded. "And it's yours to keep no matter what you decide. Just meet with her." 
I looked at the photo. At her eyes. Her hair. Her lips. I felt something more than the need to pay my back rent stir. I always knew I was a shallow opportunist, but I never thought in a million years that I was this stupid. I pulled the thousand bucks toward me. 
"When and where, Mr. Grimshaw?"






  
  Chapter 4
A Little Favor


I finished up with Grimshaw. Once he was gone, I had a thousand in cash, and his business card with a phone number for Alena DeLuca scribbled on the back. I kept the photo. I was gonna put it in my hope chest, then realized I didn't have one. Another item added to my 'To-Do' list. 
He told me the phone number was a second line at the DeLuca residence installed in the maid's quarters. Alena ordered it put in under the pretense of keeping their main line free for Eddie's business while the help used the new line to handle any house business. According to Grimshaw, the maid's name was Maria, and she was loyal to Alena. Maria would answer the phone any time after 7 p.m. She would then discreetly get Alena to the phone if possible.
That setup sent my gut into a tailspin. A gangster's wife sneaking around with a private line hidden in the help's quarters? That wasn't just a red flag; it was a damn flare gun going off. It meant she didn't want Eddie to know what she was up to. And Eddie DeLuca didn't strike me as the kind of guy that would shrug it off if he did.
I tucked five hundred of my consultation fee in my petty cash envelope. Counting the five I just added, my petty cash total was now up to five hundred. I stashed the envelope back in the vault, duct taped to the underside of my toilet tank lid.
Now, it was time for a drink and a second opinion.
I pulled a money clip from my desk that I'd been keeping for the special occasion of having cash and added the five hundred to it. Then, I tucked the money and the business card into my inside sport coat pocket.
Someone knocked on my door.
I glanced up. It was Ramon Mendoza, my landlord. I grabbed a fresh pack of smokes from the desk then took my time getting to the door.
I blew out a stress-relieving blast of air, cocked my head side to side until I heard a satisfying neck pop, then opened the door.
"You got my money?" he said. Ramon was short, stocky, and built like a bulldog. He had a head full of jet-black hair with a hint of gray at the temples. He was in his mid-50s. His thick accent thickened with his temper. He chewed on an unlit nub of a cheap cigar and had a paper tucked under his right arm. He held a small but bulky manila envelope in his left hand.
"I don't," I lied, "but I will by the end of the week."
He charged me $400 a month plus utilities for the little office. Work had been light the past few months, and I was about to go two months behind. I wasn't about to give up most of the grand I just got, not for rent. That’d be financially responsible…and I’m trying to quit. 
"You just gonna stand in the doorway, or are you gonna let me in?" he said.
"I was just on my way out." I stepped out onto the landing and closed the door. "Going to get a pedicure. Wanna come?"
"Look, tough guy, I'm not running a charity here. I put up with this shit every month."
"Not every month. You know I always, eh, usually come through."
"I should've tossed your crap out in the street last week."
"That would be littering. Are you a litterbug, Ramon? Do you not give a hoot?"
He didn't care for my wit. Or charm. That left me unarmed. His bushy eyebrows squished together above the bridge of his nose like they were about to mate. Nobody wanted to see that, so I said, "What do you want me to do, Ramon? I'm telling you, I need until the end of the week."
Ramon narrowed his eyes. He looked over his shoulder, back toward the street, to make sure no one was listening. Being that we were on a second-story landing, I found the gesture unnecessary, but as he turned his head back to me, he shot me a conspiratorial glance; I followed his lead and leaned in to hear the big secret.
"Maybe we could work something out?" he said, his voice low.
"What do you mean?"
"I know a way you could work off a month's rent?"
"Oh, Ramon," I put my hand on his shoulder, "I'm flattered, but I'm not gay."
Horror rushed into his eyes. His mouth hung open in mid-response. He shrugged away from me and said, "Get the fuck outta' here, I'm no fruitcake."
"Sorry. Relax. It's the eighties. I thought you might like to party?"
He looked me up and down, lips curled back in disgust. He didn't know what to do with me. Good.
"I need a favor," he said, widening the distance between us. "That's all. You do me this favor, and we'll call one month even."
"What's the favor?"
He held up the package he had in his left hand. "Just a delivery. Nothing complicated. Nothing perverted." He pushed the package into my chest. "You drop this off where I say, no questions asked, and I stop breathing down your neck for a month. You mess it up, and you're not just out of my building, you're gonna wish I only cared about my rent."
Ramon had me cornered, and he knew it. I had the cash but had already spent it in my head. Doing a favor for him wasn't ideal, but neither was spending another night wondering if I'd come home to a changed lock on my door. Besides, I wanted to see what he had himself involved in.
I took the package. "What am I delivering?"
"It's a package full of none of your business. Just take it to the address on the package. I need it there no later than the day after tomorrow before noon. Don't screw it up, Vince."
As Ramon headed down the stairs, I ducked back into the office and locked the door. I was no Boy Scout. I'd play right back if Ramon wanted to play cloak and dagger with me. I set the package on the kitchenette counter, lit a cigarette, and poured myself a cup of coffee.
I boiled a small pot of water on the hot plate and grabbed my letter opener off the desk. Once the steam started to rise, I held the package flap over the steam. Using the letter opener, I gently pried it open.
Inside, I found two grand in cash tucked away like it was a stack of coupons.
Now, why would Ramon need a guy like me to deliver a package of cash for him? He had plenty of options: bank transfer, courier, he could even mail it. Maybe he needed someone who wouldn't ask questions. Regardless, it didn't take a genius to see that this was a shady deal. What the hell had Ramon gotten himself involved with?
I tossed the bills back in the package and grabbed a roll of Scotch tape from the desk drawer. I ran a strip over the flap. It wasn't perfect, but I doubted Ramon's shady associates would care much about the presentation.
I tucked the package into the bottom drawer of the metal filing cabinet under all the manila envelopes and newspapers I'd dumped in there earlier.
Barring further interruptions, I was finally ready to get that drink.






  
  Chapter 5
The Union Square Tavern


I parked in the small lot tucked behind the building that housed my home away from home. Before I shut off the engine, I let Van Halen's "Panama" finish. Priorities. Once David Lee Roth hit the final note, I ejected the cassette, slid it into its proper slot in the cassette carrier, and pulled the Kenwood deck out of the dash. The tape deck and carrier went into the trunk. 
The trunk wasn't just a storage space, it was my mobile office. The cassette case and Kenwood slid into their usual spot, wedged between jumper cables, my parking boot, and a dented toolbox that held more odds and ends than actual tools. A pair of binoculars sat in their worn leather case next to a Polaroid camera bag that contained both a camera and film cartridges. There were Thomas Brothers map books covering all of Southern California and a couple of crumpled State of California maps tucked in a topless cardboard box next to the parking boot. Another box contained several disposable cameras and a couple of flashlights. The final box contained stakeout entertainment. This included several books I was dying to get to. Mostly crime novels by Ross Macdonald, Lawrence Block, Sue Grafton, and the like. Some I'd already read. A few new ones I couldn't wait to start. And last but not least, a Louisville Slugger baseball bat I kept around for conversations that words wouldn't handle.
I moved with a pep to my step, motivated by cash and a possible rendezvous with an albeit gorgeous but extremely dangerous woman. I turned the corner, hit the sidewalk, and shuffled toward the small neon sign that hung above the blacked-out door of Roxie's place. It read: Union Square Tavern in blue and red glowing letters.
The Union Square was a dive bar, but it was the best kind of dive bar—the kind that wore its scars proudly. The lights were always dim enough to help you disappear. The air smelled like beer-soaked wood, old leather, and a hint of grease from the kitchen. It was a comfortable mix. To me, it smelled like home.
I pulled open the door and stepped into the shadowy interior. My eyes took a second to adjust, but then the familiar layout settled into view. The jukebox in the corner was silent. A few regulars I recognized sat scattered at the tables, nursing beers and telling tall tales. Nobody looked up when I walked in. That was one of the things I liked about the place—everyone minded their own business.
Tonya Price, the twenty-three-year-old waitress Roxie had hired six months ago, was behind the bar working her usual magic. She leaned on the bar, arms crossed under her chest intentionally, chatting up some poor guy who looked like he'd emptied his wallet into her tip jar.
She wore a tight, neon-pink tank top that hugged her curves like it had been painted on and a black leather miniskirt that stopped just shy of getting her arrested. Her makeup was bold and flashy: blue eyeshadow swept across her lids, dark eyeliner, and cherry-red lipstick so shiny with lip gloss that it looked like it might drip. Her long blond hair was teased out big and held in place with half a can of Aqua Net. Her dangling gold earrings sparkled every time she moved her head.
She caught sight of me over the guy's shoulder and gave me a grin that could've melted the ice in his drink. "Hey there, Vince," she purred, her voice dripping with a combination of sass and flirtation that made her a lot of money. "You're early. You finally come to see me instead of Roxie?"
"As tempting as that sounds," I said, sliding onto my usual stool, "I'm just here to see Roxie."
My usual bar stool was around the short end of the bar. Sitting there, I could keep my eye on the room and, more importantly, the front door. It was also right next to the bar access hatch, and if I needed to, I could make a quick exit through the swinging doors behind the bar.
Tonya gave her mark a wink and smile that glued the sucker to his seat. "Don't go anywhere, sugar. I'll be right back."
Her hips swayed as she came toward me. The guy at the bar followed her with hungry eyes. "Oh, come on," she said. She leaned against the bar, some of her best assets on full display. I didn't give her the satisfaction. I kept my eyes on hers. "Roxie, Roxie, Roxie," she said in her best Jan Brady impersonation, "you're breaking my heart, Vince. All work, no play. Let me fix you something on the house."
"Save it for the poor sucker you're working over there," I said, tilting my head toward her latest victim. "Looks like you've already got him ready to hand over his life savings."
She laughed, loud and full, then straightened up, placing a hand on her hip. "You know, if you'd smile occasionally, you'd look like a movie star. Kinda like that guy in those Mad Max movies."
I lit up a cigarette. She slid me an ashtray. "I'm not in the smiling business, kid."
"Too bad," she said. "If you were, you could have my attention anytime."
"Is that right?" I said.
Before she could answer, Marcus Washington poked his head out from the kitchen. He was the twenty-one-year-old barback. Roxie had just hired him a week ago. He was a good kid. Smart. Rail-thin and handsome. If he kept his head on straight, he was the kind of kid who would do something with his life. We called him Junior. "Tonya, you need more clean glasses, or what?" he said.
My eye contact with Tonya lingered for a second longer than it needed to, then she turned toward him and waved him off. "I got it, Junior. Go finish stacking those crates."
"On it," he said. He smiled quickly and said, "Hey, Vince," before ducking back through the swinging doors.
Tonya turned her attention back to me. "He's still learning the ropes. Cute, though, right? Maybe I should give him some pointers."
I took a drag off my cigarette and said, "Maybe you should let him finish puberty first."
Tonya burst out laughing, throwing her head back. "You're such a jerk, Vince. Lucky for you, I like jerks." She grabbed an empty glass and filled it with water. Set it in front of me. "Roxie's in her office. Want me to grab her, or are you just gonna sit there and keep teasing me?"
"I'll take my chances with Roxie," I said.
Tonya leaned in close, her perfume going right to my groin. "Your loss," she whispered. She spun on her heel and disappeared into the back.
I glanced around the room. The place had the same charm it always did. A couple of dartboards that looked like they had survived Vietnam, mismatched barstools that wobbled just enough to keep you on edge, an old pool table stained with years of spilled drinks, and a patched-up tear in one of the leather booths. It wasn't pretty, but it had a soul, and that was enough to keep me coming back.
The sounds of Roxie's boots announced her before she came through the swinging doors behind the bar. She wiped her hands on a towel and immediately found me in my usual spot.
Roxie Lane was all business, even when she wasn't. She had just turned thirty and had owned the place for three years now. Her long, black hair was tied loosely behind her head, with just a few strands escaping to frame her sharp-featured, striking face. She wore a snug-fitting black T-shirt tucked into dark jeans. It was the kind of look that said she didn't have to try hard to turn heads, but she wouldn't tolerate any crap, either.
"Lockwood," she said, a slight smirk on the edge of her lips. "Isn't it a little early for you to be sniffing around for a drink?" She was trying to act like herself, but I sensed something was a little off with her. There was tension around her eyes and jaw that wasn't usually there. Maybe it was just bills or business stuff getting to her. Maybe it was something else.
"I'm just here for your sage advice," I said, not letting on that I knew she was off.
Roxie snorted. "Last time you took my advice, you ended up with a black eye and a split lip. What's going on now?"
I looked around the bar, trying to locate the source of her tension. I spotted an unusual face sitting in the farthest corner booth. It was a guy trying too hard to blend in. His broad shoulders filled the booth, his posture too stiff to be casual. Even in the dim light, I caught the gleam of gold at his wrist. A watch that didn't belong in a place like this.
I heard someone drop a quarter into the jukebox. "Burning Down The House" by the Talking Heads. I approved.
Roxie set a whisky on the rocks in front of me. Bless her. I said, "What's with Daddy Warbucks in the back booth?" The only thing that gleamed more than his watch was his clean-shaven bald head.
Roxie didn't turn her head to look. "He's nobody. Just a guy having a drink."
"Looks more like he's casing the joint," I said, watching the guy out of the corner of my eye. I suddenly wished I'd brought my .38 with me.
Roxie's voice dropped an octave, her tone firm, "It's nothing, Lockwood. Let it go."
Her eyes flicked to mine, and I knew she meant it. But I also knew Roxie. She wouldn't tell me it was nothing unless it was something.
"Alright," I said, keeping it casual. "But if he so much as looks at you cross-eyed, you let me know."
She rolled her eyes and leaned on the bar. "I don't need no knight in shining armor, Lockwood." She took a quick sip of my drink and set it in front of me. "Now, you going to tell me why you're here, or should I go back to running my business?"
Baldy over in the booth was in my head. "Rafa around?" I asked.
"Not 'till later," she said. "You know Rafa. Doesn't roll out of bed before happy hour." She knew what I was getting at. "I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself. Let it go."
Rafael Guiterrez, or Rafa as we called him, was a stand-up guy. He was an ex-boxer, 44 going on 60, thanks to too many punches to the noggin. He'd been with Roxie tending bar almost since she opened the place, and he had a way of keeping the peace that didn't involve calling the cops. I'd feel better if he was here watching her back.
"All right," I said. "I just don't want to see you getting hurt, is all."
She caught my look of concern. I tried my best to hide it, but around her I crumble like a bad alibi.
She smiled. Genuine. Bright. I took it as a good sign. She said, "What? Hoping one of these days, I'll fall for your charm?"
Now it was my turn to smile, "I'm holding out hope."
Tonya chimed in from the end of the bar, "See, Vince? You do look like a movie star when you smile. Doesn't he, Roxie?"
Roxie held eye contact with me but directed her comment to Tonya, "Go back to fleecing the customers, Tonya."
I brought Roxie up to speed: Grimshaw, the fat stack of cash, Alena DeLuca's photo, and the shady phone setup. I didn't bother sugarcoating it and didn't downplay the trouble I felt would come with it.
When I finished, Roxie tilted her head, studying me like she was trying to decide if I was worth saving from
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