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	VINE STREET

	 

	

	 

	 

	Phil was everything Dionne Ebony Williams wanted. He looked out for her when she needed someone the most, but one night changed everything. Dionne was trying to get back on track when Phil walked into the Vine Street Diner. She still loved him but so much happened.

	 

	Phil Levante wasn’t the kind of man to let anyone stand in his way, but Dionne was afraid of him and that hurt his heart. Phil was trying to earn her trust when trouble comes their way. He’ll make sure it’s different this time around. 

	 

	


	 

	Twelfth & Vine 

	 

	

	 

	 

	Phil Levante

	 

	 

	The diner’s parking lot was packed. People were grabbing breakfast, coffee or whatever. Dionne went in and out of view. Her hair was twisted up and looked like a crown. She used to braid it before taking a bath. Memories of us together always bothered me. 

	I turned her phone again and again in my hand. The scratched case felt the same. Dionne liked it banged up and didn’t want another one. She was happy with me, now, everything was slanted.

	The diner was crowded. People kept blocking my view. Dionne stood near a table by the window. Somebody made her laugh. It drew attention. I didn’t have to hear it to know. Dionne smiled all the time. She was a happy person for no reason. She teased me for being grumpy, but I wasn’t temperamental around her. Dionne couldn’t do any wrong. My chest tightened, but I kept looking. 

	A guy wanted her attention. Dionne shook her head and walked away. He said something to make her look back. I wanted to go in but didn’t want to make everything worse. 

	Dionne pulled a pencil from her wild curls. She kept working. Noise drew my attention. Gareth’s car turned into the lot. I ignored him and kept watching my girl. He parked a few spaces away. Gareth didn’t need to keep tabs on me. Matt was with him. I didn’t notice his stupid ass until he was standing near my truck. 

	“Phil, come on,” Matt whined, “It’s cold out.” 

	Either he talked too much or cried all the time. It was damn annoying. I hit the button for the window.

	 Cold air swept through my truck, but I dealt with it to get my point across. “Get the fuck outta here.”   

	Matt took a step back. “Gareth said to get you.” 

	“Yeah? Well, fuck him and fuck you too,” I growled. “You’re the reason my girlfriend won’t talk to me.”   

	“It wasn’t my fault. You saw what her sister did.”  

	“Shut up. She’s a female. You should’ve told Gareth no. He was told to look after her. What good are you with that broken arm.” 

	“You broke it,” he pointed out. 

	“I’ll break the other one if you don’t get the hell on.”  

	Matt hauled ass back to Gareth’s car.

	I turned my attention back to the diner. It was my alone time to think and be close to Dionne. I tried to come on my days off, but Dionne wasn’t always working. My frustration wasn’t even the worst of it. She was within reach, but I didn’t wanna risk upsetting her.

	 I slumped in my seat but couldn’t let it go. Maybe it would be different if I didn’t know where Dionne was. Nah, that wasn’t true. I would’ve went wherever to make sure she was cool. I could pay someone to give her cash and help with whatever she needed. 

	Gareth walked around to the passenger’s side “I’m not Matthew. I won’t stand in the cold.” 

	 I hit the locks but didn’t take my eyes off the diner. 

	Gareth opened the door, bringing in cold air, but I didn’t have shit to say to him. He rubbed his hands together, “Turn on your heat.” 

	“Go back to your car and get warm there.” 

	“Phil, you can’t keep doing this.”  

	“Don’t give me advice. You had one damn job. You were supposed to keep an eye on Sami and that went to shit. Did Ethan tell you to follow me?” 

	“He didn’t have to. You’re stalking the Williams girl.”   

	“Dionne was my girlfriend until that asshat out there screwed up. You shouldn’t have sent him.” 

	“Matthew was told not to harm Sami-Mahogany.”   

	“Marcus gave him access to the penthouse. Ethan should’ve held you responsible for Matt. Why is he still around?”

	 I waited for Gareth to give a half-ass excuse. 

	He didn’t. 

	I shook my head, “Ethan is still fucking his mom. That’s why you won’t speak on it. Matt can’t protect shit.”

	“I’m not disagreeing, but you’ll have to take it up with Ethan. He figured you would keep Matthew in line.” 

	“I’ll choke him out.” 

	“Okay. We’ll keep him away from you,” Gareth replied. 

	“I’ll be where I need to be on time. Stop following me.”  

	“Phil, Dionne-Ebony and Sami-Mahogany are off limits.”  

	I glanced at Gareth, “I know how things went at the Gold Strand. Does Ethan know you’re still keeping tabs on Sami?” 

	Gareth didn’t have shit to say. 

	“You lied to Sami from the start. It’s not like that with me. I’m not giving Dionne up. Run and tell Ethan that.”

	“You’re his godson. He expects you to set an example.”

	“Get out,” I was at my limit with his heart to heart. 

	“Phil, listen to what I’m saying.”   

	“Look, you do things your way, and I’ll handle shit however I want.”

	Gareth understood there was no reasoning with me. He left the truck. A rush of cold air happened and then quiet. 

	I didn’t have Gareth down for sending Matt into the diner. We’d have a different problem then. I kept checking until Gareth’s car left. They ruined my morning with their bullshit. The truck felt too closed in. I was trying to wait until things calm down, but Dionne might feel cornered with less people around. I wasn’t leaving this time without talking to her. She needed to know my heart was aching without her. I shoved the phone into my pocket, hopped out the truck, and went inside. There was a table near the window. It was drafty, but I didn’t care.

	“Hey handsome, what can I get you?”  

	It took a second to realize the woman was talking to me. She was a dark-skinned beauty like my girl, but her hair was honey blonde. She kept sizing me up. Yeah. She was probably wild. I glanced at her name tag, “Hi Loretta, is it cool if Dionne takes my order?” 

	“Sure, I’ll get her,” her eyes swept everything around me. I relaxed in the chair to show her I wasn’t a threat. Loretta walked away after that. The food smelled good, but the place was too damn crowded. I got comfortable to wait it out. 

	Dionne finally came into view. She stood on her tiptoes to grab plates from the window. The cook said something. Dionne’s laugh made me smile. Loretta whispered in her ear. Dionne looked in my direction. Emotion flashed across her face. My heart thumped in my chest. I didn’t expect a warm welcome, maybe a slight smile or a sign we had a chance, but Dionne clasped her hands and took a deep breath. That was a coping thing for her, and it hurt my heart to see, but I didn’t move. 

	Dionne hurried to drop off orders. People wanted their bills or more coffee, but I just needed her. Dionne moved fast in her little high-top sneakers. She kept going until everyone was taken care of. Dionne inched closer to my table but kept distance between us. Her hands trembled. I picked up on it and didn’t want to upset her more. 

	I silently encouraged her. 

	Come on, Precious, talk to me.

	Dionne bit her lip and quickly scanned the parking lot. Her brown eyes were alert. She checked everything out and then looked at me. 

	“Phil, what are you doing here? Did Ethan send you?”

	 “No. I’m here alone. You’re safe. No one will hurt you.” 

	My words didn’t mean shit. 

	Dionne wouldn’t even look at me. She kept talking, “I meant to take my name off the account. I’ll do it when I get off work.”

	“You’re building credit by having your name on there. Use the card anytime you want.”  

	“I won’t. I can give you cash for the charges. I didn’t know it was being used after I checked out the hotel. I swear it.” 

	“I know. The bill is paid in full.”

	Dionne sighed, “Okay, but we shouldn’t be talking.”  

	“Will somebody stop us? Precious, talk to me.”   

	Dionne was visibly struggling. She sighed, “I’m really sorry for what happened, but I didn’t do anything wrong. I wouldn’t steal from Ethan. I’m not that kind of person.”  

	“I know that too. I was hoping you’d leave his house and go to my place. Only me and you have the code.” 

	“You were supposed to get me,” her big brown eyes widened and her lip trembled, “Ethan told you to hurt us.” 

	“He wouldn’t say that to me, and your sister has grit like I never seen in a woman. I stopped by the hotel to make sure everything was cool. I left to find you.” 

	“You could’ve asked Ethan to let Sami go.” 

	“He’s not into harming women.”  

	Dionne looked me in the eye. There was a glimpse of the feisty girl I loved. She didn’t even bother to fix what she was about to say. “Ethan’s not into hurting women, but Marcus and the other guy are. Sami got punched. They work for him, same as you, so don’t try it.” 

	“I didn’t let them slide, but it’s different for me.” I didn’t say more because she was already upset. 

	Dionne was staring with the kind of curiosity that would get me worked up. She had my heart. Nothing would change that. 

	I met her gaze, “I’m not here to start shit. I miss you.”  

	Dionne shook her head, “Don’t say it.” 

	“What? I miss everything about you,” my eyes swept over her. “I see you been living alright.”  

	“Yeah, and I need this job too.”  

	“The pay is probably trash. I’ll give you whatever you want. I’ll do whatever you want,” I reached into my pocket. 

	Dionne backed away. It was a split second before she realized I had her phone but her reaction damn hurt. 

	I dealt with it and stayed calm. “It’s just your phone.”  

	“Oh, that’s okay. I have a new one.”  

	“But this one has your favorite case on it.”  

	Something flickered in her eyes. Dionne was trying to trust me. “You can throw it away. I don’t need it.” 

	“No one tampered with your phone. I checked it out.”   

	“Okay, but my new one is better. The case won’t fit.”  

	“I’ll hold onto it for you,” I put the phone in my pocket because I wasn’t throwing it away, and I wasn’t giving up on us either. 

	“Did you find it at Ethan’s house?”  

	I was surprised by her question but answered it, “No. He gave it to me. Why didn’t you call?”

	Dionne clutched her apron. She didn’t want to explain. 

	Our situation changed a lot, but there was something off about her. Dionne wasn’t feeling the conversation, so I needed to be careful. 

	“Hey, it’s cool. Do you know someone name Gareth?”  

	She glanced at me, “No. Why are you asking?” 

	“No reason, just checking, but we can take things slow. Maybe talk on the phone or text. It’s up to you.”  

	Dionne shook her head, “Everything is messed up.” 

	“It’s not. I’ll explain everything to your sister.” I wasn’t pressuring Dionne, but I wouldn’t let her go easily. “Precious, take your time. It’s cool. I can wait.”   

	Dionne seemed comfortable, but that could change. 

	I relaxed, “Is it okay if I eat here?”   

	“Sure,” she took out her notepad. “What can I get you?”

	“Order whatever, you know what I like. Dionne, call or come by sometime.” 

	Dionne’s lip was trembling. She wanted to give in. 

	“Think about it. Can you do that for me?”  

	Dionne was about to answer when we were interrupted. 

	“Little Miss Ebony, are you cool?” A guy’s voice came through the chatter in the place. 

	Dionne glanced at him, “Yeah. Thanks Georgie.” 

	I stared at the guy. We were the same height and size.

	He relaxed but maintained eye contact. 

	“Phil, don’t cause trouble,” Dionne’s delicate plea was better than her being afraid of me. 

	I gave her my attention, “I’m not. Little Miss Ebony.” 

	She sucked her teeth, “Don’t make fun of my nickname. Georgie looks out for me. I feel safe around him.”   

	“You were safe with me. Explain what’s up.” 

	“I guess I’m having sex with him since I’m not with you.”   

	My eyes locked on hers, “You better not be.”  

	Dionne shook her head, “You don’t get to make demands.” 

	My heated stare said more than words. I didn’t expect sex from her. I was cool knowing we would work shit out, but her being with another guy wouldn’t happen. 

	Georgie said something to Loretta. She teased him. He laughed. There was another guy in the booth. The family resemblance gave it away. Our paths crossed. “They work for Jamieson,” I said out loud. 

	“Yeah,” Dionne cut her eyes at me, “But you can keep thinking something’s up though.” 

	“You still got a sassy little mouth.” 

	“Don’t start flirting with me.” 

	“I’m telling the truth,” I focused on her pretty face. “Precious, I’m not giving up unless you want it to happen. Are we finished? Say it. I’ll leave and never come back.” 

	Anger sparked in her brown eyes. Dionne was less scared and more pissed off. She placed a hand on her hip. “You’re acting like I’m the one keeping us apart. Did you forget about my thieving ass Mom?

	“Nah. Erika is where she is. Do you still love me?”

	My question threw her off. Dionne didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t lie to me. I would know it. 

	Dionne bit her lip, “I need to work. I’ll put your order in.” 

	“Okay. Answer the question first. Do you love me?”

	She scribbled on the notepad, ripped the paper, and left to put it in the window. Dionne grabbed orders and started dropping them off. She was staying busy to avoid me, but we could pick up the conversation when she came back with my food. Loretta kept glancing at me. She was looking out for Dionne. It wasn’t a problem. Georgie and his friend were on guard too, but Dionne was mine. End of story. 

	 

	


	 

	Jealous Girl Problems

	 

	

	 

	 

	Dionne-Ebony Williams

	 

	 

	One hundred things went through my mind. I was trying to deal with missing Phil, but him being at my job made it worse. We had good times before everything changed. My heart was torn between talking to him and letting it go. 

	I grabbed a plate, tucked one in the crook of my arm, and picked up another one. I kept everything balanced, but my nerves were rattled. It wasn’t like Phil was my first. Guys looked out for me in the past, but none of them did it on his level. Phil treated me like a queen. He even made sure Mom was cool, and that was saying something. 

	I kept working. Phil kept looking. I picked up his order and balanced all the plates. My heart was racing, but I rambled off his order and put everything on the table. Work was busy. I went back and forth between taking orders and bringing their checks. Phil was watching me. 

	Loretta came over, “What’s the guy’s name?”

	“Who?” I wasn’t in the mood and pretended not to know. 

	“Come on. Give up the details. Damn!”  

	Loretta was getting frustrated, but I didn’t want to talk about my messed-up love life. “It’s nothing to tell.” I kept working. 

	“Okay. He looks worth knowing,” Loretta said and chatted like it wasn’t a problem for her. 

	I needed to be honest because I would lose it if she started flirting. “He’s my ex-boyfriend.” 

	“Why did you give him up? Did he cheat on you? He’s like Big Blue over there. Nice to cuddle up with.” 

	I laughed, “Don’t let Georgie hear you say it” 

	“Why? Blue eyes can take out his frustrations on me. The rougher, the better. Would you be cool if I gave him my number? Being as though he’s your ex and all.”   

	“Retta, I’ll drop you where you stand,” I warned her. 

	She laughed, “I was checking since you’re pretending not to want him. I’m not that kind of friend. You should be glad.” 

	“Stop playing,” I walked past her, feeling annoyed. I was jealous in the pettiest ways and would stand by it. 

	Phil was enjoying the food. I used to cook for him and knew all his favorites. We haven’t been together in months. It didn’t make sense to keep going back to it, but I kept wishing and hurting. Phil looked up and his eyes locked on mine. There was a second where I thought he’d motion for me. Phil called Loretta. She glanced at me, but I stood there embarrassed. 

	Loretta moved closer to the table. Phil leaned forward. His face was hidden because she was standing in the way. They talked and then Loretta went to get coffee. Phil liked an expensive brand. He didn’t drink store bought. That’s why I didn’t bother to get him any. Phil was talking again. Loretta set the cup closer to him. I was upset and wanted to know what they were saying. 

	“Miss, I’m ready to pay,” someone said. 

	 I hurried to take care of it and then started cleaning. The past year was hectic. I worked at a medical building for almost three years before everybody was laid off. My severance pay wasn’t much and unemployment was only paying two hundred. Mom seemed liked the best choice. The plan was to find a job and get to know her better. That was a huge mistake. We went from place to place, month after month, and moved to Cincinnati when she found a job at a bar. That didn’t pan out either, but Mom was spending money left and right. 

	We were flat-broke and owed cash for the room we were renting. Mom stayed out two nights in a row. I was mad and wanted to tell her off. The summer was ending, but the heat was still unbearable, and irritation came off me in waves. I was trying to find Mom’s job when Phil spoke to me. He was a big handsome guy with amber eyes and a playful smile. I warned him to back off. Phil laughed when I fussed at him. He went across the street to give me space. Phil walked to the place with me. It was kind of cute how he kept looking to make sure I was cool, but I had no business there like he said. I shook off the terrible feeling and put dishes in the bucket.

	 Phil knew about my childhood and that Sami raised me. She was a kid herself, barely eighteen when we moved into an apartment. Our parents were never around, so everything fell on her. Sami always gave good advice even if I didn’t listen to it. She said I needed time to calm down. Maybe I would listen to my heart after it was all said and done. I couldn’t. Fear was with me every waking moment. Everything with Phil can’t be fixed just like that. 

	 I glanced right into his heated gaze. Phil winked at me. That was upsetting on a different level. Jealousy and regret swept over me. I tried shaking it off, but all the talk about him missing me was bullshit.

	I carried the bucket around the counter and started filling sugar jars. I avoided looking at Phil. He could eat here every single day if he wanted. I didn’t have to give into him, but the time we spent together at his loft and different places around the city came with some pain. My heart was breaking. Phil had to know it. 

	Cash said my name. I pushed aside the memories in time to keep the sugar from overflowing. I screwed on the lid and took a breath. Everything was going wrong today. I went to Cash’s table, not caring if Phil was watching or not. I silently justified my reason for being jealous. He was mine before everything happened.

	I pushed down the emotion and stopped to talk with Cash. “Hey, did you need something?” 

	“No. I was checking on you. You were out of it.” 

	“I was thinking,” I wiped my hands on my apron. “I didn’t expect to see my ex-boyfriend.” 

	Georgie smiled, “We know. Don’t punch your friend.” 

	I sighed, “I won’t.”   

	“Don’t lie,” Cash teased me. “You and Retta will get into it if she looks at you.” 

	“Retta better not look then,” I told him. 

	The guys laughed. I quickly walked away. They were like brothers to me. It felt good having caring people around, but I couldn’t get fired from my job.

	I finished the sugar jars and checked to make sure everything was stocked. I was getting paid overtime and didn’t mind the extra hours. I was making decent cash and wanted to save more. I was doing good, but Phil was a shock to my senses, and my emotions were going haywire.

	I stood up, fixed my apron, and looked at Phil again. He was doing too much, staring at me. Phil was making it a point to show he wanted an answer. I couldn’t tell him I was in love. It wouldn’t change anything. My sister and Jamieson were at odds with Ethan. I didn’t have to know details to understand the situation was dangerous on top of everything Mom did. 

	I took a deep breath and held in my reaction. Phil wasn’t hiding the fact he was flirting. I was about to look away when he winked at me. That was the second time. Something sparked. I rounded the counter and went in his direction. Phil kept smiling like we wasn’t about to have a problem. I marched to his table and stopped inches away from him. “I’m working. Quit flirting.” 

	Phil relaxed in his chair, “I’m not flirting.”  

	“You are. I’m not doing anything to you.”   

	“Precious, I’m eating and talking.”  

	“I can see how good you are at the last part. You didn’t call me earlier, so don’t bother looking my way.” 

	“I just wanted coffee,” he replied. “She was closer.” 

	“Whatever. You did it to get back at me.”  

	Phil chuckled, “You’re jealous. Stop. It’s not like that.” 

	“I’m glad you think wanting my friend is funny.”  

	“I’m not interested in her. I’m in too deep with you.”  

	“Yeah, that’s bullshit. You’re not missing me at all.”  

	“Precious, I’ve been fucked up without you, but I’m not explaining shit else. Tell Loretta I need boxes.”   

	“Tell her your damn self. Go ahead. Call her like before,” I went back to work but stayed in my feelings. 

	Loretta hired me. We were friends before Phil came in playing favorites. She could finish waiting on him. I restocked the napkins, snatched up the bucket, and stormed into the kitchen. I slammed the buckets into the sink, grabbed the spray nozzle, ready to take my frustration out on the dishes. 

	Loretta came back to the sink, “What’s up with you?” 

	“I’m washing dishes,” I said like she couldn’t see.

	“I was trying to get your attention,” she huffed. 

	I glanced at her, “Why? You were busy talking.”

	Loretta sucked her teeth, “Your petty ass could’ve checked him when he called me over, but you didn’t, so that’s on you.” She went in her apron for a key and scrap of paper. “Here, take it.”  

	There was a number written in Phil’s handwriting. I took the paper and the key she was holding.

	Loretta grabbed food containers, “He gave me twenty to give you the note and key, but Phil dropped like three hundred on the table. You need to get it before someone steals it.” 

	I followed her out. Loretta gave Phil the containers and walked away. A woman needed some. I rushed to get the containers and hurried back. Phil was gone.

	I looked around, hoping to see him, but he wasn’t in the parking lot. I put the cash in my apron, cleared the table, and went back to the dishes. Loretta came with another dish bucket, “Here’s your tip from the other table.” 

	“Keep it and wait,” I wiped my hands and gave her fifty dollars. “Sorry about earlier.”  

	Loretta eyed me but took the cash, “Uh huh. You’re forgiven, but that’s why your evil ass don’t have friends.” 

	I sighed, “I thought Phil was trying to make me jealous.”  

	“He didn’t have to, you already were.” Loretta replied. 

	“My feelings are hurt. Everything’s complicated.” 

	“If it’s family, keep them out your business.” 

	The look on her face was too much. I wasn’t in the mood to laugh but did anyway, “Look at you, giving advice.”  

	“It’s not my thing, but I’m serious. Family will ruin your relationship. Love them and keep living your life.”

	Loretta went back up front, and I kept cleaning. Maybe everything happened like Phil said. I wanted to believe he was protecting me. 

	


	 

	Too Late for Apologies 

	 

	

	 

	 

	Phil

	 

	 

	Dionne was looking around for me. That was cute. She gave up and put the cash in her apron. She got worked up over my conversation with Loretta. Dionne was my sweetness. She could call or come over. Day or Night. It didn’t matter because I never changed the keycode on the door. Dionne wasn’t a thief, and Ethan shouldn’t have used Erika’s bullshit for business. We had words over it. Just thinking about it pissed me off. 

	My mood was fucking terrible at work. Security should’ve been okay on their own, but that was asking too much. Ethan’s business dealings with corporate types were a headache, but I approved the changes to protocol and talked to the woman in charge. 

	My workday was finished around six o’clock. I wasn’t a daytime person but keeping busy was good. I spent time onsite three days a week. Months of heartache was ignored by putting in work. My night wouldn’t be great, but I went home to shower, eat, and take a nap. My mood was okay until the phone chimed. 

	I glanced at the number, cursed under my breath, and answered. “Phil Levante speaking.”  

	“We have a silent alarm happening,” the guy sounded apologetic. 

	I listened to the info and threw on my clothes. 

	We ended the call. My phone chimed again. This time it was Ethan. I grabbed my keys and tapped the screen. “Did the company call?”  

	“Yes. There’s a guard on duty. We’re waiting to hear from him. The Police wasn’t notified.”   

	“This is the fourth time the alarm tripped this week.”  

	“The system is faulty or someone is waiting for it to be turned off. I don’t have the patience to drive up there.”  

	“You don’t have the time,” I corrected him. “Aren’t you at a dinner?” 

	“Yes, but I’m bored half to death.” 

	I chuckled, “There’s a price to being the boss.”  

	“So you keep telling me.”  

	“Don’t worry. I’ll check it out,” I pulled on a sweatshirt. “Will you finish the renovations and give it to Hisato?” 

	“Why would I share my personal chef?”

	“Because you need the place to be operational in four months,” I left my loft and went down the metal stairs. “A five-star restaurant would bring the right attention and more revenue. Hisato can handle running an upscale place. Eat your meals there.”  

	Ethan chuckled, “I’ll consider it. The guard checked in. Nothing seems out of the ordinary.”  

	“I’ll head up there to be sure,” I ended the call and left the building. 

	The drive was quiet. I parked in the vacant lot. A beam of light slashed the darkness. I cut the engine and waited for the person to round the corner. Tom was bundled up. He looked like a snowman with all the layers. I hopped out the truck and fixed the hood on my sweatshirt. 

	“Hey Phil, it’s cold out tonight.”  

	“Yeah. Where’s your vehicle?” 

	“It’s parked back from the road. The company truck is shit. The heat conked out again. I’m huddled in there with blankets and a portable heating pad.”   

	“Damn. That’s rough.” 

	 Yeah, but I walk the perimeter every twenty minutes. It gets the blood pumping.”  

	I chuckled, “Whatever works. Let’s check inside.” 

	We walked to the entrance.

	I glanced at the lamp lights. “Did the power go off?” 

	“Nah. It was the silent alarm. The company called. I got an extra flashlight if you need it.”  

	“Thanks, well, it’s not an electrical problem,” I tapped my phone to make sure the alarm was off, keyed in the code, and unlocked the door. A rush of cool air swept over us. 

	Tom groaned, “It’s at least ten degrees colder in here.” 

	“The heat is off. I’ll take the left. You go right.”  

	“Sounds good to me.” Tom flicked on his flashlight. 

	I navigated around boxes and crates to make sure the windows were sealed up. I was ready to chalk it up to a faulty system when Tom cursed. He was waving the flashlight and muttering. 

	“What’s up?” I checked in the direction he was looking. 

	“There’s a big ass rat in here,” he whispered. 

	“Are you sure?” I stepped closer. 

	“Well, something rushed past me.”   

	There was movement near the boxes. I eased around to the open space and waited until the last second to hit my flashlight. A scraggly gray cat darted into view. It tried to escape the light and ran head first into a wooden box. “It’s a cat. He’s stuck in this corner.”  

	“The motion detector picked up on him. It explains the alarms. Can I use this?” Tom held an empty crate. 

	“Go ahead. I’ll try to keep him cornered on my end.”  

	“Cool, figured we should catch him or the alarm will keep tripping,” Tom moved closer. 

	The cat came into view and then ducked out of reach. It took ten minutes of closing in and blocking his exit, but Tom got him in the crate. He was struggling to catch his breath though. 

	I chuckled, “Are you good?” 

	“Yeah, thanks for helping,” he covered the crate with a plastic bag. “I’ll run him outside before he scratches this.”  

	“Cool. I’ll finish checking out the place.” I called Ethan. 

	“Is everything copacetic?” 

	“Yeah. It was a stray cat. He probably got in last week when the cleaning service came through. They need to come back since the little guy was locked in and probably pissing on everything.” 

	Ethan laughed, “I’ll take care of it. Enjoy your night.” 

	He ended the call. It was late and damn cold out. I locked up and waved to Tom. The drive home was quiet. The plan was to have a drink and hit the sack. Dionne was on my mind. I needed her to call.
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