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To The Unlikely Friends


Let's be honest. They're the best friends we never went looking for.












  
  

Chapter 1

The One With The Sea Camel





It all started in 1897. 

Just as the year turned, she was christened Sea Camel. Nearly 170 feet, sporting a 30-foot beam, she wasn’t much to look at, with her white-washed timber above the water level, simple painted name on her stern and a bare-nothing crew, but she was strong and had a purpose.

Before The Great War, she was tasked with pushing large schooners out of the bay and into the open water for their travel to England or further along the coast, destined for the bigger cities. Once the war started, the Camel had double duty. When she wasn’t moving transport ships back and forth in The Harbor, she was hauling troops from Bay City to Big Town and back.

After The Great War was over, the little tugboat was decommissioned. She was old, leaky, and needed more repairs than she was worth. A terrible man with a short temper bought her at an auction, using the Camel to haul scrap parts, almost sinking her more than a few times with the over-weighing.

More than once, the Camel hauled newer ships with fewer miles and easier lives back into The Harbor and to the scrappers.

Eventually, the Sea Camel was brought to the scrappers’ dry dock where she had brought so many before her. But she wasn’t even given a rest there. Yet again, she was press-ganged into service, tugging and shoving around scrap ships between one dry dock line or another. Or pulling scrap barges out of the slips and to the main part of The Harbor, guiding them out to the deep waters of the sea before heading back for another run.

By now, she spewed deep black smoke. Her travel had to be slow, her screws barely turned fast enough to stave off the list to port that had started so long ago that no one cared, nor bothered to figure out why. Oil spill slicked out after her, trailing like a rainbow puddle wherever she chugged. And chug she did, shuddering at times, creaking, groaning. Her deck was splintered and unswabbed. Water seeped through the cracks in and between the deck boards, creating nearly a steady drizzle below deck. Algae made traversing from end to end a dangerous and slippery task. When her motor was running, it knocked terribly and was always one strong rock away from a few hours of work to re-patch it before it up and running again. Somewhere over the last decade, it had lost a piston, contributing to the oil slick problem.

Thankfully, the Camel’s servitude finally came to a close when she sprung another leak while weathering one last winter storm that squalled across The Harbor. That alone would not have retired her, had it not been for the main beam cracking between two extra-large swells.


      [image: ]The gate creaked and clanked for a moment before slowly starting to screech-groan its way open. A wiry dock worker pushed the gate open a little further and leaned against the support pole before nodding once in a big way and gesturing the dark red Desoto through the opening in the gate. He watched the car roll through, ducking his head slightly to see who was in the car.

Three people in the car. 

One large man driving the car, ignoring the dockworker, completely focused on the task of threading the Desoto through the gap between the gate and the far support pole. A thin, red-headed man with a dangerous glint in his eye glared at the dockworker for a moment. The look pointed and extremely clear.

Mind your own business.

The third figure was on the far side of the car, and didn’t look up from the paper that was spread open between his hands, reading while the car rolled along.

The dock worker looked away from the interior of the car and looked back in the direction of the road that led up to the gate he was holding up with his shoulder. He didn’t need any trouble. His boss had sent him up to open the gate for a red Desoto only, and no one else.

The road was how it always was-pavement cracked and unloved for decades. Emptier than a church on a Monday morning. It had been easy to see the car coming, and he didn’t need to worry about checking to make sure it was the right red Desoto.

It was the only one.

Once the Desoto was completely through the gate, it puttered toward the rest of the dry dock. With a small heave, the dockworker started to pull the gate shut, using all his weight to pull it back to rest against the side support pole. He looked after the Desoto as he picked up the chains to lock the gate up. It wasn’t often that the scrap yard got visitors. No one wanted to come there.

“I don’t want to waste much time here. If he doesn’t have what he says he does, we’re leaving right away.” Two-Timer closed the newspaper that he had been reading and folded it on its main fold, while dropping it into his lap. He rested his forearms over it and folded his hands over his knees, the sleeves of his coat mostly obscuring the bold headline about the tragic death of Alan Wainwright’s wife and her brother in a hail of bullets in front of Wainwright Detective Agency. “I don’t have the patience for time wasters. I want to get this little project up and running as quickly as possible.”

The large man behind the wheel glanced back over his shoulder and nodded once.

“Ya really gonna go through with this then?” the dangerous-looking red-headed man next to Two-Timer wondered, his lilting Irish accent confirming that the red hair was no accident.

Two-Timer glanced over at him shrewdly and nodded once, a wicked smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth. “The way I see it, Seamus, it’s time that I started up my own little operation or two. Joey has his hands full with the gundog,” he spat the word like it tasted terrible to utter out loud, “and his pet is basically running the family for him while he’s…otherwise distracted. Where does that leave me?”

“Out in th’ cold it sounds like.” Seamus shrugged and adjusted the driving cap on his head. A dull glint from something metallic winked between the edge of the bill and the material in the dull sunlight filtering through the clouds.

Two-Timer tapped the side of his nose. “Which means, I think that it’s time that I start my own business venture.” He glanced around and then shook his head bitterly. “Seeing as it appears that I won’t be inheriting the family after all.”

Seamus grunted and nodded. “You know we’re with you.”

Two-Timer looked at him and smiled tightly. “You’ll be well rewarded for this.” He glanced up at the driver and smiled at him too.

The driver half glanced over his shoulder at him and tipped his chin once. “Where we goin’?” he wondered, his voice a deep baritone.

Two-Timer half gestured toward a building that was just off to the right of the direction that they were rolling. “Main office.”

The driver glanced at him and then the direction that he was pointing before slightly adjusting the wheel and guiding the Desoto toward the building that Two-Timer pointed out. Once they were close to the building, he stopped the car and turned off the motor. “I’ll stay here?” he wondered, setting his hand on the large gun that was sitting on the front seat next to him.

Two-Timer glanced at the movement and set the paper next to his leg on the seat between him and Seamus. “I would appreciate that.”

Seamus pushed the door open and stepped out of the car. He flipped the collar of his coat up. He looked around the dock as he buttoned it against the wind. One more glance, and he pushed his hands into his pockets. “Seems all quiet here, Boss.” Seamus pivoted to look across the roof at Two-Timer.

Two-Timer looked at him and nodded once. “Thank you Seamus.” He pivoted and walked toward the door that was set blandly in the middle of the lack-luster building that looked like it hadn’t been updated or well-taken care of in decades.

Seamus trailed after Two-Timer by a few yards, looking around skeptically. Almost like he thought that a shadow was going to jump out to snatch at his boss.

The driver adjusted how he was sitting behind the wheel and looked around in a lazy way. His job was the easiest. He draped his arm on his door and rested his fingers against his steering wheel. He set his hand on the butt of the gun next to him and looked over the dock, the movement loose and languid.

Two-Timer trotted up the three shallow steps to the nondescript building and pulled the door open. He didn’t stop to check if Seamus followed and walked into the building like he owned it.

Seamus sped up a couple of steps and caught the door. He slipped through the opening between the door and the frame and fell into step behind Two-Timer two steps or so, his hands still in his pockets.

Two-Timer walked down the hallway past two doors and knocked on the last door. He waited, controlled and patient, looking at the door expectantly.

The door swung open and a middle-aged man stood in it. He looked like he drank too much and cared little for what happened beyond the neck of his bottle. “‘Sssabout time,” he mused, waved his hand and stepped back into the office.

Two-Timer’s nose wrinkled for barely a half second before he glanced at Seamus. “I’ll be right in here. Stay out here.”

Seamus slowed to a stop and nodded. “Sure Boss.”

Two-Timer walked into the room without looking back at him again.

Seamus leaned against the wall next to the door and watched the hallway that led out to the door.

Two-Timer looked around the room and let the distaste show for a moment. It was filthy, not that there was much to be surprised about, since the outside of the building was so well taken care of. He looked around and frowned again. “So. I hear ‌you found something that I’ve been looking for, Kneller?”

Kneller shuffled over to a desk that looked like it should have been put out of its misery years ago. He leaned on the edge and picked up a small flask. He took a large pull from it and nodded. “I got just the thing for you. Old trawler was just brought in. A little rough around the edges, but I think she’ll do nicely for what you’re looking for. Fresh coat of paint-” he paused to take another swig from the flask.

“And what?” Two-Timer used the break to half interrupt. “I go out fishing to my heart’s content with a couple of my friends?” he wondered dryly. “I don’t want a dingy that smells like dead fish.”

“Hey-hey-hey!” Kneller protested, holding his hands out in a small protesting gesture, the top of his flask clanking softly against the body of the flask. “This is no small lifeboat!” he shook his head and took another sip. “This is a nice one. She’s still floating close to center, too! I’m telling you, you can just give her a quick clean and she can do whatever you need.”

Two-Timer’s left eyebrow dropped down slightly and his lips pursed together tightly. “I see.”

Kneller sipped again. “You want to see her?”

Two-Timer looked like he regretted where he was for a moment before finally nodding. “Yes. I suppose ‌I would. If it’s in that good of condition-”

“I doubt that you’d ever get noticed when you’re running about in this ole girl. She’s not going to win any beauty pageants, but it’ll do you good.”

Two-Timer walked toward the door and paused when he made it nearly the entire way there. “If you’re not going to come with me, the least you could do is tell me where to find this boat that I’m spending so much money on?”

Kneller waved a hand and stood up and off the desk. He kept the flask in his hand solidly and scuffed toward the door. “All right, all right. I’m coming.”

Two-Timer watched his movement and looked at him skeptically. “I can see that,” he ground.

Kneller opened the door and shuffled down the hall toward the front door. He didn’t look at Seamus as he passed him and took another pull from his flask.

Seamus, leaning against the wall with his entire back while he waited, dropped his right foot off the wall and pushed his shoulders up and off it, coming to stand straight up. He looked at Two-Timer and then glanced over to watch Kneller walk.

Two-Timer half shook his head, rolling his eyes. He walked after Kneller, trying to rein in his frustration.

Seamus fell into step behind Two-Timer, back a step or two from him. He pushed his hands back into his jacket pockets as he walked.

Two-Timer brushed out of the front door and paused for a moment to wait a beat for Kneller to start down the steps. Once he was down the steps himself, he looked over at the Desoto and made a small waving motion with his hand, pointing with one finger in the direction that they were walking.

The Desoto started and idled after them.

Kneller shuffled along with Two-Timer, sipping from his flask as he walked.

Seamus half wandered along, clearly long bored with the pace they were walking at. He looked around the yard as he walked, not really looking for danger, but keeping an eye out for trouble, nonetheless.

Two-Timer didn’t look where he was walking. His attention was completely taken up with the skeletons of the ships that they were walking past.

Nearly every single one received the same amount of scrutiny and attention. 

Barely any.

There was something specific that Two-Timer was looking for, and he had yet to see it in any of the hulks of abandoned metal so far.

Kneller walked a little further and stopped in front of the boat that they were there to see.

Two-Timer nearly walked past him, his eyes already dismissing the tired-out hull already. He walked a few more steps before he realized that Seamus was the only one walking with him. After a small, exasperated sigh, he pivoted and looked back at Kneller. “What’s wrong?” he wondered, allowing the irritation to creep into his words.

“This is the one I was telling you about.” Kneller shrugged, ignoring or completely missing the tone that had been used. He used the flask to gesture to the one in front of him.

Two-Timer looked around for a moment, unsure what he was talking about. “Beg pardon?” he demanded.

“I think he’s talkin’ about the hunk of junk.” Seamus gestured in a scoffing way to the hull in front of them.

“It’s not junk!” Kneller defended.

“We’re in a junkyard,” Seamus pointed out. “It is.”

Two-Timer shook his head. “Absolutely not. It’s too far gone.”

Kneller looked between Two-Timer and the boat and back. “Too far gone!?” he protested. “It doesn’t even leak!”

“It’s burned to a crisp,” Two-Timer snapped.

Kneller shrugged.

Two-Timer shook his head. “No. We keep looking.”

“This is the best I got.”

“On the upside, it doesn’t smell like fish,” Seamus piped up with a smirk. He pushed his hands into his pockets and looked over the ship with a condescending smirk.

Kneller shook his head slightly. “It doesn’t.”

“It has a nice bonfire smell instead. We move on.” Two-Timer pivoted and started the way he had been going again.

Kneller didn’t react for a moment. He looked at Two-Timer and made a few protesting noises while he rushed after him a few steps. The fastest that he had moved to date. “No-no. Wait. I can’t just let you walk around like you own the place!” he protested.

Two-Timer waved off his concern and continued to walk through the options that were left around them. “You need to calm yourself,” he chastised.

Kneller looked put out for a moment and took another sip from his flask and huffed. “My boss-”

“Is being paid well to look the other way,” Two-Timer pointed out, not even bothering to look back at Kneller as he talked.

Seamus chuckled quietly and shuffled along at a lazy pace.

Kneller looked like he wanted to protest but clamped his mouth shut.

Two-Timer stopped and tilted his head for a moment. He looked at the hull that was in front of him critically for a moment.

“Boss?”

Two-Timer pointed in front of him and looked at Kneller. “This one.”

Kneller cut his sip off sharply and looked at the boat that Two-Timer was pointing at. He scoffed a little. “You’re joking.”

Two-Timer looked at him for a moment too long and then glanced at Seamus before refocusing on Kneller. “Does it look like anyone is laughing?” he wondered, his eyebrow tipping.

Kneller swallowed tightly and looked over his shoulder a little to glance at Seamus in a half nervous way. “N-no?”

“You’re not sure?” Two-Timer asked again, tilting his head.

Kneller pursed his lips and cleared his throat again. “I don’t think…you don’t want that one.” he half pointed toward the ship in front of the three of them.

“Don’t tell me what I want.” Two-Timer looked at him blandly. “How much.”

“That old lump of junk is slated to be cut up in less than eight hours! My boss will notice!”

“Then run the paperwork like it has. I want no records anyway.”

“What are the welders supposed to cut up tomorrow morning?”

“You know what that sounds like, Seamus?” Two-Timer looked at him.

Seamus tilted his chin and smirked. “Not your problem, Boss.”

Two-Timer nodded once. “That’s exactly it.”

Kneller looked at the ship and then Two-Timer again. “You want me to fudge the paperwork?”

Two-Timer shrugged and half shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t much care how you do it.”

Kneller took a nervous sip of his flask and cleared his throat tightly. “Right.”

Two-Timer snapped his fingers without looking away from the hull that was in front of him.

Seamus reached into the inner chest pocket of his jacket. He pulled out an envelope. “He wants you to take this,” he explained without preamble.

Kneller started a little and looked at the envelope for a moment before slowly taking it like it might bite him.

“Inside is all that you need for the boat. And some instructions.” Two-Timer looked at him slowly. “I expect them to be followed to the letter. If not-”

Kneller half leaned forward for a moment, waiting for the rest of the sentence. “And then?” he wondered, looking at him half expectantly.

Two-Timer looked at him for a moment and his eyebrows moved slightly. “Well then, I send Seamus back.”

“How ya doin’?” Seamus smiled tightly. “That’d be me then.”

Kneller turned to look at Seamus slowly, his look baleful and half uncomfortable.

“And you don’t want me to be comin’ back,” Seamus assured, his smile bright as he pushed his hands into the pockets of his pants. He rocked up onto his toes and dropped back down flat-footed in an easy movement.

Kneller did a small, anxious double take and cleared his throat. “Right. To the letter.” he nodded.

Two-Timer looked at him and smiled a little. “Wonderful.” he pivoted and started to walk toward the Desoto quickly.

Seamus smiled at Kneller wolfishly for a moment before following after Two-Timer at a leisurely pace.

“Oh.” Two-Timer stopped and turned to look at Kneller again. “One more thing.”

Kneller looked like he was ready to panic but nodded. “What is it?”

“What’s her name?” Two-Timer pointed to the tired out hull he had just bought.

Kneller cleared his throat. “Sea Camel.”

Two-Timer wrinkled his nose a little and shook his head. “Oh, no. That will do no good.” He turned and walked to the Desoto.


      [image: ]“Aces.” Olli’s voice broke the silence in the office, the tone half confused and shocked.

Dallas didn’t look up from what he was doing. “What is it?” he wondered, typing awkwardly on the typewriter in front of him on his desktop. His fingers pecking away quickly, despite the fact that he was only using the first finger on each hand.

Olli looked over the desk and splayed out her hands slightly and half turned her head to the left while she looked over the top of her desk, wide-eyed. “This is a strange feeling.”

Dallas stopped pecking at the typewriter and looked over at her with an exaggerated head bob of attention. “What’s that?”

“I’m done.”

“Done?” Dallas repeated, skeptically. His eyebrow tilted as he reached over, picking up his coffee mug without looking. He sipped what was left in the mug and made a small, disgusted face.

It was cold.

Olli looked over at him, her eyes wide, before she tilted her head down toward her desk. “I’m done.” Her hands spread over the empty top of the work surface in front of her. “For the first time since I started here…I don’t have any paperwork.”

Dallas paused with his mug halfway to his mouth again. He stopped and frowned at the mug, not knowing why it was that he was trying to drink it again. He set the mug down and looked at her skeptically. “You’re done?”

Olli nodded, not glancing at him, still not looking at him, her focus completely zeroed in on the desktop in front of her. “I’m done.”

“There’s not any in the drawers?” Dallas looked at her shrewdly.

Olli shook her head. “I did those too.”

Dallas leaned forward and balanced his elbows on the front edge of his desk. “None under the back edge of the desk.”

Olli shook her head, finally looking at him for the first time.

Dallas held up a finger and shook it a couple of times. “Floor behind your chair.”

Olli looked over at him. She rested her palms against the front edge of the desk and shoved sharply against it.

The chair rolled back easily and bumped against the wall with a soft ‘thung’ noise.

“And it’s all filed?” Dallas looked at her and tilted his head skeptically.

Olli gestured toward her desk and the floor between her and it, the gesture a dramatic answer to the question.

Dallas sat up and leaned back against the back of his chair. “You’re done,” he announced, looking at her in surprise.

Olli laughed in a confused and skeptical way before walk-scooting her chair to the near edge of the desk. She sat where she was for a moment, looking completely lost. “What about you?”

Dallas pulled the sheet of paper from the typewriter and set it into the folder that was next to him. “Done now.” He set the folder into the small wire-sided box designated for files being sent to a different section of WDA.

The silence stretched for a few more seconds.

Olli picked up a pencil that was laying out of place and set it into the cup set on the left top corner of her desk slowly, the motion like she was worried that someone would hear it. She dragged her hand back and set it, palm down like the other hand, on the desk in front of her for a moment. “Very quietly,” she instructed. “Very slowly. Get up and go before someone notices.”

Dallas stood up in the same measured way that Olli did, watching the door like he was expecting someone to walk through it at any moment and ruin their chance to have an early afternoon off.

Olli tip-toed slightly and slipped around the far edge of her desk before whisper-stepping across the floor toward the hall tree set up to the left of the office door.

Dallas slunk-trotted after her.

Olli grabbed his fedora and offered it to him while she picked up her jacket with her left hand. She shook her jacket open and swung it around her shoulders.

Dallas took his hat and dropped it on his head with the same hand as he reached for his jacket with the other. He didn’t bother to put it on, but took a large step to open the door of the office, just fast enough that Olli could walk through it without slowing down. “Quietly now,” he advised, falling into step behind her, swinging around the door and pulling it closed after him.

Olli clicked the switch, turning off the lights before she was completely out the door. She pulled her hand back sharply so her knuckles wouldn’t hit against the door frame and sneak-trotted a few steps before walking along at a brisk, heel-to-toe walk that carried her along at a sweepingly fast pace. Her heeled, knee high, laced-up, black leather motorcycle boots making barely a whisper of noise.

Dallas carefully trotted after her and caught up after a few hurried steps. “Let’s head to the back door. If they don’t see us—”

“They can’t stop us with a fresh case,” Olli finished as she started to trot down the first set of stairs.

Dallas nodded once and touched his nose. “Out the back door, through the alley, across the street, and straight to the Corner Diner for lunch.”

Olli nodded and smiled. “That sounds like a great idea to me.”

Exactly five steps across the landing of the second floor, and the detectives were quickly trotting down the last flight between them and the freedom of an entire afternoon to themselves. Dallas on one side of the railing that ran down the middle of the stairs, Olli half-skipping down the stairs on the right side.

Olli glanced at the main part of the lobby before half shoving Dallas’ shoulder toward the back door. “Hurry, hurry,” she whispered.

Dallas herded her toward the rear door. He reached for the door handle. “Almost there,” he half-whispered as he opened the door.

Olli skittered through the door. She pursed her lips together in a nervous way. “What are you going to do with your free afternoon?” she wondered, trotting down the outside steps sideways so she could look back at him easier.

Dallas shook his head a little and shrugged, glancing at the steps to gauge where his feet were. Unlike Olli, he hadn’t grown up in the Wainwright Detective Agency. Certainly didn’t grow up sneaking out of the building. “Probably tryin’ to convince you ‌that you shouldn’t go into The District on your afternoon off.”

Olli looked back at him and smirked. “I wasn’t going to The District this afternoon.”

Dallas looked at her, and an eyebrow jumped slightly. “Aren’t you?”

Olli shook her head. “No. Aces. You act like I would lie about something like that!”

Dallas tilted his head slightly, and his other eyebrow jumped a little to match its mate.

“All right! All right. If you must know…” Olli held up her hands. “I was thinking I would see if Birdie was free this afternoon and if she wanted to go shopping.”








  
  

Chapter 2

The One With The Shopping Surprise





Dallas stopped short. “Wait.” 

Olli walked a few more steps and then looked back at him. “For…?” she wondered.

“Who are you? The Olivia Wainwright that I know thinks shopping is mundane and…foolish.” Dallas pointed at her and scoffed. “She told me herself a while ago.”

“I did not. When was that?!” Olli protested, her voice jumping an octave and cracking. She turned and walked toward the street, brushing her hair over her shoulder as she walked.

Dallas chuckled and walked after her. “You were sittin’ on the window seat, we were havin’ lunch while we waited for Tanner to break us out…remember?”

Olli looked thoughtful for a moment. “I vaguely remember that…”

“I asked you what you did in your free time. When you didn’t answer right away, I asked if you went shoppin’. You laughed at me.”

Olli looked up at him for a moment and then bobbed her head. “I didn’t lie to you.”

Dallas looked at her and tilted an eyebrow. “No?”

Olli shook her head. “No. I don’t like to go shopping often. Usually I don’t go at all.”

Dallas nodded slowly, processing the information. “I see.”

“In fact, the last time that I went shopping was almost eight months ago,” Olli mentioned in an informative tone.

Dallas chuckled and made a thoughtful noise. “All right. I believe you.”

Olli pushed her hands into her pockets and swung the flaps of her coat in a shrugging sort of motion. “It’s just not my style. I don’t need a lot. And it’s not like I need fancy things.”

Dallas looked at her and bobbed his head. “You really are one of a kind, Olli.”

“Part of my stunning charm.” Olli smirked.

The detectives stood patiently as part of the small crowd, waiting for the lights to change so they could walk across the street. Once the direction of the intersection changed, the crowd started to move.

Dallas offered his elbow to her as he stepped forward.

Olli glanced at him and smiled softly. She pulled her nearest hand out of the pocket and slipped it through his elbow, just as she stepped off the curb.

From there, it was only half a block between them and their favorite—usually dinner—stop. Clarence’s Corner Diner had been the place to decompress from a rough day or case since they had become partners. They had their favorite booth, the same one that they had been sitting in when they were shot at during their first case.

It was the same booth that Dallas had first crossed paths with Anderson Paul, the reporter that he had the displeasure of dealing with alone while Olli had been sitting in Cross Bay’s plush prison.

The detectives walked up to the door together, Dallas pausing half a step to open the front door.

Olli walked into the diner and straight to her usual bench. The inside edge of the third booth in. She paused and unzipped her jacket while smiling at the lunch crowd that had already gathered.

Dallas appeared behind her and gently helped her pull out of her jacket. Once she was free, he lightly tossed the jacket into the far corner of his side of the booth. He dropped his jacket on top of hers a moment later before he sat down onto the bench himself. Dallas lightly pulled the fedora off his head and set it loosely on top of the menu stand.

They wouldn’t be needing it, anyway.

Olli scooted a little deeper into the booth and smiled at him. “Thanks.”

Dallas half shrugged and scoffed quietly. “Sure, Olli.”

Clarence, the man with deep black hair, greying at the temples, bustled out of the swinging door that led to the kitchen. He had a large plate full of food in each hand. As he walked, he muttered to himself under his breath like he was frustrated at something that was going on.

Probably a customer, as the lunch rush had just started to wander in off the street. Maybe something in the kitchen that was broken.

Either way, the sour look on his face instantly lifted when he saw the two people sitting in the third booth from the front door. He grinned and walked to a table with two portly men at it. Clarence nearly dropped the plates in front of them and smiled in a forced sort of way before pivoting and almost running to the table that he wanted to be at.

“My friends!” he gushed, holding his hands out wide enough to set one on each of their nearest shoulders. “How are you?! Are you hungry? Of course you are! Why else would be here?” he laughed and shook them a little in a friendly way. He chuckled and half turned, letting go of Olli’s shoulder and looking back at the large stainless-steel hood that was over the range just behind the bar top counter. “Unless it was to admire the shine I have put on your wonderful mark that you added to my restaurant?!” His free hand gestured back to the large dent that dinged deeply into the hood, nearly a direct line from the booth to the range.

Olli looked at the large dent and cleared her throat. “Why won’t you let us have that fixed?” she wondered.

Clarence clicked his tongue a couple of times like he was disappointed in her. “Never. That is a badge that I wear with honor!”

Dallas shook his head. “Well. At least let us apologize for it?”

Clarence scoffed. “My friends. You are hungry! Let me make you something. You must be starving.” He turned and bustled away, back to the swinging door, and burst through on his trip back to the kitchen.

Olli watched him go and looked across the table to Dallas. “I just don’t understand why he’s so enamored with that.”

Dallas shook his head. “I spent a lot of time here while you were away.” He rested his arms on the table and looked at the large scuff mark on the hood. “Honestly, Olli, the more that I think about it, the more I’m convinced that it’s a status symbol for him.”

Olli looked where he was for a moment and then made a thoughtful noise. “Seems an odd way to go about it, but all right.”

Dallas shrugged.

Olli looked out the window and made a thoughtful noise. “It’s a beautiful day.”

Dallas smiled and nodded. “It’s nice to finally see the sun again.”

The sun had decided to come out earlier that morning, which had led to a slew of gripes from Olli about being cooped up in their office when it was such a nice day outside. Dallas had to begrudgingly downplay and talk her out of it, despite the total agreement he had to what she had carried on about.

The clouds had broken apart not soon after the sun came out, which made Olli more distracted for a bit.

But, somehow, the both of them got through the distraction long enough to get all their paperwork done. And for the first time, they were both completely caught up.

“It looks like it’s going to be a good day for you to go shoppin’.” Dallas smiled at her.

Olli looked away from watching out the window and glanced at him before snorting quietly. “That is important.” She smirked. “Otherwise my bags might get wet.”

Dallas laughed and shook his head. “What am I goin’ to do without that razor sharp wit all afternoon?”

Olli shrugged. “What are you going to do?”

Dallas looked thoughtful for a moment. “Maybe take a walk toward the park. See what there is to see over there.”

Olli nodded slowly and made a thoughtful noise. “The park.”

“There’s a chess game that goes on during the day. I’d like to see if I can sit in.”

Olli’s eyebrows jumped, and she folded her hands on the table. “You play chess?”

“Is that so far out of the realm of possibility for you?”

Olli stared at him for a moment and then nodded. “Honestly? Yes.”

“Why?” Dallas wondered, tilting his head.

Olli’s eyes roved for a moment before she shrugged. “I don’t know! Maybe it’s just too…mundane?”

“Mundane?!” Dallas scoffed. “What did you think I did when I’m not out with you?”

“Maybe finding a place to meet a pretty girl or two? Go on dates? Honestly, Dallas, I hadn’t really thought about it.” Olli shrugged and sipped from the water glass that was placed in front of her at one point.

It wasn’t a complete lie, but it wasn’t the full truth, either. She had managed to get past her initial crush on Dallas a few months before, though there were still some lingering feelings that went beyond what she considered normal for a partnership. Not that she would ever admit to them. She did her best not to think about Dallas’ personal life when they weren’t together.

Dallas tilted his head and scoffed quietly. “Olli,” he chided. “You know that you’re the only girl for me.”

Olli shook her head and sat back against the booth when Clarence walked past to set two plates with meatloaf and mashed potatoes down in front of them. “Dallas, please.” She looked at the plate in front of her and smiled brightly. “Clarence, this looks amazing!”

Clarence smiled and knocked on the table brightly. “Eat up. It’s the dinner special and I don’t want to sell out before dinner.”

“You didn’t have to do that, Clarence,” Dallas protested.

“You come to me. You say that you need lunch. Is this not lunch?” Clarence protested, pointing to the plates and looking at them.

Olli smiled and dipped her head. “Thank you, Clarence.”

Clarence nodded after one more stern look split between the two. “Now. Eat. You eat.” He bustled off to greet customers that came through the door and gestured for them to sit at the counter facing the large stovetop under the hood that he refused to replace.

Olli looked at the meatloaf in front of her and shrugged. “Might as well before it gets cold.”

Dallas grunted. “It would be a shame to waste.”
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Clarence stopped by once or twice to check on them and made sure to take their plates as soon as they were finished eating.

Olli finished the last of her water and smiled at Dallas. “Mind if I take off?”

Dallas laughed softly and shook his head. “No. No, not at all. Go on. Go have fun shoppin’.”

Olli smiled at him brilliantly and nodded. “Thank you.”

Dallas chuckled and reached over to grab her jacket. “Here.” He stood up out of the booth and opened the jacket for her. “Go on. Don’t want to be late.”

Olli smirked and slipped first one arm and then the other into her jacket sleeves. She shrugged into the shoulders and smiled at him. “Thanks. I’ll see you at the office?”

Dallas nodded. “Tomorrow mornin’ bright and early.”

Olli smiled. “But not too early or bright.”

Dallas laughed. “Sure.”

Olli giggled and zipped up her jacket before heading for the front door. As she walked toward the front door, Olli pulled her hair free of her collar. “I’ll see you around, Clarence!” she called over the noise of the conversations swirling at the counter.

Clarence turned from the grill and held up a metal spatula in a small wave. “Goodbye my friend! Come back soon!”

Olli grinned and pushed the front door open with her shoulder, hip and arm at the same time. “You know I will.” She waved, including Dallas in the movement, and stepped out the door.

Dallas slipped out of his side of the booth and picked up his jacket. He swung the jacket around him while sliding his arms into the sleeves. A quick reach, and he scooped up his hat. Dallas kept the brim in his hand and walked to the counter. “What do I owe you, Clarence?”

Clarence half glanced over at him in the middle of flipping a patty. “No-no. I put it on your tab.”

Dallas narrowed his eyes slightly. “Clarence. My tab must be runnin’ a little rich at this point,” he tried to rationalize.

Clarence fussed with the grill for a moment before glancing toward Dallas. He did a small double take. “My friend!” he protested, gesturing at him with the large metal spatula in his hand. “What are you still doing here? It is a nice day. Go. Be free! I put it on you tab.”

Dallas leaned on the countertop for a moment longer. “Clarence.”

“You go!” Clarence ordered, waving the spatula at him in a half threatening gesture. “Go.”

Dallas scoffed slightly and stood up. “Thank you, Clarence.” He started toward the door. “Listen. Next time I see you, I’m payin’ that tab off.”

Clarence scoffed. He waved his free hand at him in a dismissive gesture. “Ah! Go on! Go!”

“I’m serious, Clarence.”

“Hey, Clarence!” one of the men at the counter piped up. “Why do I have to pay every time I’m here?”

Clarence pivoted toward him. “You say to me that you want to have a tab?” he gestured around with his hand and spatula. “And yet every time you come here you barely have enough for the lunch that I give you!” he held his hands toward the man that was protesting before swinging his arms around. “You pay.” He turned to the grill and started cooking again.

“What’s so special about him?!” another voice protested.

“He pays!” Clarence snapped, pointing the spatula at the newest to protest.

“How do you know if you won’t let him?!”

“Ay? Are you coming into my diner and telling me whose money is good?!” Clarence scolded.

Dallas chuckled quietly and leaned against the door with his weight enough to jangle the little bell over the top corner of the door. “Thanks for lunch, Clarence. I’ll see you later!”

Clarence waved the top edge of the spatula slightly. “Goodbye, my friend!”

Dallas dropped his hat onto his head with a smile and stepped out of the door and onto the sidewalk, letting the door close behind him. He looked up at the sky for a moment before deciding to walk to the park.

It was a beautiful day.
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The man behind the wheel of the hack glanced back at her. “Sure thing.”

Olli smiled at him and looked at the sidewalk where he was pulling over. She was a little early, but she was hoping that Birdie would arrive soon. When the hack rolled to a stop, Olli pulled a couple of bills from her inside pocket. “Here you go.” She held them over the seat and smiled.

“Thank you.”

Olli smiled brightly. “Thank you. I really appreciate the lift.” She slid across the back seat to the door closest to the curb and pushed the door open. She stepped out and up onto the sidewalk. Once she closed the door, Olli knocked on the roof of the hack. A simple step up and back, and Olli was standing on the sidewalk a step and a little more. She slid her hands into the pockets of her jacket and looked down the sidewalk to her left. Olli rocked on her toes a little and glanced to her right. She didn’t see Birdie yet, so she would have to find a way to entertain herself while she waited.

Olli meandered along the sidewalk. Her pace wasn’t in any hurry to get to the end of the block. Birdie would be there soon, and she didn’t want to be too far down the way. As she walked, Olli slid her hands into the pockets of her jacket. Her progress slowed for a moment while she held the door for a young mother—probably the same age she was—and her three little children. Olli smiled and waved at the children as they walked past, leaning her shoulder against the front edge of the door and holding it open with her weight.

“Olive!” a bright, chipper voice called down the sidewalk.

Olli looked up and smiled brightly. She stood up off the front edge of the door and waved to the kids before adjusting to wave at the platinum blonde that was flouncing toward her on the sidewalk. “Hiya there, Gloria!” she called back.

Gloria’s bright-red painted lips pulled up in a bright smile. “You’re here!” She rushed forward a couple of steps, her bright platinum blonde curls bouncing with each step.

Olli shrugged and giggled a little. “Of course I am. You promised me a day of shopping!” she smiled and hugged Gloria when she got close enough. “Look at you!”

Gloria giggled brightly and spun. “I just got it last week! Isn’t it fine!?” she smoothed her hands over her light-blue, drop waist, satin dress.

Olli bobbed her head and made a noise of agreement. “It’s quite a dress, Bird.”

Gloria looked at her and clicked her tongue. “You shouldn’t call me that out here.”

Olli looked at her and bit her lips together. “I’m so sorry. I slipped.”

Gloria clicked her tongue and waved her hands a little. “No need to worry about it. I doubt that anyone heard you. It was one time. Now. Why are you wearing pants?!” she held her hands out toward Olli’s legs. “We need to get you a new dress!”

Olli looked at her for a moment and pursed her lips. “I don’t need a new dress, Glor—”

Gloria clicked her tongue a few times. “But what about that charming fella ya got?”

Olli looked at her blandly. “Aces, Gloria. Don’t be ridiculous. He’s my partner.”

Gloria smiled at her brightly and tapped her nose. “Whatever you want to say, Olive.”

Olli rolled her eyes. “Come on. Where do you want to start?” She pivoted toward the street lined with the most shops and looked down it expectantly.

“Tielmen’s?” Gloria offered.

Olli nodded. “Sure. A little rich for my blood. But—”—she smiled at her brightly— “—I’ll come with you and help you find something pretty.”

“Too rich for your blood!” Gloria tittered and hugged Olli’s nearest arm. “That doesn’t even make sense! You have money.”

Olli looked at her sideways and scoffed. “Sure. But come on. Not the kind of money that a canary has! Especially not the most popular one in the city.”

Gloria preened a little and fluffed her curls a little. “Aw. You are so sweet. But I don’t know about all that.”

Olli shrugged and walked with her to the corner. She watched the traffic in front of her for a moment. “You ate lunch?”

Gloria nodded. “I did.” she looked at Olli and smirked. “What about you, Olive?”

Olli half glanced at her. “Yeah, I did. What’s that smirk?”

Gloria tilted her head and smiled at her and bit her lip a little. “So?”

Olli glanced at the traffic again and started them both across the intersection purposefully. “So, what?” She glanced in Gloria’s direction.

“Was he there?” Gloria prodded, trotting a couple of steps and looking at Olli a little more squarely.

Olli tilted her head. “Who?”

Gloria looked at her and lightly smacked Olli’s arm. “Olive! Listen to you.”

Olli clicked her tongue and stepped up over the curb on the other side of the street at the same time as Gloria. “I know a lot of ‘hes’. You’re going to have to be more specific.”

Gloria shot her a look of exasperated patience, sighing like Olli was trying to be difficult, and then half shook her head. “Your partner!”

Olli half shrugged and bobbed her head. “Sure. Sure, he was there. Aces, Glore…what would it matter if my partner was there while I was eating lunch? Of course he was. We snuck out of the office together. And it was lunchtime.”

Gloria shook her head and rolled her eyes. “I will never understand how it is that you don’t see how incredibly yummy he is.”

Something sparked in Olli, flaring up angrily and slightly defensive. She started to take a breath and then swallowed it before she could actually act on it. “Oh, come on.”

“Me?! You come on!”

“Aces, Glore!”

“Don’t you ‘aces Glore’ me! You spend hours and hours a day with him!” Gloria waved one hand in front of her face. “I don’t know how you focus.”

“I don’t know how you sing in an illegal bar…looks like both of us have some things that we need to just go along with.” Olli paused at the correct door and opened it for Gloria.

Gloria looked at her and clicked her tongue. “I make more money that way.”

Olli started to take a breath and then bobbed her head. “Well…sure. But you could switch over now.”

Gloria flounced into the store. “And give this life up? Olive, honestly.”

Olli rolled her eyes and stepped into the store. “I feel wrong just stepping into this store…” she muttered.

Gloria must not have heard her, she pivoted and smiled brightly in Olli’s direction.

Olli smiled back at her tightly and wandered over slowly.

This shop was one of the most expensive and exclusive shops in Big Town. The dresses in this shop commanded such high prices they bordered on ridiculous.

Olli did have a couple of dresses from the racks, but it was only a couple. Most of her clothes she picked up from shops that were the same size but weren’t nearly in the same price bracket. She usually did her best to save as much money as possible for people who needed it. Hack drivers and Clarence. The man who sold fruit during the summer on the side of Cicero.

The people who needed the money.

Olli wandered slowly through the store, looking back at Gloria from time to time as she moved through the racks. “Find anything, Glore?”

Gloria hung up another hanger and shrugged a little. “I found a couple. I’m going to go try them on.” She hugged a couple of options to her ribs for a moment. She gasped and looked at Olli sharply. “Olive!”

Olli jerked and looked at her sharply. “Aces. What?” she tilted her head.

“We should go dancing tonight!”

Olli rested her hands on the shelf that was closest to her. “Dancing?” she repeated.

“Yes! Dancing. We’ll get you a new dress and me a new dress and then we’ll go hit a couple of clubs and dance the night away!” Gloria grinned at her brightly and nodded.

Olli started to take a breath. “What’s wrong—”

“Olive,” Gloria tutted. “You can’t wear pants to go dancing!”

“—with the dresses that I already have?” Olli finished like she hadn’t been interrupted, a small smirk on her face.

Gloria looked at her for a moment and pouted. “What’s wrong with the dres-” she shook her head and blinked a couple of times in a confused sort of way. “What’s that supposed to mean?!” she laughed in a carefree sort of way.

“I don’t have to buy them. I have them already.” Olli shrugged.

“But…Olive?” Gloria protested. “New dress.”

Olli huffed softly and shook her head. “I don’t need a new dress.”

“How are you going to get a boy?” Gloria protested.

“Aces…” Olli stood up and looked out the window of the shop. “I don’t—” her voice trailed off for a moment and her head slid to the left a little. She looked out the windows.

“Olive?” Gloria wondered, stepping back toward her. Her platinum curls bouncing to the side sharply as she tilted her head.

Olli took a couple of steps to the left and leaned a little to look out the windows a little further. “What were you saying?” she shook her head a little, seeming to shake off whatever it was that was bothering her and smiled at Gloria expectantly.

Gloria narrowed her eyes a little and tilted her head. She shook her finger at Olli, her whole face darkening a little. “No-no. I know that look. Something…you noticed something, didn’t you. Olive, no working!” she scolded. “We’re shopping.”

Olli held up her hands. “No working. I promise. Just…thought that I saw something.”

“No! No seeing something.” Gloria shook her head, her tone scolding. “We are shopping.”

Olli waved her hands a little and smiled apologetically. “You’re right. I’m here to spend time with you.”

Gloria smiled and nodded once. “That’s better. Come on. We’re going to have so much fun today!”

Olli laughed softly and shooed her toward the dressing room. “Go try them on! I want to see them!”

Gloria clapped her hands and trotted on her toes a few steps toward the dressing room. “They’re so pretty!”

Olli watched her and laughed quietly. “Make sure you show me!” She waited until the door on the dressing room was closed before looking out the window critically. She could have sworn that she saw the same Auburn sedan rolling down the road outside of the shop for the second time.

It wouldn’t have caught her attention if it wasn’t for the fact that the car had gone by twice. The same direction.

Olli frowned a little and gnawed on the inside left corner of her bottom lip for a moment. Maybe they were just looking for parking somewhere nearby.

Maybe Gloria was right.

Maybe it was time to stop looking for trouble in the middle of broad daylight in the best part of town, and focus on helping her friend find the new dress that she was set on having.

Olli shifted her shoulders a little and made herself look away from the windows. She started to peruse the rack that was in front of her, shifting dresses one hanger at a time from right to left while she waited for Gloria to step out of the dressing room in her first choice.

Still, there was something nagging at the back of her thoughts. Something that she didn’t want to acknowledge. Something that skipped its way right past a minor worry and straight to the point that it made the hair on the back of her neck stand up a little.

“What do you think of this one, Olive?” Gloria wondered, stepping out of the dressing room with a loud, strapless red dress that hugged every curve, the stitching slowly fluting around Gloria’s ribs. The skirt was tight, almost to her knees, before it loosened up to a small tulip flare that would swing wildly with every step. She waited for a moment before ducking her head a little. “Olive?” she tried again, tilting her head. After a couple more seconds of waiting for something to happen, she kicked her right foot out to the side and tilted her head. Her hands snapped to her hips, and she frowned. One perfectly manicured eyebrow dipped a little.

It dipped further. 

She stamped the heel of her t-strap black shoe against the tile of the floor and raised her eyebrows. “Olive, you promised!” she whined. “No working, remember?”

Olli shook her head and blinked a few times before looking over at Gloria. “Sorry, Bir—Gloria.” She smiled tightly and waved her hand a little. “Sorry. What is it?” she wondered. “Aces,” she whispered to herself under her breath.

Gloria made an exasperated noise and snapped her fingers. “Olive? My dress?” She spun around in a small circle, the skirt flaring wildly as she pivoted on the toes of her shoes.

Olli watched her and smiled brightly. “It’s a looker, Glore.”

“Should I get it?” Gloria looked at her and tilted her head. She quaffed her curls and looked at Olli expectantly.

Olli shrugged. “It’s the first dress. What if you like the next one better?” she wondered, pushing her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket and half shrugging.

Gloria looked at her for a moment, like she hadn’t considered the possibility, and turned to look at the dressing room. “I’m going to say this is the one that I want to take, but I should try on the others just to make sure.”

Olli smiled and nodded. “All right. I’ll be right here.” she looked around. “Or somewhere close.”
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