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			In memory of Mooshu, all fluff and heart

		

	
		
			1

			Theodore—Teddy to nearly everyone not related by blood—Tonica was king of his domain. Or maybe ringleader was a better description, he thought with a grin, snapping the bar towel in his hand at a patron who tried to reach over the bar and change the music. “Hands off the dial, Joel.” The radio was set to a local jazz station, and it didn’t get turned up any higher than could be heard at the bar itself. Those were the rules, and everyone knew it.

			The joint was jumping—well, jumping for a relatively quiet part of Seattle early on a Thursday evening, anyway. The eleven bar stools were in use, and most of the chairs were taken, too, people settling in to stay for a while. It wasn’t the crazed rush of a weekend, but there was enough work to keep both hands busy. Teddy set up two beers and pushed them across the bar with a professional flourish, then paused to check on his waitress.

			Stacy was working the floor, moving around the tables with economy, unloading her tray, taking orders, and swiping empties. He’d been worried that once she was boosted up to off-shift bartender she’d not want to waitress anymore, but Stacy seemed to slip between the two roles without hesitation or ego. He suspected that she made more money in tips as a waitress, anyway. The regulars here weren’t stingy. You couldn’t be, if you wanted to keep coming back week after week. And people did.

			The phone in his pocket vibrated slightly, and instinct moved his hand toward it, even though he knew better. The motion was checked when the guy leaning against the bar held up a hand with several bills folded between his fingers. Teddy nodded in the guy’s direction, holding up his index finger to say he’d be right there. He fished the phone out of his pocket and checked the number, even though he was pretty sure who was calling. “Not now, people, not now,” he muttered, tapping the button to refuse the call, and shoving the phone back into his pocket. His sisters and cousins seemed to think that he needed to be dragged into the latest family flap. He disagreed, vehemently.

			This was why he’d left the East Coast. 

			“What can I do for ya?” he asked, finally turning to the new customer. The guy ordered a winter ale and a Pink Squirrel. Because Teddy was a professional, he didn’t roll his eyes at the order, even though he wanted to. It embarrassed him that he actually knew how to make a Pink Squirrel. Mary’s was a respectable neighborhood bar, a place for draft beers and classy drinks, not foofy sugar-bombs. But the customer was always right, so long as they were sober.

			He supposed it could have been worse. After a local newspaper did a puff piece on the “crime-solving bartender” and the exotic cat smuggling case they’d worked last year, Patrick, the owner of the bar, had suggested that they create a specialty drink, something cat-related. Teddy had managed to avoid doing it long enough that he hoped that idea had died a natural death. He was a bartender, not a mixologist, or whatever the trendy title was these days. Patrick could run specials like that at his new place when it opened, not here.

			“Besides,” Teddy said now, lifting his head to look at the top of the shelves behind him, “you’re the only cat that this bar needs.”

			Only the tip of her tail and the edge of one white-dipped paw were visible, but he was pretty sure Penny’s whiskers twitched in agreement. Not that an animal could understand the words, but the fact that the little tabby considered Mary’s her domain—and Teddy her human—was a fact among the regulars of the bar. Even he’d come to accept it. He laughed at himself now. Who knew letting a bedraggled kitten come in out of the rain would turn him into . . . well, a pet person was overstating the matter, but a specific animal person, anyway.

			The front door opened, a burst of wet air rushing in, and someone yelled out a complaint before the door was quickly shut again. Even without looking up, Teddy knew who had come in, because Penny leaped down from her perch, landing gracefully on the back counter. She only ever reacted like that for one visitor.

			“One gimlet, just like the lady likes,” he said, pulling up the ingredients even as Ginny slid up to the bar. As crowded as it had been, a stool suddenly opened for her, and she took it like a queen accepting her throne.

			“One of these days,” the blonde said, “I’m going to come in here and order a beer, just to mess with you.”

			“No you won’t.”

			Ginny laughed. “No, I probably won’t. But I might.”

			She might, he thought, especially if she thought she could catch him out. Ginny Mallard had a streak of mischief a mile wide for all that she looked like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth just then. Either she’d had a good day at the office, or he was about to get hit with the worst joke he’d ever heard. Or, possibly, both.

			“And hello to you, too, Mistress Penny,” she said to the cat, who gave her a delicate sniff and then leaped down to the floor to visit with the newcomer she was actually interested in, Ginny’s shar-pei, Georgie, who was happily settling at her mistress’s feet.

			Until recently, Georgie, like all other canines whose owners frequented Mary’s, had been relegated to the sidewalk outside. There was an unofficial tie-up next to the bike rack where dogs could rest in the shade, out of the way of foot traffic. Since Teddy had become manager, those rules had been loosened, until Georgie now took it as much her right to come inside as it was Ginny’s.

			One cat and one dog. That was as far as he’d let himself slip.

			“Try not to get stepped on,” Ginny said to both animals, and then turned her attention back to the human across the bar. “Busy, for a Thursday. Did every other bar in town close?”

			“Hah. And actually, yeah. The Fish is having renovations done, so their space is about half the usual.” Teddy made a face. “I think we’re getting the overflow, based on the level of hipster tonight.”

			Like most neighborhoods in Seattle, Ballard had an assortment of drinking establishments, each with its own atmosphere and clientele. The nearest competitor, Fish, was upscale, while Nickles, across the avenue, attracted college students. Mary’s had intentionally cultivated a “neighborhood joint” feel. It was the place you went to talk your best friend out of a bad idea, or took a date when you were finally ready to introduce her to your friends. There was no jukebox or band, no pool table or dance floor, and only a small bar menu with just enough choices to soak up your beer, not to replace dinner. The only time outsiders showed up in any number was for Trivia Night, which had the reputation as being one of the toughest, most fiercely contested competitions in all of Seattle. The rest of the time, Teddy could identify 90 percent of his customers by name.

			He’d worked flavor-of-the-month clubs before. He much preferred this.

			He’d met Ginny the first week he’d started here. The curvy blonde had walked in that first Trivia Night, sat down with her team, and helped dismember every opponent—including his own newly joined team—with a combination of razor-sharp mind and good-natured snark. The two of them hadn’t clicked so much as clacked, and it had taken another year for that to ease into a comfortable rivalry.

			In fact, it was only in the past year that he could really say that they had become friends, and most of that probably had to do with Georgie. Penny had taken to the shar-pei puppy the very first time they’d met, which gave the two humans more reason to converse. That friendship had only deepened, much to both their surprise, when she’d talked him into working with her. Ginny had taken her real job—personal concierge services—and used it to start a sideline of private investigations, or what she called “researchtigations.” It had been against his better judgment, helping her out, and he was still amazed that he had agreed.

			Still, he admitted that the challenge of these side jobs had intrigued him enough that he’d said yes not just once, but four times.

			And that challenge had also gotten him shot at, attacked by a big cat, padlocked to a walk-in freezer, and his family name bandied about. That last had probably bothered him more than anything else, he admitted. 

			Teddy squinted at her suspiciously now. If she had a new gig, she was on her own. He wasn’t going to let her talk him into anything more. But saying that up front would only challenge her.

			“You here to drink away your cares, or celebrate your brilliance?” he asked instead, setting a napkin down and placing her drink on top of it with a flourish.

			“Neither. Or both. To celebrate my brilliant cares?” She shrugged, and took a sip of her drink. “I made one client deliriously happy with me today, and have two new clients waiting for me to send them contracts, so Georgie gets to keep in kibble for another few months. Life is good.” She picked up the wedge of lime and sucked at it delicately.

			Every time he saw her do that, he cringed. “Jesus, what’re you, at risk for scurvy? At least have the decency to drink tequila if you’re going to do that.”

			“Wuss.” She left the rind in her mouth, pressed up against her teeth, and gave him a green smile, making him roll his eyes. Ginny Mallard looked like a classy dame, but some days she had the sophistication of a fifth grader.

			“If I can interrupt this group hug?” Stacy came up behind Ginny, sliding her tray onto the bar and ducking quickly to make her greetings to Georgie, who responded with an enthusiastic face-licking, if Stacy’s giggle was any guide. The waitress resurfaced, grinning. “Boss, I need three Black and Tans with back, and a glass of the Cabernet. Hi, Ginny. Still up for bowling next weekend?”

			Ginny flinched, dropping the lime wedge onto her napkin. “I really agreed to that?”

			“You did. And bring the man. I can’t believe you’ve been dating for months and we haven’t met him yet.”

			They hadn’t even learned the guy’s name yet, for that matter. “She’s afraid to bring him here,” Teddy said, pulling the first of the beers. “That’s assuming he even exists, anyway.”

			“Don’t start,” Ginny warned them. “I adhere to the six-month rule for relationships. Let them get comfortable before you throw them to your friends.”

			“Yeah, but we’re not friends, we’re Mary’s,” Stacy protested.

			“Yeah, well I don’t live here like some people . . .”

			“Ginny, you’re in four days a week,” Teddy said, finishing with the beers and pouring the wine. “If you actually drank worth a damn, we’d engrave your name on one of the stools.”

			“And on that note, I’m gone.” Stacy loaded her tray and disappeared back into the crowd.

			“So,” he said, leaning forward and waggling his eyebrows like a cut-rate Groucho Marx. “It’s almost been six months. . . .”

			“Don’t start,” she repeated, her eyes narrowing in clear warning, and he backed off. He could tease her about Georgie, about her endless love of her technology, of her impatience and her lack of schmoozing skills, but not about her personal life. Fair enough. He had no desire to open up about his, either. That thought made him look guiltily at his phone, then he went back to work, leaving her to her drink.

			“G’night, Gin,” someone called out, and she raised a hand in farewell, even though she hadn’t actually talked to him tonight. It had been pretty crackling when she walked in at seven thirty, but the bar was starting to clear out by ten—apparently the overflow from Fish were early-to-bed types. Ginny had switched to ginger ale about an hour ago, as usual, but sitting at the bar people-watching was preferable to going home and trying to do more work, or staring at the television. Rob—the boyfriend of speculation—was heading out on a business trip first thing tomorrow, so she was on her own for the weekend.

			Georgie clearly didn’t mind hanging out here: the dog was snoring happily at Ginny’s feet, Penny curled up between oversized canine paws, also asleep. Ginny looked at the two of them, and shook her head fondly, then pulled out her tablet and snapped a picture and posted it to the bar’s Facebook page. Then, unable to help herself, she checked her email. One message was from her mother, which she ignored. The other . . . “Oh, are you kidding me?” She sighed. So much for not working anymore tonight, but if she left it until the morning the client would work himself into a frenzy—and she wouldn’t be able to sleep well for worrying.

			Grumbling, she started pulling up the information she’d need to put out this particular fire. Fortunately, she’d developed the ability to shut out the ambient noise and movement of the bar around her, and lose herself in the work.

			Sometime around ten thirty, an older man wearing cargo pants and a gray sweatshirt under a mostly clean apron came out from the back and sat down next to her, glaring at the thirtysomething couple who had been leaning against the bar waiting for service, until they made room for him. Ginny turned her head and gave him a curious look. A former boxer, Seth was in his sixties, balding and wrinkled, but his body was still strong enough to give would-be troublemakers pause. The older man ran Mary’s kitchen, if you could call the galley space behind the bar anything that grand, and he wasn’t a fan of Ginny, or Georgie, or Penny, for that matter. In fact, Ginny wasn’t sure he was a fan of anything, although Tonica said that he was actually a good guy. For a professional grouch.

			When he sat there and didn’t say anything, Ginny decided to return the favor. It seemed only polite. After a while, though, it got to be weird, of the creepy-weird variety, and she swiveled around on her stool to look directly at him.

			“Kitchen’s closed?”

			“Stacy knows where to find me, anyone wants to put an order in.” He was staring at the mug of coffee in his hands—at least, she thought it was coffee. She’d never actually seen Seth drink alcohol. Not that she spent much time watching him, or anything.

			“Uh-huh.” She might not have Tonica’s people-sense, but something was definitely weird. She looked up, trying to find Tonica, catching his eye and tilting her head to let him know that he was needed down here. Whatever was up, she didn’t want to get hit with it alone.

			The bartender worked his way back down the bar to the two of them, taking the situation in with a brief glance and absolutely no change of expression. “Top that off for you?” he offered, reaching for the coffeepot, but Seth covered the mug with one hand. “I’m good.”

			It was coffee, then, or Tonica was hiding something high-test in the pot. That wasn’t in character for either one of them, though.

			Tonica waited, and Ginny waited, and Seth stared into his coffee mug, his face set in stone. The silence was starting to get to really awkward when he grunted, and finally spoke.

			“I gotta talk to you two.”

			Them, not her. Even in Ginny’s relief, she was amused at how those words seemed to move Tonica into “sympathetic bartender” mode without his even noticing. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the bar top, left hand folding into his right, his expression open and attentive. It worked wonders on the drunks who unburdened themselves to him on a regular basis, but Seth didn’t seem to notice.

			“Me, too?” Ginny asked, just to make sure.

			“Yeah, you, too, Blondie,” Seth growled. Whatever it was he wanted to talk about, he wasn’t happy about it. “I want to hire you.”

			It took a lot, at this point in his life, to leave Theodore Johan Tonica dumbfounded. Seth had just managed it. “You want to what?”

			The old man growled slightly. “You heard what I said.”

			“I heard, I just wanted to make sure I heard right. I might have been hallucinating.” Teddy realized, even as the words came out of his mouth, that joking wasn’t the way to go. The old man looked as unhappy—and as uncomfortable—as he’d ever seen him, and that was saying something. Even Ginny had picked up on it, her professional “I’m trained, I can help you” expression firmly in place, but her hazel eyes widened with shock.

			“You mean, as investigators?”

			“No, as a bartender. Of course as an investigator.” Seth might be uncomfortable, but he wasn’t at a loss for snark. “I need the two of you to look into something for me.”

			“Ah. Um.” Bartenders learned to roll with the punches, verbal or otherwise, but this had caught him off guard. Seth, asking for their help? “You know we’re not licensed, or anything like that, right? I mean, maybe . . .”

			“If I wanted to go to someone else—if I could go to someone else—I would’ve. You in, or not?”

			“Tell us what this is about, and we can tell you if we can help you.”

			Teddy noted with relief that Ginny had learned that much at least: she no longer leaped in with a promise to make everything better before she learned what “everything” was. That was good, because while every instinct Teddy had was telling him to say yes, that anything that made Seth ask a favor had to be serious, the reality was that anything that drove Seth to ask a favor had to be serious. He’d already said—several times—that he wasn’t interested in continuing this “researchtigations” thing Ginny had dragged him into, much less get involved in a friend’s problems that required such help. . . .

			“I’m asking for a friend,” Seth started, and then shot them both a glare. “Shut it. I am.”

			Both of them kept their expressions serious and intent, although Ginny’s lips twitched slightly with repressed laughter, her shock fading to interest.

			“And?” she asked.

			“A friend of mine, old friend from my boxing days. He’s getting screwed over by his landlord. Bastard’s throwing him out of the house he was renting, claims he’s doing something illegal and that invalidates the lease. Bullshit accusations, but he’s . . . Deke’s a good guy but he took a few too many hits and not enough mat, if you know what I mean.”

			“Punch drunk?”

			“Whatever they’re calling it now. He’s a little slow, but he’s a good guy, good heart, probably doesn’t even jaywalk ’cause he knows it’s wrong. But you don’t want to put him up against some suit of a lawyer, someone’d make him look like a fool. Deke’d come out badly. And the thing is,” Seth hesitated a moment. “Deke needs to stay in this house. He’s been there for years, it’s familiar, and he needs that familiarity. You understand?”

			Teddy thought maybe he did. An older man, not entirely there, suddenly homeless? That was a recipe for a fast decline and a bad ending.

			“What do you want us to do?” he asked, resigning himself to the inevitable.

			“Hell if I know, whatever it is you do. I just want proof the landlord’s a lying sack of scum, so we can make him back down.”

			“What are they accusing him of?” Ginny asked. “The illegal part, I mean.”

			“Bein’ part of a dogfighting ring.” Seth blew out a heavy gust of air, smelling slightly of pickles and cigarettes, and his shoulders slumped, just a little. “Of all the hare-assed ideas ever. Deke might’ve hit a few guys in his time, but he wouldn’t ever do that to an animal. And dogfighting? He’s not a brainiac, but even he’s not that dumb, and he sure as hell isn’t that mean.”

			Before the whole scandal with the sports figure and dogfighting a few years back, Teddy had never given it a thought, never known that that was a thing people did. Once he’d seen the photos in the news, he’d been horrified and disgusted, if not terribly surprised: people did horrible and disgusting things, especially to creatures that couldn’t fight back. But it was ugly stuff. His first, instinctive reaction was to back away, fast, even as Seth insisted his friend was innocent.

			“If you two are half as good as you say you are, should be a piece of cake, right?”

			Ginny started to bristle, but Teddy lifted a hand, calming her—for the moment. Seth was even more wound up about this than he’d thought, at first. Whatever was going on, it was important. 

			“Is there any chance that your friend could be involved—even if by, I don’t know, accident?” Teddy held up a hand again when Seth glared at him. “We need to know. People stumble into all kinds of stupid things, especially if they’re . . . not the sharpest knives in the drawer.”

			Seth glared at him some more, then shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. But he swears he didn’t do anything wrong, didn’t do anything illegal. And I believe him.”

			“Why?” Ginny asked. “Why do you believe him? I mean, you know people do dumb things if they need the money, and you said he wasn’t, well . . .”

			Seth pushed his hands against the bar, but didn’t move away. “I can’t doubt him,” he said quietly, all the anger gone. “You let someone down once, it’s human nature. You let ’em down again . . .

			“It’s not in him. Not that. You gotta trust me on that.” Seth normally looked young for his age, but just then, he was an old man.

			Ginny looked at Teddy and shrugged, just the slightest lift of one shoulder.

			“Is there anything else going on?” Teddy asked. “Maybe a score being settled, he got on the wrong side of his landlord, somehow?”

			“Deke swears he didn’t do anything to piss the guy off, but, well, he wouldn’t mean to, but the guy’s got no filter, you know? He thinks it, he says it. Sometimes he says it before he thinks it.”

			“So what do you want us to do, specifically?” Ginny asked, turning her drink an exact quarter turn, then looking directly at Seth. He’d given her enough shit in the past few years. Teddy couldn’t blame her for pushing him, now.

			Seth met her gaze squarely. “I want you to prove he didn’t do anything wrong. Save his dumb ass, before he’s homeless, before this breaks him so bad I can’t put the pieces back together again. He’s only got a couple more days before he has to get out. He sure as hell can’t stay with me, I barely got room to turn around myself, and who’d rent a place to him, in this market, without references? He was barely making ends meet in that piece of shit house, as it was.”

			Ginny exhaled, a tiny breath through pursed lips. Unlike Teddy, she was a dog person. He could only imagine her reaction to the accusation. But—not for the first time—she surprised him. When she looked at Teddy, her gaze told him that this was his call; that she’d go with whatever he decided.

			He’d said no to jobs before, especially after the walk-in freezer incident. He had a full-time job—hell, he had a more-than-full-time job. So did Ginny. Neither of them needed more stress, and it wasn’t as though Seth was going to be able to pay them much, considering he knew exactly how much the old man earned. . . . But Seth was a stand-up guy, for a grouch, and he’d asked them for help.

			And it sounded like Deke needed somebody on his side.

			“All right,” Teddy said, like there had ever been any doubt. “We’ll look into it for you. But”—he held up a finger when Seth started to mutter what might have been a thank-you—“if there’s even the slightest hint that your friend is guilty, we’re done and you drop it. All right?”

			“He’s not guilty.”

			“All right?”

			“All right.”

			“Finally!” At Ginny’s feet, Penny let out a satisfied grunt. Her eyes were half lidded as though she were still asleep, but she had been listening to the humans talking above them. Georgie’s wuffling snore rumbled underneath her, and there were other people talking, so she couldn’t hear all the words, but she knew the tone in her human’s voice, and Georgie’s human, too. They were sniffing something new out. Something that needed doing, or fixing. And that meant that things were about to get interesting again.

			Penny yawned, her tongue curling against her teeth, and stretched her body out lazily, slowly waking all the way up. She wanted to wake Georgie up, too, but the dog would get too excited and distract the humans. For now, Penny would do what she did best: listen, watch, and learn.

		

	
		
			2

			The start of a new job was always a tangle of excitement and nerves. Despite her exhaustion, Ginny couldn’t fall asleep until well after midnight, nearly an hour after she’d gotten home from Mary’s. Part of her brain was whirring excitedly, wanting to fire up the laptop and start doing research. But she knew that starting anything now would mean that she wouldn’t get to bed until three at the earliest, and she’d be a wreck all the next day. She wasn’t twenty-five anymore, that she could get by on four hours of sleep.

			What that meant, though, was that she slept through her alarm, and woke up half an hour late. Georgie was waiting patiently by the side of her bed, paws on the mattress, tattered pink leash in her mouth, large brown eyes doleful. When she saw Ginny was finally awake, she let out a pitiful whine.

			“I’m sorry, baby,” Ginny said, reaching out. “Gimme a minute, okay?”

			A glance at the clock said it was only six forty, so she wasn’t too far off schedule. Lucky, otherwise Georgie might have broken training and left a puddle on the floor.

			The weather was damp and cool after last night’s rain, but the trees were starting to show green, and there was a feel to the air that said it might turn out to be a nice day after all. Ginny nodded a silent hello to the other people walking their dogs, but didn’t run into anyone she knew well enough to actually say good morning to. Back in the apartment, she fed Georgie and took her shower. Just because she worked at home now was no reason to fall into bad habits, and her brain worked better once she was washed and dressed.

			On the dot of seven thirty, barefoot but otherwise dressed in black slacks and a button-down silk blouse, she walked into the small bedroom she used as an office, pushed a pile of paperwork she’d planned to file off to the side, and opened her laptop. She had until 10 a.m., when Tonica had said that he would pick her up, to do the first strokes of preliminary investigation.

			“Residential leases, and Washington State law,” she said to herself. “Start there, see what turns up.”

			An hour and a half later, she left Georgie sleeping under her desk, grabbed her shoes, and went down to the sidewalk with a travel mug of coffee in one hand, timing it so that Tonica’s old Saab coupe swung around the corner just as she hit the curb.

			She might not be able to organize the entire world, but managing the small things could be deeply satisfying, too.

			“Morning,” Tonica said as she got into the car. He looked like crap, the skin under his eyes showing a lack of sleep and probably some dehydration. She knew that his normal MO was to sleep through the morning when he worked the closing shift, so he was probably running on less than half his usual shut-eye. Ginny felt a moment of guilt, but only a moment. He’d been the one to agree to take this job, and to meet with Seth and his friend this morning. Hopefully by the time they arrived, his brain cells would have started perking again.

			She offered him her coffee but he shook his head, indicating the to-go cup in the cup holder already.

			“Did you have breakfast?” she asked.

			“Yes, Mom.” Which was a laugh, because he was more mother-hennish than she was, ever. “Seth called me this morning; we’re supposed to meet them at a place called the Regulator, over in Capitol Hill.”

			Them being Seth and his friend Deke, their nominal client. Normally a meeting like this would be at Mary’s, but Seth wanted to keep his friend in familiar territory. Between that, and the way Seth had seemed convinced the guy would fall apart if he had to move, Ginny wondered what shape this guy was really in, and if that was going to be a problem. But she’d agreed anyway. What else could they do?

			“Traffic on 99’s not too bad. I told Seth we’d be a little late, figured we could swing by the house first, check it out, and then head over.”

			“All right.” She fastened her seat belt and rested her head against the back of her seat. “Wake me when we get there?”

			She had only meant to doze, but she jolted out of a sound sleep when he pulled the car to the curb, and stopped the engine. She wiped at her mouth, afraid that she’d been drooling.

			“You’re fine,” Tonica said. “A little on your chin, but otherwise—”

			There was nothing on her chin. She didn’t even bother to glare at him, instead looking out the window, matching the street number on the house to the information Seth had given them the night before. The house looked a little battered from the outside, the paint needing a touch-up, but the porch steps looked sturdy, and nothing was warped or sagging. Pretty much standard for the neighborhood, which had managed to avoid both gentrification and a descent into what Realtors would delicately call “fixer-upper status.” Someone had been trimming the hedges in front, too.

			“Did you get a key?” she asked, wondering what the inside looked like.

			“No. I just want to see the place. Get a sense of it.”

			“Okay.” She had already looked the address up on Google Earth that morning, but she supposed he was right: seeing things in person told you more than someone else’s photographs.

			Ginny extracted herself from the coupe, and looked at the house more carefully from the sidewalk. It was a plain one-story jobber, off-white siding with brown shutters, and what looked like storage or crawl space under the eaves . . . was there a basement? Yeah, she could see windows set in the foundation to the left of the steps, so some kind of basement. Maybe a thousand square feet, plus another five hundred underneath? Ginny drummed her fingers against her thigh, thinking.

			“I don’t know anything about dogfighting,” she said to her companion, “but if Deke was allegedly involved, I mean, doing it here, wouldn’t they need more room?”

			“You didn’t do any research last night?” he asked, surprised.

			Ginny shook her head. “Sleep seemed more essential.” He winced and nodded. “Anyway,” she said, “this morning I focused on renter’s rights and lease agreements. That seemed more important, knowing if there was anything we could use to block this right away. I . . .” Her mouth twisted up. “I really didn’t want to know, I guess. Anything I looked up online, even with a filter, there were going to be pictures.” Just the thought made her stomach curdle, and she wished she hadn’t had that bagel for breakfast.

			Truth was, her inability to fall asleep last night had probably been more directly tied to unease about this job than anticipation to get started. Somehow, this—the house, the job, the idea of it—just howled bad news all over the place. Then again, their first job had seemed so simple, and it had turned out to be really bad news, so maybe her spidey-sense was off. Or maybe she was getting better at listening to it.

			Ginny suspected the latter was more accurate. She didn’t say that to her partner, though. No point: they were already here, and committed.

			“So.” She looked at him, and he shrugged, for once letting the issue drop rather than ragging on her. Maybe he wasn’t feeling good about this, either? Tonica played a tough guy, but she’d seen him with Penny and Georgie, and the animals in the shelter, and she suspected he didn’t want to think about animals maybe getting hurt, either. 

			He’d left his leather jacket in the car, even though it was a cool morning, and for a moment she could see him in the burbs, daddy material, with a partner and 1.5 kids, maybe a dog. . . .

			He didn’t talk about his past much, where much meant at all. She knew that he’d gone to Yale, and that his family was of the established-in-society type. Moneyed. The rest . . . she could learn, easily enough, but she hadn’t. Their friendship was the here and now, not who they’d been or what they’d done.

			She wondered what Seth had done, that he talked about failing his friend in that tone of voice. But that wasn’t her business, either.

			“Let’s take a look,” Tonica said. “Casual-like.”

			They walked up the front path from the sidewalk, both of them tense, as though expecting someone to shout at them to get off his lawn at any moment. The porch steps were solidly built, the sound of their shoes on the wood echoing oddly, the way sound did when there was nobody home.

			“Pretty bare-bones,” Tonica said, looking in through the narrow window on one side of the door. “This guy decorates in early basic frat boy. Considering Deke must be Seth’s age, or close enough, that’s depressing as hell.”

			“Based on what Seth said, I doubt he can afford much.” Ginny looked around the porch, noting the utter lack of anything like a chair, wind chime, or planter to make it feel homey. “Not like you have all that much furniture, either, Tonica,” she pointed out. She looked in the other side-panel window, and shuddered a little. “But you’re right. Not a lot there, and none of it nice.”

			“Yeah. At least my stuff doesn’t look like it came from Goodwill.”

			Ginny had seen his apartment once. His furniture was definitely not Goodwill. She’d bet an entire paycheck, in fact, that some of it was antique. She reached out and turned the door handle, not really expecting it to be unlocked. It wasn’t.

			“You want to go around back, poke around, pretend to be interested new tenants if anyone asks?” Curiosity was gnawing at her now.

			Tonica looked tempted for a minute, too, then shook his head, looking at his watch. “We’re going to be late, if we don’t get going.”

			“I don’t think our client’s going to be a stickler for punctuality,” Ginny said, but she followed him back down the stairs and to the car without further objection.

			As it turned out, Ginny was wrong: Deke Hoban was a stickler for punctuality. He sat at the table in the restaurant they had specified, his hands clenched in front of him, almost white-knuckled, and kept looking up at the clock on the wall. Seth was with him, reading a newspaper as though he had settled in for a long delay.

			“We’re only five minutes late,” Tonica muttered under his breath, while Ginny took in the scene. The Regulator was an old-style burger joint, faded and ragged around the edges. She got the feeling that it—like much of the neighborhood around it—was primed for gentrification, a slow, inevitable creep. It made her uneasy for some reason, as though the steamroller were aiming at them instead of old brick buildings.

			“Man’s under stress,” Ginny retorted, shaking off her own nerves. “You’d be pacing and driving everyone crazy, if it was you.”

			“I would not.”

			“Would, too.”

			He obviously had the urge to stick his tongue out at her, just to see how low they could sink, but they were pretending to be professionals now. They bypassed the hostess, who didn’t look too enthusiastic about greeting them anyway, and headed directly for the table. Seth put aside his newspaper and nudged his friend with an elbow.

			“Deke, this is Theodore Tonica, the friend I told you about. And Ginny Mallard. They’re gonna help you.”

			Ginny grimaced at the way he made her into an afterthought, but she let it pass.

			“You gonna get my house back?”

			Deke was built like a bullet: rounded head, rounded shoulders, hands that kept fisting as though the only thing he knew how to do was hit something. But the face that looked up at Ginny had the open hope of a child, set with the wrinkles of a man who had to be at least seventy.

			What was it Seth had said? “Too many hits and not enough mat.” Ginny didn’t like boxing, but she’d followed enough news to hear about the effects of repeated concussions, and brain damage, even more than what they were talking about in the NFL with football. That was why Seth had gotten out when he did, the story went: because he didn’t want to end up like Deke.

			It explained why he was being so protective of him, too, maybe. Tonica probably knew all that, which was why he’d agreed to take this job, even though she knew he had even more doubts than she did about the, well, the smartness of what they were doing.

			They weren’t professionals. They weren’t trained, whatever she might say about being a trained professional problem solver. They’d gotten lucky so far, but—

			“We’re going to try,” Tonica said to Deke. “The most important thing is to make sure that we make sure everyone knows that you didn’t do anything wrong. Because you didn’t, right?”

			“No!” Deke shook his head, then frowned. “No. I didn’t do anything bad. I didn’t do what Mr. Cooper said I did. I didn’t!”

			His voice rose with each word, a thread of hysteria creeping in.

			“All right, Deke, settle down,” Seth said. “We’re in your corner, remember? So you gotta stay cool.”

			Both Seth and Tonica were using soothing, even-toned voices, almost monotones when talking to Deke. Ginny took note of that, and tried to follow their lead. It was a lot like what her trainer had said to do with Georgie: you couldn’t yell, or use baby talk, just keep a steady tone all the time, so the dog didn’t get spooked or distracted, and you could keep her focused.

			“We need you to tell us what happened, exactly,” Tonica said. “What did Mr. Cooper say?”

			Deke took a deep breath, his hands trembling. “He came to the house. A week ago, just after I had breakfast. I had cereal, and soy milk. ’Cause I’m not supposed to drink regular milk anymore. And he knocked on the door, and then came in, like he always does. Because it’s his house; I just live there.”

			That had the sound of something he’d been told often enough that it stuck. Ginny already didn’t like this Mr. Cooper.

			“And he said that I’d done something against the lease, something bad, something illegal. And I had to leave, because he couldn’t be responsible, couldn’t have that happening in his property, dogs fighting and such. If I left he wouldn’t tell no one. But I didn’t know what he was talking about. I told him that.”

			“Easy, Deke. Calm down, breathe out and in.” Tonica’s voice was slow, soothing, his hand resting on the older man’s arm. She’d asked the bartender to help her with the first case she took because his people skills were better than hers, the way he could get people to talk, even when they didn’t want to, or were trying to hide something. It looked like he was good at dealing with panic attacks, too.

			Ginny pulled her tablet out of her bag and made a note to find out if this had been an actual eviction or a termination of tenancy. She didn’t think Deke was in any condition to tell the difference: she had to see the paperwork. By state regs, Deke was supposed to get twenty days’ notice, not a week. But if this Cooper was claiming noncompliance with the lease, or being a nuisance . . . No actual charges had been filed or would be filed, it sounded like, no matter what Seth had said about dogfighting. Maybe he’d misunderstood, or misheard?

			“Did he tell you what you had done that was so bad?” Tonica asked.

			Deke shook his head. “That I’d had dogs on the property. And bad people.” His voice lowered, as though telling them a secret. “I know bad people. Very bad people. I would never let them inside the house.”

			Ginny and Tonica both looked at Seth, who nodded once. Deke did know bad people, and Seth was convinced that he would refuse them entrance. Ginny suspected that Seth knew those bad people, too. Probably, from the way he wasn’t meeting their gazes, they’d had something to do with the guilt he’d voiced last night, the failure he was trying to atone for.

			Her fingers tapped on the edge of the tablet. She really needed to stick to white-collar crimes. Not that embezzlement had been any safer . . .

			“How bad is bad? Seth, if you’ve gotten us tangled up in anything having to do with the mob . . .” Tonica went from calm to seriously pissed-off without raising his voice. It was a neat trick Ginny wished that she had.

			“No. Those guys he knows, they’re bad news, but they pick on players their own size. They wouldn’t do something like this to Deke. Whatever’s going on it’s not that. If it were, I wouldn’t have asked you.”

			Either because he knew they couldn’t handle it, or because that was something he could handle himself . . . Ginny didn’t know and honestly didn’t want to know.

			“Did he look around the house?” Ginny asked now, turning back to Deke. “Did he go into the basement, or the backyard, looking for dogs?”

			“No. He just told me, and then he looked at me a long time, and then he left.” Deke hesitated, then added, “There were no dogs in the house. I don’t own any dogs; there weren’t any in the house.”

			“And the agreement specifically says no dogs, Deke?” Tonica asked.

			“I got a copy of his lease,” Seth told them, passing a manila folder across the table. “No pets, no parties, no smoking, that kind of thing. And yeah, looks like he doesn’t have to prove it, just claim it, say someone objected to the barking.” Seth shrugged. “It’s a crap contract, but it’s not like Deke had many options. The rent was cheap, and it’s a safe neighborhood. Even a crap rental is better than a men’s shelter.”

			There wasn’t much they could say to that. Ginny took the folder, but didn’t open it yet. There would be time, later, to go over the fine print. “He’s gone for the court order?”

			“In the folder,” Seth said. “Looks like the bastard started the paperwork before he even talked to Deke. It took Deke another day to call me.” Seth was upset about that.

			“He really should have a lawyer, not us. You know that, right?” Tonica scrubbed his hand against the top of his head, exasperation coming off him in waves.

			“I tried that argument already.” Seth made a face, like he’d bitten into something sour. “He said no.”

			Seth had said going into court would hurt Deke, and Ginny, looking at the man, had to agree. She’d seen what could happen, when you got inside the courtroom, and a guy who’d kick an old man out into the street wasn’t going to pull punches once you started costing him legal fees, too.

			“No lawyers.” Deke sounded like a petulant five-year-old. “Don’t want ’em, don’t trust ’em. They didn’t help last time, neither.”

			“He’s got a record?” Tonica’s voice, an aside to Seth, was the kind of quiet that wasn’t good, like he was trying hard not to yell.

			“He spent some time in the system,” Seth said. “Nothing criminal, nothing to do with . . . those other people. He took a swing at someone in a homeless shelter, got a couple of weeks to clear his head, no big deal. But he had to stand in front of a judge, and I told you, we try to argue this in court and that will all come up in his brain, and I can’t tell you how Deke’ll react.” Seth’s face tightened, not in anger but resignation. “You don’t know what it’s like, this end of things. Any more trouble attached to him, at his age? He’d never be able to live on his own again, have his own place. Probably be stuck in a facility somewhere. You know what that would do to him?”

			The object of their discussion was playing with his fork, humming under his breath as though to tune them out. Tonica looked at Ginny, who shook her head. “We need to prove that he wasn’t in breach of his lease to stop the eviction.”

			“Right. And we’re assuming that this Cooper’s going to be willing to listen to anything we find?”

			“Legally . . .” Ginny let her sentence trail off. The law might, technically, be on their side, if there was no actual proof of wrongdoing, but that didn’t always mean much. From the look on Seth’s face, he was well aware of that. If Deke couldn’t handle going to court, odds were the landlord knew that, and was using it to get rid of his tenant. But why? That was the question her instincts were telling her to follow.

			“It’s almost one,” Deke said, looking up at the clock, suddenly tense again. “I have to go. I can’t be late for work.”

			“Yeah,” Seth said. “C’mon, I’ll give you a ride there, old man.”

			“Who you calling old man, old man?” Deke teased Seth, getting up from the booth. Having told strangers his problems, he seemed to have shed them entirely: if Seth said these people could help, then there was no more reason to worry.

			Ginny could work with that. She was used to people dropping their problems in her lap.

			“Nice meeting you, Deke,” Tonica said. “Seth, we’ll talk to you later, okay?”

			“Yeah, sure.” Unlike his friend, Seth was still worried, but he seemed resigned to that, as well.

			“Why did we agree to this, again?” Teddy asked, watching the two men leave.

			“Because Seth asked us. Because”—and she made an unhappy face—“we’re both pretty sure now that he’s right, that Deke wouldn’t do well in a drawn-out legal process.”

			“Right. Christ.” Teddy shook his head, running his hand over his hair again, letting it slide down to rest against the bunched muscles in his neck, as though the pressure would ease out the inevitable headache he could feel coming on.

			“He seems like a nice guy,” Ginny said. “Sweet. Not altogether there, or even sure where there is, but nice.”

			“But?” He waited, wondering if her take was going to the same place as his own.

			“But I’m not sure we can take his version of reality as gospel.”

			“Ya think?” The sarcasm came out a little heavier than he had planned. Teddy shook his head, not even trying to hold back his reaction now. “Ginny, that guy’s taken more than a few hits, and I’m pretty sure the package wasn’t well wrapped to begin with. Even assuming the dogfighting thing was a feint, did you listen to what Deke was saying, and how he said it? He’s told himself there were no dogs in the house, because he knows he would be in trouble if there were. That’s a vastly different thing than there being no dogs in the house.”

			Ginny frowned at him, but didn’t challenge his evaluation. “I’d thought there was something weird about the phrasing, but if he’s as messed up as you say, how do you know he’s not telling the truth?”
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