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The cat contemplated the distance, readied her muscles, and leapt. Her paws landed within an inch of her intent, and her hindquarters tucked in nicely. Cats did not preen over basics like that, but there might have been an extra curl to her whiskers as she continued along the rooftop.


Cats also did not admit to boredom, but there might have been a bit of it, padding along with her. Hopefully, the day would provide something worth venturing outside for. And if not, she would stop by the busy place, where there would be food she didn’t have to catch, and a human or two worth marking.


There were four buildings on this block, then she would have to go down to street level and cross to the next block to reach her destination. But when she came to the edge of the final roof, she instead sat down and watched the street, her tail curled comfortably around her, only the tip twitching.


There. The cat’s ears pricked forward as two figures came around the corner. One human, female; the other a square-chested dog with skin that seemed a size too large for its body, its head about knee-high to the human. They were clearly out for a walk, but neither seemed particularly anxious to get where they were going. The woman was walking slowly, as though she were deep in thought, and the dog, rather than sniffing at the ground, kept lifting its head to peer down the street and up at the sky.


The cat made a coughing noise, and the dog’s head swiveled that way. On seeing the cat, the dog’s tail, short, skinny, and curled up over its rump, wagged once. Then, as though revitalized, it picked up the pace, waking its owner from her trance, and setting forward to their destination with renewed vigor.


Satisfied, the cat groomed her whiskers once, and then leapt gracefully onto the metal fire escape and made her way down to the street level. Things were looking up.
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Seth!”


“What?” A man’s voice yelled back, clearly irritated.


Teddy, used to the older man’s moods, ignored the tone. “What’s on the menu tonight?”


He waited. There was a muttering and a clanging noise from the little kitchen behind the bar, as Seth decided if he would answer or not.


“Meatless chili. And pork sliders.” There was a pause. “And a salad.” Seth pronounced salad like it might bite him.


“Thanks,” Teddy yelled back, then turned around and erased the previous day’s menu—chicken club, chicken soup, and the ever-present green salad—and wrote in the new offerings. People didn’t come here for food, as a rule, and the kitchen was about the size of a shoebox, but the boss wanted food available beyond the usual chips and nuts. Food meant people stayed longer. People staying longer meant they spent more money on booze.


It wasn’t as though people didn’t have their choice of where to drink. There were three bars just in this portion of downtown Ballard, within shouting distance of each other. Nickel, on the other side of the avenue, was where recent college grads went to relive their escapades with cheap beer and drink specials on Thursday nights. If you were looking for a higher-end experience, you could walk down the street and around the corner to the Fish and pay twice as much for your drinks and small plates.


And then there was Mary’s.


Teddy put the blackboard back in place, and turned to contemplate his domain. With its bare wood decor and booze-and-snacks menu, Mary’s was where you could let your hair down a little and walk home afterward, where strangers were noticed but not bothered, and the regulars looked after each other. That was exactly the way he liked it.


Mary’s was also, for a popular bar, surprisingly quiet. Except for the weekends, and Tuesday, which was trivia night and got a little hectic, you could always hear yourself think, and conversations could be held without having to yell. Teddy liked it that way, too.


Unlike other places he’d worked, Mary’s had no jukebox, no band tucked into a corner as “value added.” There was a little stereo behind the bar that only played jazz—pleasant background noise if you were sitting at the bar, while if you took one of the booths or tables, you didn’t hear it at all. Acoustic tiles and careful placement of half walls splitting the bar into two distinct areas, one for mingling and one for serious drinking, helped keep the conversations from overrunning each other. Mary’s was where you met up with buddies to catch up, or stopped by to unwind after a long day; rowdies went elsewhere.


On this particular Thursday afternoon, it was in the pause between the comfortable silence of the early drinkers and the full push of an evening crowd. Other than Seth in the back, there were only half a dozen people scattered through the space: three at a table together, starting the weekend early; two more sitting alone at the bar; and the sixth being Teddy.


Teddy was using the quiet to prep for the later rush to come, taking clean glasses out of the compact commercial dishwasher below the counter and inspecting them for spots before placing them on the rack, his easy movements suggesting that he had experience, and all the time in the world to do this one thing exactly right.


Being a bartender was occasionally chaotic, but there were moments of quiet calm, too. He had learned to appreciate both.


One of the figures seated at the bar, a man, finished his drink and slid it a few inches across the polished granite bar top. “Another?”


Teddy checked the glass first, and then looked up at the customer’s face. He hesitated, and then smiled. “Vodka tonic, lime, right?”


The customer smiled back, pleased to be remembered. “Right.”


Teddy took the glass and dumped it into the bin below the counter, then pulled down a fresh glass and mixed the vodka tonic quickly, with economical motions, ending with a wedge of lime slipped onto the rim and a cocktail napkin placed under the glass. The man slipped a bill back in return and waved off his change, moving back down the bar to a seat that had a better view of the room. He looked at the door, then shook his head and took a sip of his drink.


A woman’s voice, pitched low for only the bartender to hear, said, “You shorted his drink.”


That was a damning thing to say, usually a prelude to getting punched in the face—or at least refused further service—by the aforementioned bartender.


Teddy merely sighed, refusing to take offense. “I did not.”


The woman leaned on her elbows on the bar top and insisted. “You did so.”


He took the towel off his shoulder and gave the gleaming counter a swipe, refusing to answer her. There was a trick to baiting; you had to let them hook themselves, for the best result. He knew that.


She waited, her drink at her right elbow, her hazel-green eyes daring him to deny what she had seen. Her hands rested on the bar, nails unpainted and trimmed short, fingers slender, a single silver ring on the left pinky. Competent hands, comfortably at rest. She’d wait all night if need be; he knew that from experience.


“The guy’s meeting someone,” he said, finally. She took the point in that round; he couldn’t let the accusation stand, not when he had stone-cold logic in his defense. “The last thing he really wants is to be shitfaced when she gets here, and that was his third drink already.”


The woman’s gaze flicked down to the display of her cell phone, carefully placed out of reach of her drink, and he could almost see her doing the math, little gray cells whirring. “Three before six? How long has he been here?”


Teddy was tempted to make her work for the information, but the need to defend his honor took precedence. “He came in a little before you did.”


“Oh.” She had only been there for about half an hour. “Yeah, he’s drinking too fast.” She frowned, and then her gaze sharpened on him. “Tonica, I was watching and he didn’t do more than give you his order. And he doesn’t look like the sharing type. How did you know he’s meeting someone?”


Teddy shook his head in mock sorrow, feeling better now that she was still so clearly puzzled. That gave him the points back. Not that he kept score, or anything. “Virginia Mallard, you should know better than to doubt me, after all this time.”


He wasn’t joking: they’d taken each others’ measure often enough. Ginny was one of Mary’s regulars, stopping by for a drink two or three times a week, and she hadn’t missed a Tuesday Trivia in nearly a year. Her team and his were tied for second place, overall. He and Mallard, they weren’t friends, although they knew each other well enough. She was taller than he liked, blonder than he liked, and definitely pushier than he liked. In fact, there wasn’t much about Ginny Mallard that he did like.


No, he admitted ruefully, that wasn’t entirely true. Ignoring the fact that she was easy on the eyes, with hazel eyes that held a snap, and a figure that had just enough curve to catch the eye, Mallard was smart and she was occasionally funny, and she could kick back a martini with the style and sass of a 1940s movie moll, all things he appreciated in a woman. He might even—to himself, never her—say he enjoyed having her around to talk to.


She was also a horrible, irritating know-it-all, and there was only room for one know-it-all in Mary’s during his shift: him.


Those capable hands now tapped on the bar impatiently. “No, seriously. How did you know?”


“Seriously?” Teddy took the challenge. “Fine. He’s never been in here before, he’s too close-shaved for after five on a Thursday night, and he keeps looking at the door like he’s expecting someone, but not looking at his watch or phone, the way you do when a friend’s running late.”


Standard bartender skills: reading the clientele. Ginny made a face, but accepted his assessment. “Still. You shorted his drink.”


He had. The guy was drinking too fast, on nerves; that was never a good combination. “Don’t start, Mallard.”


Before she could reply, there was a loud thud from above them, near the ceiling, and then the rattle of glassware, as though something had just landed on one of the shelves of liquor behind him. Teddy didn’t bother to turn around. “Mistress Penny, you’d best not have knocked anything over.”


Ginny shook her head, and looked down at the cell phone again, this time obviously checking to see if a text or phone call had come in. She was waiting for someone, too. “If she hasn’t by now, she never will. Little cat feet.”


“Yeah well, all it takes is one misstep and the boss will kick us both out,” he said. There was a meow, barely loud enough to be heard, and he sighed, but backed up a step, until he was closer to the back counter than the front bar, and a pair of paws appeared on his left shoulder, followed by the rest of a small gray tabby-striped cat as she took his invitation, moving from cabinet to human perch.


“You are so totally whipped,” Ginny said, grinning at the pair of them.


“Yeah, yeah. Good evening, sweetness.” The latter part was directed to the cat, who did not meow again in return, but rested a proprietary paw on top of his head, her claws gently pricking his scalp through his close-cut hair.


Mistress Penny-Drops had arrived about a year earlier, wandering in during a particularly bad rainstorm, drenched to the bone and meowing her unhappiness to everyone in the bar. Teddy had been on duty that night, and she had allowed him the honor of wrapping her in a bar towel and feeding her some of the left-over turkey from his club sandwich.


Within a week she had earned her reputation as a decent mouser, and within a month had laid total claim to the bar as her domain, and Teddy Tonica specifically as “her” human. Anyone else could try to coax her with treats, but most of the time she ignored them.


He had no idea where she went when she wasn’t at the bar, but she seemed content with the status quo. So long as nobody complained, she stayed.


Ginny tapped the display of her phone, then pushed it away and looked up at them, scowling. Both cat and bartender looked back at her with calm eyes, one set green, the other brown. “I still don’t understand why she’s allowed in and Georgie isn’t.”


Teddy reached his right hand up so the cat could sniff at him. “Because your dog slobbers.”


Ginny drew back her shoulders and raised her pointed chin, preparing for battle—their usual mode of conversation. “She does not.”


He scratched behind Penny’s ear, listening to her purr, trying not to flinch when she dug her claws in more securely. Her claws were small, but sharp. “Yeah, okay. She doesn’t drool. Accept that life is unfair and Patrick hates dogs. You want a refill?”


His apparent peace offering threw her off stride, and she tilted her head, studying him from under a stray curl, clearly trying to decide if it was a trick, or if he really just wasn’t in the mood to spat.


Actually, Teddy was always in the mood to argue, especially if it was something that didn’t actually matter, but he didn’t have the heart for this particular fight. If it were up to him, dogs would be fine. He’d looked it up: Washington State law allowed places to make their own rules. But he didn’t own Mary’s—Patrick did, even if the old man never was around much.


And truthfully, he felt bad for the dogs—not just Georgie—stuck outside, although he supposed it was better than being stuck in the apartment while their owners were here. And Georgie, at least, seemed to enjoy the attention she got from people who walked by. Never mind that she was the ugliest excuse for a pooch he’d ever seen, with peach-fuzz fur, skin hanging in loose folds on her body, and oversized ears that flopped over one eye—other people seemed to think she was adorable.


It was funny: for all his people-reading skills, four months ago, he never would’ve pegged Ginny Mallard for a pet owner. A workaholic, she came in here regularly to unwind, bust a few egos taking other teams down in trivia, and kick back just enough martinis to get herself politely lit. Usually, it took two, then she switched to ginger ale with a twist of lime for the rest of the evening. Friendly enough, but not buddy-buddy.


And then she got Georgie, and suddenly she went from being Mallard to Mallard-who-had-a-dog, and didn’t come around as often as she used to: two nights a week, max. Not that he missed her particular company, he was just . . . he noticed when his regulars changed their habits, was all.


“You want a refill or not, woman? I’ve got other customers to serve, while you contemplate your calorie sheet.”


She glanced again at the phone next to her, and her face showed the slightest hint of both annoyance and worry. Whatever phone call or text hadn’t come, Teddy didn’t ask and she didn’t volunteer. A lot of people came to Mary’s to unload to the bartender. Ginny wasn’t one of them.


That was another thing he didn’t dislike about her.


“Time to start the serious drinking,” she said finally. “The usual, please. And no cat hairs in it, this time.”


Lifting Penny off his shoulder and placing her down on the floor, he turned to make the drink, giving Ginny a very clear, cold shoulder for the slur on his bartending abilities.


The cat, indignant at being put down before she was ready, let out an annoyed mrrrowp, and disappeared again.
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It was petty, but Ginny felt herself smile, despite her previously snappish mood. Getting a rise out of Tonica could always make her mood better. There hadn’t ever been any hairs, cat or otherwise, in her drinks, and as cats went, Miss Penny wasn’t bad. It wasn’t her fault Georgie wasn’t allowed into the bar.


In fact, the first time she’d taken Georgie for a walk down past the bar, Miss Penny had sauntered out just as the shar-pei had paused to do her business. The puppy had fallen in love with the little cat in that instant and, weirdly enough, it seemed to be reciprocated. Now, every time Ginny came down to Mary’s, if the weather wasn’t too cold, she brought Georgie, so the four-legs could have a klatch of their own. That was probably where the cat had disappeared to, in fact—Ginny looked out the front window, craning her neck a little, and confirmed that dog and cat were now sitting nose-to-nose, for all the world like a pair of gossiping grannies.


Even if there had been cat hairs in her drink, anyone or anything her dog loved . . .


Ginny knew that she was a total sucker for the goofy, loving, half-grown dog she’d adopted on a whim. She wasn’t an animal person . . . but Georgie wasn’t “just” an animal. She was Georgie. Wrinkled and loving, with a few issues about “stay” but none at all about “come.”


BG—before Georgie—to everyone she met, she’d been Ginny. Just Ginny, or maybe Ms. Mallard. Now she was Ginny-who-owned-Georgie. She wasn’t quite sure how that worked, but now when people saw her in the neighborhood—even people she’d have sworn she didn’t know—they asked about the dog before anything else. And she knew every dog in the neighborhood, and most of their owners, if not by their name, then by their pets’ names.


It was weird how much she liked that, the sense of belonging she hadn’t known she didn’t have, before.


The martini appeared in front of her, as well as a small dish of Mary’s special hickory-and-honey roasted peanuts that were usually two dollars a bowl. He wasn’t really pissed, then. With Tonica it was sometimes hard to tell.


She looked up and studied her occasional sparring partner. He was hard to figure out, period. Truth was, Tonica looked as though he would be more comfortable working the door at a nightclub than mixing drinks at an upscale neighborhood bar. Of average height, his shoulders and chest broad and obviously muscled even under his plain green sweater, the white towel slung over one shoulder contrasting with the darkness of his hair, cut in a neat flattop that emphasized the square lines of his face, and the sharp shape of his nose. It wasn’t a handsome face, but it drew attention and, oddly, an immediate sense of familiarity, like you’d known him years ago, and forgotten until now.


Not her type, but she liked him. No, it was better to say that she respected him. He didn’t deal in bullshit. Most of her working hours, all she got handed was bullshit.


The next time someone swore to her that they’d sent the papers, or they were certain they had given her all the names to be invited, she was going to . . .


She was going to smile, and assure them that she would handle it, no matter what. Because that was what they paid her to do.


Ginny swiveled her stool until she was facing away from the bar, and let her gaze rest on the room as Mary’s started to fill up with the evening crowd, as though by not looking at her phone, it would ring.


She knew most of the people who were here, tonight. Because the bar was on a side street off the main drag, most people just wandered on by. You had to know about Mary’s to walk all the way down to the end of the street, to the building that still looked like a storefront, with large glass windowpanes and a double-paned door under an arched front. It had been a dry goods store, once upon a time, back before Seattle came and swallowed up the town in its ever-expanding girth. Thankfully, the owner had been more interested in making Mary’s more a nice, peaceful place for locals than a hotspot—except on trivia night, when you got folk coming in from the city proper, to try their luck. Berto, Mary’s self-proclaimed trivia master and emcee, was that good.


Ginny tried not to miss trivia night—she freely admitted that she was a tad competitive—but the rest of the time she came here to relax after a day of plunking away at her computer. Although she was here less often, now that she had Georgie to keep her company at home.


Tonight, though, even surrounded by familiar faces, she was too distracted to relax, hyperaware of every movement in the bar, of Miss Penny brushing against her legs as the cat wended her way back across the floor, of the small sounds that filled Mary’s, the clink of glassware and the waterfall sound of conversations that tonight were too loud, too intrusive, rather than becoming the usual white noise that helped her relax.


Her thoughts wouldn’t settle, that was the problem. Usually she was all about focus, but she’d been waiting for two days for that would-be client to call back and confirm the contract, and there’d only been silence.


Two days was a long time in her business. It meant they had reconsidered, no longer needed her.


Ginny took another sip of her drink and scanned the room again, her gaze resting on Tonica while he chatted with a pair of brunettes down at the other end of the bar, measuring them each a glass of white wine.


Heck with that, she decided firmly. If the client wasn’t interested, then she wasn’t going to play the lovesick teenager and mope around the phone. That wasn’t why she’d founded her own company, to wait for things to happen.


So. She’d take the rest of the night off, stop worrying, and start fresh in the morning. Maybe she’d call Mac, see if her former co-worker could escape long enough to get together over the weekend. That would be fun. It had been a busy couple of months, between adding a dog’s schedule to her own, and trying to deal with her parents, and . . .


No. Not thinking about her parents. Breathe in, breathe out. Let the bad thoughts flow away. Her parents would make her crazy if she let them, but only if she let them. Breathe in, breathe out. Think of Georgie asking to play fetch, or bringing her the leash to go for a walk, of the slippery-smooth feel of her tawny fur, and the heavy way she leaned against you when she was feeling content. Good thoughts. Unstressed thoughts.


It almost worked, when the sound of someone slamming his drink down on the counter next to her shattered her newfound calm, making her turn abruptly.


“Hey, calm down, guy,” Teddy was saying, having abandoned the brunettes at the first sign of trouble, wiping up the spill without taking his eyes off the customer. “Calm down.”


“I am calm. Damn it.”


“Your calm just spilled half of your drink,” Teddy pointed out.


The guy looked down at his hand, as though only now noticing that the back of his hand was covered in Scotch. “Oh. Yeah. Sorry. I just . . . it’s been a particularly crappy day.” He shook his head, wiping his hand off with his napkin. “Half my staff’s out, and we just had a crisis hit that I don’t have time to handle. Christ, does it always have to come in bundles?”


“Let me refill your drink,” was all Tonica said, lifting the glass out of the guy’s hand so easily he didn’t even seem to notice it was gone.


Normally, the rule in Mary’s was that a bartender confession is the same as a priest’s—you leave them alone and you don’t interrupt. But Ginny thought that she knew this guy—he was on one of the trivia teams. Sports specialist, with a real head for numbers and logic problems. Not her type—late fifties, probably, and too lean—but handsome if you liked the sharp-faced ones. She couldn’t remember his name, but they’d traded salutes across the bar a time or three, and in Mary’s, that was the same as a formal introduction. So it wasn’t really eavesdropping, was it?


Listening to someone else’s problems was always more interesting that being morose about your own, anyway.


He was leaning across the bar now, spilling his guts to Tonica, just like everyone else who came in here—except her. “Mind you, I run a tight ship. That’s the only way to survive in real estate, these days. It’s just that I don’t know what to do. I mean, Joe’s an adult, he’s not senile, hell, he founded the company, so who am I to say he can’t take a few days off? His health hasn’t been good, I’d be just as happy if he did slow down a bit, let us pick up the slack.”


Teddy made some kind of encouraging, comforting noise.


“But this? He’s been gone for two days, says he’s taking some time off and then disappears without an itinerary or a phone number where we can reach him—and without handing over the papers he had been working on. We need to file them on Monday, or this deal goes south like it was the last flight to San Diego!”


The guy took another sip of his new Scotch, and exhaled. “Hell, maybe it is early-onset senility. And of course, all this happens when we’ve got other things on the table I have to keep an eye on. I swear—I’m too busy to deal with this right now.”


Ginny’s ears pricked up at that. Her company specialized in doing things for people too busy to do for themselves. Distraction and a night off be damned, this guy was a potential customer on the hoof. But it would be tacky to just jump in . . .


On the other hand, waiting around for a client to call hadn’t done her much good, either, had it? Ginny chewed on her lower lip, debating with herself.


“I’m at my wit’s end,” the guy said. “Which I guess is why I’m telling you all this. Sorry.”


“Comes with the job description: pour drinks, nod head, and listen. You don’t have copies of the papers?” Tonica’s voice was calm, soothing—exactly the kind of voice you’d unload your troubles to. Ginny squelched the unkind—and familiar—thought that he’d spent hours practicing that voice to eke out better tips, and kept eavesdropping.


“Oh, yeah, but they’re copies, you know? Not original signatures. And yeah, I could use them to stall . . . but the moment anything even smells of trouble, the other folk could use that as an excuse to back out.” He took another long drink from his glass and put it down, this time with a deliberately careful thunk. “Joe and I worked too long and too hard for the deal to fall through. I have to figure out where Joe is, get the papers, and get them filed on time.”


Ginny had never been in the drama club, but she knew an entrance cue when she heard it. With a mental apology to her mother for the breach of manners she was about to commit, she slid off her stool, and leaned into their space. “Maybe I can help?”


The look she got from Tonica, his eyebrows rising up into his hairline, was nothing short of “woman, what?” disbelief. It would have amused Ginny if she weren’t so focused on selling herself to the potential client.


“You?” He was the guy from trivia night, but it was clear from his expression that she hadn’t pinged any recognition lights in his memory. She’d be insulted if she wasn’t already in saleswoman mode.


“My name’s Ginny. Ginny Mallard. I’m sorry, I heard you talking, and”—her card was ready and in his hand before he knew what hit him. He looked down, an automatic instinct, and read the text out loud.


“Mallard Professional Concierge Services. We Do What You Can’t.” He flipped it over, looking for something more, but there was just a phone number and website: mallardPCS.net.


“Services?” His tone was almost but not quite insulting, implying that she might be offering something illicit. Ginny bit back her annoyance, brought up her best smile, and explained.


“We’re a concierge service. Like a hotel offers, you know: making reservations and smoothing away problems, that sort of thing, but for individual clients.”


Usually she compared herself to a professional butler-slash-personal assistant, but that didn’t seem appropriate, here.


“We handle tasks that our clients don’t have the time—or manpower—to handle.” We, in this case, meant Ginny. “Both professional and personal. Research as well. I’m fully bonded and insured. If you—”


“Oh. Yes.” There was a gleam in his eye that might have been relief, and his hand swirled the remaining Scotch in his glass, making the ice cubes clink against each other. “God, that would be perfect. What’re your rates?”


Ginny had not expected it to be that easy. Probably a little too late, warning alarms went off, and she automatically doubled her hourly rate.


“Two fifty per hour. And I can’t say how long it will take.” Never with a first-time client, anyway. “If you can get me the copies of the papers to be filed, I can—”


“I can handle the office side of things,” he said, cutting her off firmly. “No, I need you to find my uncle. Find him, without a fuss, and get him back here before Monday.”


Ginny’s alarms upped their urgency and she could feel her brain backpedaling in panic. What had she just agreed to do? “Oh. Oh, but when I said services, I . . . we’re a concierge service, not a detective agency.”


“You do research for people, right? I’m not asking you to go interrogate anyone, just . . . track him down.” Her would-be client, having grabbed on to her like a lifeline, wasn’t going to take no for an answer.


Reluctantly, she nodded. Mallard Professional Services did a fair amount of that: genealogical research, real-estate searches, chasing down random bits of information, although most of her jobs involved running errands and organizing trips for people who didn’t have executive secretaries or administrative assistants to do for them.


“Just research. Backtrack his receipts or something, see where he was, find out where he’s gone, and tell him to get his ass back here.” He laughed then, a deep, practiced chuckle that seemed at odds with his earlier agitation. “I’m not asking you to clunk him over the head and drag him back, just find him, and remind him he’s got obligations, that he needs to come back to work—or at least hand over the damn papers—so we can sort this all out. That’s all.”


Ginny’s panic settled a little. If she looked at it that way, he was right, it was all within range of her usual jobs. Certainly no harder than scheduling three teenagers’ summer trips across Europe, which she had done for a client last year. But she must have looked hesitant, still. He licked his lips, and nodded, as though finalizing a discussion with himself.


“I’ll tell you what, manage this by Monday, before the close of business, and I’ll pay time and a half.”


Ginny almost stopped breathing. One and a half times . . . or twice what her normal rate was. Not that any of her clients were poor, but . . .


He held out his hand. “Do we have a deal?”


Ginny considered that hand for a second. If there hadn’t been witnesses, she might have wiggled out somehow, money or no money. He’d agreed to almost 3k a day way too easily. When people were willing to lay down big money, in her experience, that meant there was a problem she hadn’t been told about, that would bite her, eventually.


But real estate, even now, was a high-stakes game, right? With all the Microsoft money around town, God knows how many millions he might have riding on this deal. So maybe it was worth it to him, to throw money at the problem and get this done quickly.


She reminded herself of the non-calling client, and the frustration that had been building in her all week, and swallowed down the unease. It was a new challenge, that was all. A different kind of research. A lot of money.


And Tonica was standing there, elbow propped on the bar, that “whatcha gonna do now, woman?” look on his face, the same expression he wore when he was convinced her team wouldn’t be able to come up with the right answer on trivia night. That look just pushed her off the cliff.


She took her new client’s hand, giving it a shake she hoped conveyed confidence and competence. “A day’s retainer now, clear, to get me started.” Eight hours at time and a half . . . yes, that was almost three thousand dollars. That would pay for the rest of Georgie’s vet bills and training, and next month’s mortgage payment, too. “If the check bounces . . .” she started to say, giving herself an out.


“It won’t.” There was a level of confidence—no, arrogance—in his voice that shut down any objections she might have made, plus the pen her new client pulled out to write the check looked like it was solid silver, with a ruby chip set in the handle. If the check bounced, she thought, she could demand the pen, instead.


“Jacobs Realty,” she read off the check. “And you’re Jacobs?” That name didn’t sound familiar, at all.


“Walter Jacobs.” He suddenly seemed to realize that they’d gone about this ass-backward, because his laugh this time held a tinge of embarrassment. “DubJay, people call me.”


That name rang a bell. Clearly, he had no memory of her at all, despite going head-to-head some trivia nights. Another time, that might have annoyed her. Right now, still in saleswoman mode, she merely held the check in her hand, and smiled.


“We run—my uncle Joe and I—we run a corporate realty firm,” he continued. “Finding and leasing offices for smaller companies, that sort of thing.”


Ginny worked out of her apartment, but she nodded like she walked in every morning to a rental office with a receptionist and free coffee. Always make the client believe you’re totally on-key with them; that was the first rule.


He had let go of her hand, but kept looking her directly in the eyes—so directly that she started to feel uneasy all over again. “Walking in here, all I wanted to do was get a drink and bitch a little to Tony, here. Your offer . . . this was just incredible,” he said. “I really had no idea how I was going to handle everything and not lose my mind.”


“That’s our specialty, keeping your sanity intact.” She smiled brightly, her natural confidence winning through the doubts, even as she folded the check and put it in her jacket pocket.


Off to the side and nearly forgotten, Tonica rolled his eyes, just enough for Ginny to see. Her smile didn’t falter, but she could feel something twitch in her cheek. He did that just to drive her insane, she knew it.


She wondered if he’d even noticed that the guy had gotten his name wrong. Probably.


“Here”—and DubJay, oblivious to the drama being enacted around them, pulled his cell phone out and started typing. “I’m sending you his digital card: all his particulars are on it, that should be enough to start, right? Anything else you need, just call me, and I’ll get it for you.”


A tinny little ding from the bar behind her indicated the card had arrived.


“Yeah, um, okay.” Ginny knew that she should have offered to give him client references, done her whole spiel, but there was already a check in her hands and a deadline, and she was feeling a little like she’d just been hit by a truck.


“I’ll need his Social Security number, his credit cards, his address, that sort of thing.” Hopefully he wouldn’t put up a fuss: she’d had too many clients who’d expected her to work wonders without any personal information at all.


“I’ll have his secretary be in touch.”


As easy as that. DubJay tossed back the last of his Scotch, picked up his overcoat where it had been folded across the barstool, and walked out like he had someone waiting for him by the curb.


“You look like someone just slapped you with a fish.”


For once, Tonica’s voice was more sympathetic than mocking, but Ginny didn’t trust it. “That’s pretty much how I feel. Like I just had a run-in with a very large, very confident fish that left me with a large check in my pocket.”


“DubJay’s like that.”


“Fishy?” She turned back to her seat, and took another sip of her drink. Her hand shook a little with the weight of the glass.


“Overpowering.” Tonica waited until she let go of the glass, then took it away and mixed her a new one, without asking.


“He brought a woman in here once,” he went on, casually. “Pretty, younger than him by maybe a decade. Might’ve been a date, although he’s married. Might just have been a closing a deal. He ordered her drinks for her.”


“Oh, nice.” Her voice dripped with the fact that she thought that was anything but nice.


“Yeah, she didn’t seem real thrilled with it, either. When she changed his order to something else, he laughed, but . . . well, he didn’t bring her here again, far as I know. Sure not on my shift.”


Ginny knew guys like that; control freaks, especially around women. Not surprising if the guy was a salesman, and owned—okay, co-owned—his own company. “So if I don’t bring the guy home by Monday?”


Tonica didn’t even have to think about it. “He’ll probably sue you to get the first payment back for failure to put out, I mean, perform.”


“Nice,” she said again.


“Yeah. I don’t think he’d bad-mouth you, after the fact, but . . .” He rotated his hand back and forth to indicate that he couldn’t be certain.


“Shit. Four days.” The unease came back, with a wallop. Now it wasn’t just a matter of getting the job done, but protecting her own company, too. Mallard Services had built up a decent reputation over the past two years, but all it took was one person with a grudge—and access to online review sites—to take it down.


She turned a speculative glance on him, and hrmmmed thoughtfully out loud. “You’re a smart boy, and you know more about DubJay than I do. How’d you like to help a girl out?”


He held up both hands in front of him in denial. “Hell no. You got yourself into this, Ms. Mallard. You get to handle it yourself.”


She watched his face, sorting and discarding ways to talk him into joining her in the insanity. Money? No. Appeal to his better nature? Definitely not. Sweet-talking? She wouldn’t know where to begin.


She smiled then, and it wasn’t a sweet smile. “What’s the matter, Tonica? Afraid this sort of work’s too much for you? Maybe you can’t handle it? Think I’ll show you up, or something?”


He swore under his breath, slapping the cloth down on the counter and making a few of the new patrons—those not used to their sparring—look up in confusion. Ginny didn’t let her smile turn into a grin, as she practically watched the gears in his head grind around and around. She didn’t know much about people, but she knew his number, for sure.


Finally, he gave in. “You’re on.”
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Georgie lay on the sidewalk, and sighed. She did that regularly, not because she was depressed or sad, but because she liked the noise it made, whistling out her throat.


“You sound like an old man when you do that.”


The scolding was accompanied by a gentle swat on the side of Georgie’s head. The faint prick of claws might have caused another dog to shift, or growl in protest, but Georgie was getting used to it, and the folds of her skin protected her from such a glancing blow, anyway. The cat’s restless kneading of her skin was oddly comforting, like the feel of a human hand petting her head, only smaller and sharper and more prone to swatting for no reason whatsoever.


But right now, all she could think about was how bored she was. Even the damp air, which usually carried a hundred and ten different smells, was boring her.
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