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1

Thursday, October 3
 WORD-A-DAY!


FOLLY: n., a foolish deed, perhaps an imprudent involvement with a member of the opposite sex




They pinched her toes, slid slightly on her heel, were perilously high and would make her calves feel like bowling pins by the end of the day, but Marcy had to have them.

They were the perfect shoes for her newest red power suit, which she just happened to have on.

Dressing for success is no joke, she could hear her boss saying. He of the three-hundred-dollar tie and Egyptian cotton shirts. He had actually held a seminar on the topic for all the new junior associates the year she’d joined the firm.

You’ve got to spend money to make money, her friend Trish had said on too many shopping trips to mention. Easy for her to say. Trish had been born with money.

But over the last couple of years, Marcy had realized they were both right. At least as far as being a Washington, D.C., lawyer in the firm of Downey Finley & Salem—Downey Fin, to most—was concerned.


Gotta play to win, Marcy thought gamely, handing over her gold American Express card to the salesman.

“Don’t bother putting them back in the box,” she said. “I’m going to wear them.”

They’d have to be her stakeout shoes, she thought with a private grimace. She’d forgotten her sneakers and she had a very important meeting right after lunch—a meeting to be attended by several senior partners, making the power suit and perfect shoes imperative.

So she’d be wearing the new shoes to her lunch hour “stakeout” at the Planners Building & Design construction site—or rather, at the restaurant across the street—to surreptitiously investigate the details of a case she was working on. It was her first solo case, a personal-injury lawsuit by a former subcontractor against Planners Building & Design.

Not that she was working on it strictly alone. Her boss, the renowned Win Downey of Downey Fin, was overseeing everything she did and supervising the case. But for the most part, it was hers to conquer.

She held up one foot as she leaned against the counter, listening to her credit card come through approved on the machine, and studied her latest purchase. Never in her wildest childhood dreams would she have imagined spending three hundred and eighty-two dollars on a pair of shoes.

Dressing for success is no joke, she thought again. Damn right it wasn’t.

She signed the credit slip and took up the bag containing the box with her old shoes in it.

“You enjoy those now,” the salesman said. His thick graying eyebrows were raised over a face that smiled with a million laugh lines. She hoped he was working on commission.

“I will. Thank you very much.” She gave him a bright smile and strode from the store in her brand-new, stiletto-heeled stakeout shoes.

 

“Hey! Hey you! Cut it out!” Marcy glared across D Street at the unkempt, beer-bellied man leveling another kick at a puppy. The whimpering creature cowered against the chain-link fence. Mud coated the dog, the man’s steel-toed work boots, the gravel parking lot of the construction site, and the street across which she marched with all the rage a five-foot-four-inch woman could project. “I’m talking to you, lowlife.”

She crossed the muddy gravel impervious to what it was doing to the hem of her camelhair coat and the brand-new stakeout shoes.

“Hey, buddy.” She grabbed the man by one arm to get his attention. “I’m talking to you.” She was too angry to feel fear for this bully, this grubby, stupid excuse for a person, though some part of her warned that fear might be the healthiest emotion.

The man—quite large, now that she was close, and smelling strongly of sweat and smoke—turned to glare at her with flat, red-rimmed, milk-chocolate eyes. “What the f—”

“I said, cut it out,” Marcy said through gritted teeth. She couldn’t stand men like this. Men with the attitude that anything smaller and weaker than they were deserved whatever they felt like dishing out. “Are you aware that what you’re doing is called animal cruelty and is punishable by a twenty-five-hundred-dollar fine and up to two years in prison?”

Marcy had no idea if this was correct—the type of law she practiced was corporate, insurance, personal injury, not criminal cases involving ill-bred miscreants—but he didn’t know that.

He laughed once. “You expect me to believe you’re a cop?” He spat a wad of something dark to the ground by her feet. She noticed a brown fleck on the toe of her shoe. If they hadn’t been so expensive she’d have thought about throwing them away when she got home.

“Yeah, or something.” She bent down to grasp the little dog’s collar, but the band was so tight she could barely get her fingers inside it.

The puppy cowered against the fence, looking at her with brown, fear-filled eyes, but making no move to bite or fight back. Its black ears lay tight against its head and the black, white-tipped tail curled around its scrawny haunches with the tender impotence of a child’s security blanket.

“It’s okay,” she crooned, pulling the puppy gently toward her by the scruff.

But Rambo had other plans for her. She felt his burly grip on her upper arm as she was yanked upright. He turned her to face him, so close she had to hold her breath against the foul smell of his.

“That’s my goddamn dog, bitch, and if you don’t take your goddamn hands off it I’m gonna break your goddamn neck into a buncha goddamn tiny pieces.”

She leveled a cool glare at him, revealing none of the fright that was beginning to blossom in her breast, and said the first thing that popped into her head. “That’s very good. Excellent vocabulary. Now can you make goddamn into a verb?”

Honest to God, for a second she thought he was going to hit her. His grip tightened so that she could almost picture the bruises he would leave and his opposite shoulder drew back as if to wind up, when suddenly he spun around so quickly she was dragged sideways by his hold before stumbling out of his grasp.

“You graduating from dogs to women now, Chuck?” a new male voice asked. This one was deeper, calmer, and free of that construction-worker accent they all seemed to put on with their hardhats.

So she was understandably confused when she regained her balance and straightened to see a tall, broad construction worker with dark brown hair that was badly in need of a cut and torn jeans that were badly in need of a needle, hauling her nemesis nearly off his feet by the collar of his down vest.

“What the hell you doin’, Harley? Get the hell offa me.”

The dark-haired man—Harley? she repeated to herself with inexplicable disappointment—let Chuck bat his hand away, but there was no illusion that he was backing down. He merely stepped forward and looked down on the shorter—fatter—man and asked in that deep voice, “You going to leave her alone or not?”

Chuck shrugged his vest back into shape and took a step back, belligerent but clearly not interested in fighting the new guy. “She’s trying to take my goddamn”—here he glared at her—“dog. Not that it’s any business of yours. Why’ren’t you on the job, anyway?”

The dark-haired man tilted his head. “I heard yelling. Female yelling. Thought someone might be in trouble.”

He passed his gaze over to Marcy and she felt her pulse trip. He had stunning eyes. Light, light gray, piercing as sunlight and steeped in intelligence. Maybe he was the architect, she thought brightly, before he turned back to the other man.

“Nobody here you need to worry about, Harley. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get back to work.” Chuck pushed the back of his hand across his nose and sniffed loudly. “I don’t know what the hell kind of bee flew up your butt this morning anyway. Shoving your nose into everyone’s business but your own, carping about them railings, or that scaffolding, or the damn OSHA regulations. Who the hell’s superintendent around here anyway? Me, that’s who. Why’nt you just get back to your own damn job while you still got one?”

OSHA? Marcy thought. If this guy was complaining about the Occupational Safety and Health Administration’s regulations, then her case could be even more solid than she’d thought. She took the opportunity of the man’s diatribe to coax the little dog away from the fence and gather it up in her arms. She wasn’t going anywhere without this puppy, she told herself. If she left it here it’d just get kicked again. And who knew? possibly killed. No, this little guy was one she could save. She tilted the dog briefly on its back, looked, and amended mentally, little gal.

The brute turned suddenly back to her and grabbed the dog from her arms before she could protest. “Now Max and me’ll just be getting back to our coffee.”

“Wait just a minute,” Marcy commanded.

In the moment it took for the man to realize her order did not need to be heeded, he’d stopped and she tried to snatch the puppy from him again. But he yanked it back and held the dog at his side by the scruff of its neck.

Marcy winced at the strangled look on the dog’s face.

“Now you listen here and you listen good,” the superintendent said, stepping close and grabbing her by the lapel.

This time, however, before he could get another word out he was spun away from her once again and sent to the ground with one efficient, well-placed punch. The puppy scrambled toward the trailer at the edge of the parking lot.

Marcy stared up at the dark-haired man, who stood over his victim with a calm, hard expression. “I told you to leave her alone,” he said in that low voice.

Like Clint Eastwood, she thought, only not as hokey.

He turned to her and she closed her gaping mouth.

“You might want to get going now,” he said mildly.

She raised her brows. “Right. Sure. Thanks.” She glanced around for the dog but didn’t see it. Chuck climbed to his feet, brushing futilely at his mud-covered clothes.

“That’s it, Harley,” he growled. “You’re fired, you hear me? Fired. I don’t wanna ever see your ugly face again. You set foot on this property again and I’ll have you fucking shot, you hear me? You know I ain’t lyin’. Jesus. Sticking up for chicks and dogs like some kinda…”

As the man ranted on, Marcy started backing away, thinking perhaps it would be best to come back later for the dog, maybe with a police escort. She glanced around the lot and saw a chain-link dog run next to the trailer. He probably kept it in there at night, she thought. She could come back later and get it. That little padlock would be a cinch to get past. Despite her law-abiding bent, she knew a thing or two about vandalism. The neighborhood she’d been raised in had encouraged it.

The dark-haired man turned his back on the superintendent’s tirade and walked toward her.

“Let’s get moving,” he said. His voice was quiet, with no urgency. It was pitched more as if he were in a library and didn’t want his words to carry. She found it ridiculously sexy.

She turned and they both started down the street on foot, trailed by the superintendent’s vitriol.

“You think that’s gonna get you some, Harl?” the vile man called after them. “Huh? You think she’s gonna give you a look at that hot, rich-girl body now you stuck up for her? Well I wouldn’t count on it, jackass. That bitch thinks she’s too good for you, and some damn dog ain’t gonna make you look any better. She prob’ly more worried you gonna pee all over her prissy clean rugs than any dog…”

They reached the corner of the block and Marcy turned to the man with a cautious expression. He’d just lost his job because of her. What on earth could she say to mitigate that? What if he was angry?

But when she looked up at him he was smiling. Not a big moronic grin, just a small, interested smile.

“You got your nice coat all dirty,” he said, shifting those startling eyes from her coat to her face.

She glanced down at her mud-streaked coat, then back at him, amazed he wasn’t mad or at least upset.


“I’m so terribly sorry,” she said. “About your job, that is. Thank you so much for trying to help me but I feel just awful that he fired you because of it.”

He shrugged and gazed at her assessingly. “It’s just a job. I’ll find another one. You come to this part a town lookin’ for trouble or you just happen to get lucky and find it?” He moved one hand to encompass the decaying, trash-strewn street, the empty storefronts and the car nearest them that was gray with rust and resting on cinderblocks.

She smiled and scratched absently at one of the splatters of mud on her sleeve. “I was having coffee in that diner.” She indicated the one place up the street with life in it, across from the construction site. “Then I saw that man kicking the dog. And it’s just a puppy, for goodness’ sake. It’s not like it could fight back, or do anything even to warrant such brutality, so I had to do something. I just had to.” She swallowed hard. “But I’m very sorry my concern got you into trouble. I’m sure it was folly for me to get involved in the first place, but how could I have just watched him kicking the little thing without doing something?”

The man’s face registered something like surprise, and then amusement. One eyebrow rose and he said, “‘Folly’?” with a mocking smile. “Where you from, sugar?”

Marcy felt her blood stall with disappointment. Sugar. Oh, how she hated that. Sugar, darlin’, dear, honey. She hated all of those names, endearments meant to charm that only belittled.

All the guys from her old neighborhood were like this, and she wasn’t having any. No pretty boy with dirt under his fingernails was going to charm her. Not again. She knew what she wanted and it wasn’t someone like this. Been there, done that.

It was a shame about him, though, she thought. He was awfully good-looking, but she wasn’t going to go all mushy over a pair of nice eyes in a face that said “sugar.”

“I don’t think where I’m from is important. But I thank you for your help, and I’d like to help you.” She reached into her purse for her pen and paper. She had a client who owned Donneville Construction Company, one of the biggest in D.C., and she was sure she could get this man a job. But before she could even get the pen from her purse he was turning away.

“No thanks, doll,” he said. “I don’t need a check that’s just gonna clear your conscience and cloud mine. Charity’s not my thing, so I’ll just be on my way.”

Marcy glared at his retreating back. She should let him walk away, she knew, but she couldn’t stand his condescension. “I wasn’t going to write a check, smart guy,” she called after him. He turned back to her, his expression openly skeptical. “I was going to help you get another job. But since you’re such an all-fired macho big shot, I’m sure you’ll do fine on your own.”

“‘Macho big shot’?” he repeated, that same ironic look on his face. “That the best you can do, sugar?”

“Oh!” she growled and spun on her heel. Infuriating, insufferable—vainglorious! she thought triumphantly (she’d been unable to use yesterday’s word from her word-a-day calendar until this guy came along)—man.

Before she got too far, however, she stopped and turned back. “Hey!” she called.


She watched his steps slow before he turned, involuntarily noting his athletic physique.

He didn’t say anything, just looked at her with his head cocked.

“Does that guy live in that trailer?” she asked, gesturing back toward the construction site. “The superintendent.”

He paused as his lips formed another mocking smile. “Sure. Didn’t you see his swimming pool out back?”

She took a deep breath and counted to five. “I’ll take that as a no.”

“Take what you want.”

She smiled, making an effort to make it smug, as she stalked away. Good. He’d proven himself too ill-mannered to feel bad about. Plus she’d used her word for the day, she told herself, trying to calm down. That guy had done her a favor. She’d even used yesterday’s. Though she only used it to herself, she might be able to employ it again later, when she told Trish about what had happened.

She liked improving her vocabulary, though the calendar she had this year was ridiculously tough. Most of the words were too bizarre for use. Today’s—folly—had been the easiest by far.

She walked briskly back to her car. Now she’d have to get her brand-new shoes polished. She looked at her watch. She had about forty-five minutes before the meeting. Maybe the shoe-shine guy in Union Station could clean them up. He was such a nice man, and she enjoyed talking to him.

Except when he asked about her love life. Not that she minded his asking, just the fact that she always had to admit that her love life consisted of exactly one date in the last year. Whenever she told him that, he just shook his head and murmured, “What a shame, what a shame.”

With which she had to agree. She had to start getting out more, she told herself. When you start going gaga over shaggy guys in torn jeans it’s definitely time to start dating again.

And she was sure he was out there, her perfect man. Every pot has a lid, as her mother said. Or every lid to a pot. Something like that.

But when she found him, that perfect man, he would never, ever, call her anything but her name. Or maybe “darling.” She frowned. No, just her name. Marcy. She frowned again, wondering for the zillionth time in her life why in the world she couldn’t have been named after her aunt Arabella.

 

Truman Fleming turned off his headlights and parked about ten storefronts away from the diner in which the spunky brunette had said she’d had coffee that morning. The street was deserted and nearly dark, as two of the three streetlamps on the block had either been busted or burned out. It was a downtrodden street, the building under construction just the beginning of an urban renewal project for that part of town.

Ordinarily he would have liked cruising this seedy part of town in the middle of the night. With his tattered work clothes and his banged-up truck he might look as if he belonged here, as if he were meeting someone for some nefarious purpose.

But tonight it just made him think about the girl, the doll from this morning, the dog defender, and how out of place she’d looked. Because she was a doll. Perfect skin, thick, dark, shiny hair that fell just past her shoulders, brown eyes rimmed with plush black lashes. He pictured her standing there in her mud-stained pricey shoes with Chuck’s grimy hand on her tailored coat and felt a contraction deep in his gut.

Why hadn’t she just stayed in her K Street office—he’d bet money she worked somewhere along that money-laden corridor—and left this part of town alone? Why did she have to come here with that ramrod spine and those gusty dark eyes and butt heads with Chuck Lang, of all people? Lang was a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound keg of trouble just waiting to explode. Yet she’d stood up to him on behalf of a skinny little dog most people wouldn’t have even noticed.

She’d impressed him, and that annoyed him. He didn’t want to be impressed by a fancy girl like that.

He shook his head and got out of the truck. It didn’t matter. She was gone now and he didn’t even know her name. Probably something like Muffy. Or Honoria. Something either cute and dopey, or rich and pretentious like the world she came from, the world she belonged in. The world he wanted nothing to do with.

He shut the door of the truck as quickly as he could and walked down the street, hands in his pockets, shoes scuffing the ground.

Just as he’d known it would be, as it had been every morning when he’d arrived at work, the dog was locked in the run next to the trailer. It whined and pressed itself up against the chain link in an effort to get to him, licking the metal links in supplication. He scratched its soft black fur through the fence.


On the latch was a padlock, a flimsy one. One good strike from a rock and that thing would pop right open.

At least that’s what he’d thought. Twenty minutes and four generously scraped knuckles later the lock remained in place. The dog, on the other hand, was on the opposite side of the pen, eyeing him with an expression that said he’d turned out to be far more incompetent than even this little depressed dog had feared.

Damn, Truman thought, walking around the pen, mentally measuring the stupid thing. About four feet by two and a half. He could pull the truck up and slide the whole works into the back, maybe. Then, when he got home, he could somehow snip the links of the fence and get the dog out that way. But it was a pretty big pen when one looked at it with the idea of picking it up. Why couldn’t it have been one of those fence things without a bottom? Why couldn’t the damn dog have just been tied to a backhoe?

He sighed. There was nothing to do but try. One thing was certain, though. That damn lock wasn’t going anywhere. At least not with his limited resources here in the dark. He made a mental note to pick one up for his toolbox. Who knew they were so secure?

Truman walked down the street and pulled his truck around to back into the gravel drive, lights off. He stopped the engine and listened for a minute, but the car he’d heard was apparently on another block and the sound disappeared.

His mother would just love to hear he’d been nabbed for stealing. She’d probably have him committed to a hospital for the criminally insane. She already questioned his mental health whenever they happened to talk.

He opened the tailgate of the truck, then turned and grabbed the kennel by the fence, pulling backward with more weight than he would have thought necessary. It rocked heavily over the gravel as the dog danced nervously from one side to the other.

After an absurd amount of effort he got the thing close to the truck and tried to lift one end up onto the tailgate. But as soon as he did the dog let out a little yelp and scrambled toward him, its nails scratching furiously against the metal bottom. A rivulet of sweat dripped from Truman’s temple.

He took off his denim jacket and threw it in the cab. After another ten minutes or so of trying to heft the kennel toward the truck bed with the dog running back and forth, he stopped and took a breather.

His shirt was damp from exertion and the dog was terrified. In addition, the gravel around the scene had been scraped away so mud caked everything in sight, from Truman’s boots to his shins to the back of the kennel to the dog.

He stood panting against the back of the truck, glaring at the wiry little dog in the ridiculously strong kennel. The front of the thing was propped against his thigh, and his arms were cramping with the effort of holding it there, when he heard the low hum of a well-tuned engine. He craned his neck around. No lights shone on the street but he could hear a car approaching. Tire tread on pavement. After a minute he saw a silver Lexus pull up in front of the diner. A second later a small, slim form emerged from the car and approached the gravel drive where he was parked.

It was her. He could tell from the way she walked, with purpose and grace. Muffy.

A second later, as she quietly rounded the front of his truck and caught him standing there with half the kennel practically in his lap, his guess was confirmed.

She stopped when she saw him and crossed her arms over her chest, looking at him. After a second she tilted her head and asked conversationally, “Whatcha doin’?”

He cursed himself for being caught in such an awkward position. Not stealing the dog; he didn’t care about that. The dog needed stealing, they’d established that much this morning. No, he was angry for being caught pinned to the back of his truck by an unwieldy kennel that—it was suddenly obvious—would not be going into the truck bed through any of his efforts.

“I thought I’d take this dog to the SPCA,” he answered, more calmly than he felt. He wished he could have stood straighter. He wished he weren’t so sweaty. He wished the damn dog would quit wiggling against the side of the kennel in an effort to get to the girl because the metal bottom was cutting into his thighs.

“You can’t take her to the pound.” She moved her hands to her hips. Slim hips clad in jeans that fit, well, perfectly. Her thick shiny hair was pulled back tonight, but that only made her dark eyes more alluring.

He cleared his throat and tried to look casual. “Why not?”

“Because they’ll euthanize her.”

He smirked. “So, you might say it would be folly for me to take it to the pound. Is that right?”


Folly, he thought with a mental smile. Who used words like that anymore?

He couldn’t tell in the dark, but he sensed Muffy’s expression was irked.

“At best,” she said dryly, “it would be folly. Mostly I was thinking it would be stupid to go through this much trouble just to take a dog to its death.”

He shifted under the weight of the kennel. “Maybe someone will adopt it. But in any case, it won’t be getting kicked anymore.” The kennel was beginning to cut off the circulation in his legs. “So you going to help me or what?”

She took a moment to answer. A long moment, it seemed to Truman, but that might have been because he was picturing his toes turning black from lack of blood.

“Okay,” she said finally.

“Good, take the back and help me—”

“But is there a reason you’re taking the kennel too or are you just being greedy?”

“There’s a reason,” he said, more sharply than he’d have liked. But damn it, he was in pain. And he didn’t want to look like a fool in front of this woman. “Maybe you didn’t notice the padlock on the gate. Makes it difficult to open.”

She tilted her head to look at the kennel’s front gate. “You call that a lock?”

Before he could answer she was motioning with her hand for him to put the kennel down.

“Come on,” she said. “Slide that thing back and let me take a look. There’s an easier way to do this.”

Picturing the many times he’d clobbered the lock with rocks, he shoved the kennel back, immediately regaining sensation in his legs. He leaned back against the tailgate and tried to ignore the feeling of pins and needles from his thighs to his toes.

“Good luck,” he said. “It’s a pretty tough…lock.” His words slowed as she took what looked like a metal toothpick from the back pocket of her jeans.

She knelt down before the kennel, taking a moment to scratch the dog behind one ear, then took the lock in one hand and pushed the pin into it with the other. In a matter of seconds, with a twist of the wrist one way then the other, the lock popped open. She took a minute to look at its battered face, then tossed it to him and pulled a piece of rope from her jacket pocket. With a smile she held it up to show him, then opened the kennel, tied the rope to the dog, and let it out of the pen.

Truman didn’t want to look at his watch, but he was pretty sure no more than two minutes had elapsed. He was also pretty sure he’d been struggling with the stupid kennel close to half an hour.

He exhaled slowly, looking from the tongue-lolling smile of the puppy to the smirk that so help him God actually looked cute on the girl.

“Spend a lot of time trying to break into Daddy’s liquor cabinet, did you?” he asked finally.

“Something like that.” She pushed a stray lock of hair back into her ponytail. “But don’t feel too bad. I wouldn’t have been able to drag that kennel all the way over here to the truck.”

“Thank you for not dwelling on the fact you wouldn’t have needed to.” He stood and flipped the tailgate of the truck shut behind him. “So what’re you going to do with it, now that you’ve got it?” He gestured toward the dog, whose tail swooped an arc in the gravel where it sat.

Her brows drew together and she looked down at the mutt. Truman took the opportunity to study the curve of neck her ponytail revealed.

“I don’t know, exactly. My building doesn’t allow pets.”

The words hung in the air a moment before she looked back up at him, a tentative smile on her lips.

“I don’t suppose you considered anything other than the pound?”

He shrugged. “Nope. But I’m sure someone will want it.”

“She can’t go to the pound. They’ve got hundreds of dogs and there’s no guarantee someone will adopt her. Can’t you take her?”

She looked so pretty asking, with her hands clasped around the dog’s rope and her eyes imploring, that Truman had a moment of insanity and started to nod.

“Yeah. I guess. For a while,” he amended. “I can keep it till you find a home for it.”

She exhaled with a smile and he felt good, having been able to offer some bit of relief.

“But…” she paused. “Do you have a yard?”

He laughed once, and shook his head. “Not much acreage to be had where I live, sugar.”

Her eyebrows drew together. “Have you ever owned a dog before? Do you know what to feed one? You do realize, don’t you, that you’ll have to go home every night to let her out? You can’t just let her sit inside while you go drink beer and—”

“Hey, slow down, honey,” he said, holding his hands out and enjoying her obvious ire at his language. Typical rich girl, he thought. Couldn’t solve the problem herself but was more than willing to tell someone else how to do it. “I said I’d keep the damn thing for a while. That’s all. I’m not an idiot. I’m not going to let it starve.”

“Yes, but she needs to be let out, too, you know. She can’t just—”

“If you’re so worried about it, take it yourself.” He turned away and started to walk toward the driver’s side door.

“No, no!” She followed him around the side of the truck. The dog scurried beside her and jumped up on his leg when they neared. “I’m sorry. I just want to be sure she doesn’t end up in the same situation she’s in here.”

He started to protest but she interrupted.

“Not that I think you’d abuse her or anything like that. You did, after all, come here to save her just like I did. I just need to be sure—”

“I’ll take care of it fine. But here.” He opened the truck door and reached in for the knobby, tooth-dented pencil he kept in a rubber band on the visor. He plucked an old receipt from the floor of the cab and wrote down his address. “Here’s where I live. For when you find a taker.” He handed it to her.

She handed him the dog’s rope and looked at the paper. He saw her expression as she noted the address was in Southeast, the poorest, most crime-ridden part of D.C.

“Why don’t you give me your phone number too?” She started to hand the paper back.

He shook his head. “Don’t have one.”


She looked at him in surprise. “You don’t have a phone?”

He laughed cynically. “I was saving up.” He pushed the pencil back into the visor.

“All right.” She started to turn away, then stopped. “What’s your name, anyway?”

He gazed at her, at her trim leather coat and her perfectly cut jeans. She even wore some kind of expensive little ankle boots and her ears shone with gold.

“Folks around here call me Harley,” he said. “Harley Fleming. ’Cause I used to ride my bike to work.”

One of her eyebrows rose. “You can afford a Harley but you can’t afford a phone?”

“For your information, I had to sell it. For this.” He patted the steering wheel of the truck. “Besides, I’m not making any judgments about your designer jeans.”

“They’re Levi’s. Nobody wears designer jeans anymore. Come on, what’s your real name?” she persisted. “I can’t call you Harley.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s stupid. Now please tell me. What is it? Tom? Dick? Harry?”

He exhaled. “Tru. Short for Truman.”

Her brows rose. “Like the president?”

He got into the truck. “A lot like that, yeah.”

Why did he always have so much trouble getting people to call him by a nickname? All his life he’d wanted a nickname. So he could say he was called something—anything—other than Truman. But they never seemed to stick. So he was always Truman. Or, with occasional good fortune, Tru.

“Well, okay, Truman,” she said, writing it down on the receipt he’d given her, “I’ll be in touch. Take good care of her.” She bent to tickle the puppy behind the ears.

He arched a brow in her direction.

“And here’s my card,” she said, standing and pulling one out of her jacket pocket. “In case you need to get hold of me for any reason.”

He took the thick, embossed card and fingered it. Holding it up to the light he read out loud, “Marcy Pag—lin—ow—ski? Paglinowski?” He lowered his hand. “And you didn’t like my name?”

“Yeah, well, at least I didn’t name myself after my car.”

He started his engine and she stepped back.

“Don’t forget her,” she called over the noise, pointing to the dog sitting at his feet.

“You are a worrier,” he said. “Now get along, Lexus, before the police get here and arrest you for breaking and entering.”

“Very cute. I’ll be in touch.” She backed toward her car. “Don’t do anything with her.”

He frowned. “Like what? You accusing me of something deviant or just neglect?”

“I mean don’t take her to the pound or give her to some irresponsible drug-dealing buddy or anything.”

“I don’t have any irresponsible drug-dealing buddies,” he said, thinking of his empty, ugly little room in the working-class neighborhood in Southeast. He’d been there nearly seven months and made nary a friend. It was as if the locals sensed he didn’t belong there.

“All right,” she said skeptically. “Well, I’ll be in touch, like I said.”

“You do that, sugar,” he said, flashing her a grin. “I’ll be waiting for you.”


She walked back to her car and started it up, a soft, well-oiled sound barely audible over the mechanical exertions of his truck. He looked down at the puppy, smiling up at him with that enormously long tongue still hanging out the side of its mouth. He reached over to the passenger seat and pulled a box with a couple of stale doughnuts onto his lap.

“You know what?” he said, frowning, to the dog. He handed it half a powdered doughnut and took a bite out of the other half. “I think I’m gonna call you ‘Folly.’”
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Monday, October 7
 WORD-A-DAY!


APROPOS: adj., appropriate, most often, something suitable whether one likes it or not




Marcy stared at her computer but didn’t see the letters on the screen. All she saw was Truman Fleming handing that dog a piece of his doughnut.

She could think of nothing else he could have done that would have set her mind more at ease. Granted, the fact that he’d shown up and tried to steal the dog had said something good about him, but still. How was she to know he’d treat the puppy well? Maybe he’d just shut her away and ignore her. Or give her to someone on the street, thinking at least she wouldn’t be getting kicked by that awful man.

But when he picked up that doughnut, then stopped and gave a piece of it to the dog…well, it said a lot about him, that’s all. And it made her feel a lot better about not being able to take the dog herself.

“Marcy,” a voice boomed from her doorway.


She jumped and glanced up to see Winston Downey, the senior partner who oversaw her cases, standing in the doorway. The fact that he was her supervisor didn’t make her half as nervous as the fact that Winston Downey was a large part of the reason she’d gone to law school. He’d come to speak at her college during her junior year and she’d thought him brilliant. So she’d written to him and found him not only intelligent but kind. He’d given her advice and encouragement on going to law school, and when she’d graduated he’d invited her for an interview. The rest, as they said, was history.

She really wanted to impress Winston Downey.

“I was looking at your notes on the Burton case,” he said, leaning casually against the doorframe, his graying hair perfectly coifed. “They’re going to claim an insulating act of negligence, you know.”

Marcy saved the file she was in and leaned back in her chair. As usual, her palms began to sweat immediately. “You’re talking about the painting contractor.”

Win, a name so apt he’d been accused of changing it, nodded, his arms crossed over his chest.

Despite working under his direction, the case of Burton v. Planners Building & Design was Marcy’s alone and she was determined not to fail. If she impressed him with this one she’d be on her way. And the law firm’s name of Downey Finley & Salem, she’d joked to herself more than once, definitely needed some punching up with a little Paglinowski.

“They can try,” she said, relieved that she’d already researched this point. “But even if there was negligence on the part of the painters, it wasn’t superseding. They have zero evidence that a sub removed a brace from that scaffolding. They don’t even have any evidence that a brace was removed at all. It’s all just speculation.”

“And the corresponding case—”

“Petty versus Charles Brothers Construction,” she responded, riffling through the papers on her desk. “I’ve got the Westlaw abstract right here…”

“That’s all right, Marcy,” Win said, and she looked up to see an approving smile on his face. It felt like daybreak after a long hard night. “Sounds like you’re on the right track.”

He started to turn.

“By the way,” she added, “I went by the site a few days ago and they still haven’t got any railings on the open-sided floors. I was thinking I’d go back tomorrow with a camera.”

Win turned back with a laugh, confirming her hunch that he’d get a kick out of her investigation. “You’re kidding. Still? These guys are even dumber than we thought. Why don’t you get our man…what’s his name? The investigator. Get him to take some pictures.”

She smiled. “Actually, there’s no need to incur the extra expense.” Someone handed Win a piece of paper and he looked down at it. She waited a second, then continued, hoping to regain his attention. “I sat in a diner across from the site last Thursday and no one paid any attention to me. I’ll just get the firm’s Nikon and take a few shots through the window at lunch tomorrow.”

“You’ll need a corroborating witness,” he said, his eyes still on the paper in his hand.


“Yes, I think I can get a guy.”

She willed herself not to blush. For some reason the thought of Truman Fleming invariably brought heat to her cheeks. Not that she thought about him often…just every couple of hours since last Thursday.

Part of that, however, was because of the case. In a brainstorm late yesterday afternoon she’d remembered the obnoxious superintendent’s words just before he’d fired Truman. Something to the effect that he’d been asking a lot of questions that weren’t his business: about the railings, the scaffolding, and the OSHA regulations. Three things that were intimately related to her case.

Win’s eyes were on her again. “A guy…” he prompted. “Who’ll testify to the accuracy of the pictures?”

She cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “Yes, that, and I also believe he might testify to ongoing and perhaps previous safety violations at the site.”

Now why had she said that? She had no idea if Truman Fleming would tell her anything at all and now, if he wouldn’t, she’d look bad. For all she knew he’d crawled back to Chuck and gotten his job back. If that were the case there was little chance he’d get on the stand at all. Not many people wanted to testify against their employer.

Still, she had a feeling he would. After all, he’d stolen the superintendent’s dog solely to save it.

“A fact witness from the site would be fortuitous,” Win said, gazing down the hall. “Stan!” he called to a passing attorney, then stopped himself. He glanced back at Marcy and said, “I just wanted to check in since we didn’t have the meeting today. We’ll talk more about this in next Monday’s meeting. You’re on the right track, though. Keep going.”

Marcy breathed a sigh of relief as he left. She was on the right track. He approved of all she was doing. And maybe, just maybe, since he’d had nothing to add, he thought she was doing as good a job as could be done.

She hoped so. Because she was doing as good a job as she could do.

 

Tru barely heard the knock over the sound of the television, but Folly did, and ran yapping to the door. He’d had the TV loud to hear the game as he warmed his dinner—a can of Dinty Moore beef stew and the last two Brown ’n’ Serve rolls—but it had been a waste of time. The Redskins were losing. Again.

It didn’t take much to lure Folly from begging at his side, Tru noted, moving toward the door. He wasn’t much of a cook, it was true, but tonight’s gourmet repast was straight out of a can. He’d have thought that alone—as opposed to the slop he created himself—would recommend it.

Well, it didn’t take much to distract him from the meal either, he thought, laying the bowl of stew on the little table by his chair. Dinner was the most depressing time of day for him. It always made him think of home, which made him feel shallow and uninspired.

He hit the volume on the TV as he passed it and grabbed the dog by its new red collar before opening the door.

There stood Marcy Paglinowski. In the brown-gray atmosphere of the bare-bulbed hall, she looked like a porcelain figure in a Dumpster.

Pretty, he thought. Pretty, pretty, pretty. High color stained her cheeks, and her lips, with just a hint of some natural-colored lipstick, smiled tightly.

“Lexus!” he said, and smiled. This was going to enhance dinner a thousandfold.

Folly squirmed in his grip and he let her go, whereupon she immediately jumped up on Marcy’s coat. Marcy held a brown paper grocery bag in one arm that Folly seemed unusually interested in.

“Hello,” she said.

Truman thought she was talking to him, but as she bent to pet the squirming black dog at the same time, she might have been talking to Folly.

Which was when it hit him. She’d probably found a taker for the dog. Disappointment speared him. He should be glad, he told himself quickly. He couldn’t keep the thing. Once he found work she’d be stuck inside all day. Still, he’d liked the puppy’s company.

“Come on in,” Tru said, stepping back from the door and extending an arm into the living room.

Seeing it now through her eyes, however, he wished he’d just stepped out into the hall and asked her what she wanted. For one thing, he knew perfectly well the hole in the couch—new, thanks to Folly—would look a lot bigger through a rich girl’s eyes. And the lack of rugs, pictures, tables, or even one decorative item made the place look more depressing than it actually was.

She straightened and stepped just inside the door. Folly bounced at her side like a pogo stick.


“I’m sorry to bother you. I’d have called, but…” She shrugged and made a sympathetic face that said well, you know as well as anyone you don’t have a phone.

“No problem.” He cast his gaze around the room once more. He hadn’t even noticed those dirty dishes on the floor next to the sagging armchair before. How long had they been there?

“Wanna sit down?” He motioned her toward the couch.

She paused, looking doubtful, then stepped into the room. Avoiding the cushion that was belching foam like an overstuffed washer, she placed the bag on the floor and perched on the far side of the couch, close to the arm. He sat diagonally in the sagging armchair, hoping his leg blocked her view of the dishes.

She looked slowly around the room, her expression unreadable, before directing her gaze to his face. “So, how are you doing, Truman?”

Why did she sound like a doctor getting ready to take his temperature?

“I’m fine. Just fine.” Folly sat next to him and he laid a hand on her side, scratching. This was good, he thought. Marcy would never see the dishes behind the dog, and the rest of the place, while sparsely furnished, was reasonably clean. “I was just, uh, cooking my dinner. But it can wait.”

She glanced at the TV and made a disgusted sound. “I see they’re getting killed again.”

Truman looked at her in surprise. “Don’t tell me you’re a football fan.” He laughed.

“As a matter of fact, I am. Why is that funny?”


“Well, this year it’s funny if they have any fans at all, but you…well, I just wouldn’t’a taken you for a football-watching…” He hesitated, searching for the right word. “…chick.”

She closed her eyes briefly. The chick got her, as he knew it would. Just like sugar and doll had the other day. He didn’t do it to annoy her. Well, not just to annoy her. He mostly did it to remind himself that she was exactly the kind of woman he had to stay away from. For some reason that was hard to remember, especially when he got caught up in wondering things like how she got her hair so shiny.

“Listen, Truman,” she said. She was looking at him now, those dark eyes so direct they made him want to squirm. “I need to ask you a few questions about that construction job you were working. The one on D Street?”

He raised a brow. “So you’re not here about the dog?”

She looked confused. “The dog? Oh! No, sorry. I’ve been asking around but no takers yet.” She shook her head, then glanced at his hand against the dog’s side and smiled slightly. “She looks pretty happy here, though.”

He folded his arms across his chest, inside of which a disturbing commotion had ensued when she smiled that little sultry smile.

“She’s all right. For now.”

Her expression suddenly brightened. “Oh, and I brought her some food. Just so, you know, you don’t get stuck with the feeding bill on top of everything else.”

She reached into the grocery bag and pulled out an eight-pound bag of some generic-brand food.

“Oh, uh, thanks,” Truman said. “I just bought a bag myself.” He motioned toward the kitchen, where against the hall wall leaned a forty-pound bag of premium Eukanuba.

Marcy looked from the bag to the bowl of stew at his side and gave him an ironic look. “You realize the dog is eating better than you are.”

Truman flushed, wishing he’d left the canned stew in the kitchen, and asked, “You said you needed to ask me some questions?”

She got right back to business. “Yes. I don’t know if you looked at the business card I gave you, but I’m an attorney.”

An attorney, he repeated to himself. One more reason to keep away from her.

“Yeah, I saw that.” It didn’t take much for him to look unimpressed. He’d in fact been disappointed when he’d seen it on her card. “Downey Fabric and Softener, or something, right?”

“Downey, Finley and Salem,” she corrected, leaning forward to put her elbows on her knees.

Too late, he realized he should have asked to take her coat. Of course, where he would have taken it was a mystery.

“We’re working on a case,” she continued. “Which is why I was in that part of town last Thursday. We represent a man who was injured on the site, and I’d like to know if I could ask you some questions about conditions on the job.”

If he’d been a cartoon, Tru knew a light bulb would be glowing over his head right now. “Bob Burton? Guy who fell off the scaffolding a few months back?”


She nodded once. “Were you working on the site at that time?”

“Yeah. How’s he doing?”

“I’m afraid he has a broken back, among other things.”

“No shit.” Tru was surprised. He’d heard Burton’s injuries weren’t bad. But then, come to think of it, Chuck Lang was the one who’d told him. “He paralyzed?”

“No, thankfully. But he’s going to spend the better part of a year in bed at the very least.”

“Huh.” Tru leaned back in the chair. So she was here for information. To help Bob Burton, who was an ass but didn’t deserve to spend a year of his life laid up with a broken back. “So what do you want from me?”

She leveled those midnight eyes at him and he had to hand it to her, she was tough to read. “You were aware, were you not,” she said, “that there were serious OSHA noncompliance issues at the site?”

He narrowed his eyes. “That sounds an awful lot like an accusation to me.”

She sat back and held up her hands. “No, no. I’m sorry if I gave that impression. It’s just, I remembered something your superintendent said. Before he fired you he complained that you’d been poking your nose into business that wasn’t yours, as he put it. Business about scaffolding, for example.”

Truman’s mind worked fast. He knew what sort of information she wanted, and he probably had some that would help her. But the last thing he wanted to do right now was go into a courtroom and testify for Bob Burton. Or anybody. He’d had enough of courtrooms for a while.


“Trying to remember?” Her tone was wry. As if she knew what he was thinking.

“Look, I can tell you a few things that weren’t right. Things that shoulda been done but weren’t. But I’m not going to court or anything. I can’t testify.”

She sighed. “I know it’s intimidating to think about going to court. But trust me, it’s not like it is on TV. Most of it’s just…well, boring, really. But let’s not go that far yet. For all we know this case’ll never get to court.”

“Oh, it’ll get to court,” Tru muttered. With his luck it would.

She shook her head. “No, not necessarily. It could well settle out of court.”

“Settle, huh.” He looked at her. She was hungry for this case. He could see it in her eyes.

“Yes, that means the company could offer some kind of settlement. Like money,” she explained, misunderstanding him. “To Mr. Burton, so that we don’t go to trial. They already rejected the idea of a settlement once, which is why we filed suit. Now we’re trying to get as much evidence for our case as possible because there’s still a chance they could change their minds and settle if we come up with something really damaging as we go through discovery.”

She was so patient, just like a schoolteacher, he thought, amused.

“Discovery?” he asked, folding his hands in his lap, elbows on the arms of the chair What’s that?”

She leaned forward again, warming to her subject. “That’s a pretrial procedure. Each party obtains evidence, documents, and, yes, some testimony, that the other party may use at trial. The more information
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