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      ONE

      WHEN I WAS a kid, I was afraid of spi­ders and veg­eta­bles. As an adult, I’ve elim­inat­ed veg­eta­bles from my fright-​o-​me­ter, but I’ve added a whole bunch of oth­er stuff. Homi­ci­dal ma­ni­acs, se­ri­al rapists, cel­lulite, Joe Morel­li’s Grand­ma Bel­la, ra­bid bats, and any form of or­ga­nized ex­er­cise.

      My name is Stephanie Plum, and I work as a bond en­force­ment of­fi­cer for Vin­cent Plum Bail Bonds. It’s not a great job, but it al­lows me to avoid or­ga­nized ex­er­cise, and I hard­ly ev­er en­counter ra­bid bats. The re­main­ing fright-​o-​me­ter items lurk in the dark shad­ows of my dai­ly life. For­tu­nate­ly, there are al­so good things in those shad­ows. Joe Morel­li with­out his Grand­ma Bel­la, fel­low boun­ty hunter Ranger with­out his clothes, my crazy fam­ily, my ham­ster, Rex . . . and Lu­la. Lu­la ac­tu­al­ly fits some­where be­tween the ra­bid bats and the good stuff. She’s a for­mer ’ho, now work­ing as the of­fice file clerk and ap­pren­tice boun­ty hunter. Lu­la’s got a plus-​size per­son­al­ity and body, and a pe­tite-​size wardrobe. She’s got brown skin, blond hair, and last week she had tiny rhine­stones past­ed on­to her eye­lids.

      It was Mon­day morn­ing. Con­nie, the of­fice man­ag­er, and I were in the bonds of­fice en­joy­ing our morn­ing cof­fee, and Lu­la slid her red Fire­bird to a stop at the curb. We watched Lu­la through the big plate-​glass win­dow in the front of the small of­fice, and we did a joint gri­mace. Lu­la was in a state. She lurched out of the Fire­bird, beeped it locked, and burst in­to the of­fice, her eyes wild, rolling around in their sock­ets, her hands wav­ing in the air.

      “I saw it all,” she said. “It was ter­ri­ble. It was hor­ri­ble. I couldn’t be­lieve it was hap­pen­ing. And right in front of me.” She looked around. “What do we got? Do we got dough­nuts? ’Cause I need a dough­nut. I need a whole bag. And maybe I need one of them break­fast sand­wich­es with the egg and cheese and ba­con and grease. I got a big grease crav­ing.”

      I knew it would be a huge mis­take to ask Lu­la what she’d seen, but I couldn’t stop my­self.

      “What was ter­ri­ble and hor­ri­ble?” I asked.

      Con­nie leaned for­ward, el­bows on her desk, al­ready know­ing the telling of the sto­ry would be a car crash. Con­nie is a cou­ple years old­er than me, and while my her­itage is half Hun­gar­ian and half Ital­ian, Con­nie is Ital­ian through and through. Her hair is jet black, her lip­stick is fire-​en­gine red, her body is va-​va-​voom.

      Lu­la paced in front of Con­nie’s desk. “First off, I hard­ly had time for any­thing this morn­ing. I had a big date last night, and by the time I boot­ed his butt out of my bed, I al­ready missed a lot of my beau­ty sleep. Any­ways, I got up late, and then I couldn’t de­cide what to wear. One day it’s hot out and next thing it’s cold. And then I had to de­cide if I need­ed to wear shoes that kicked ass or were good for ass kick­ing, on ac­count of there’s a dif­fer­ence, you know.”

      “Jeez Louise,” Con­nie said. “Could you get to it?”

      “The point bein’ I was late,” Lu­la said. “I was tryin’ to put make­up on and drive, and I missed a turn, and be­fore I knew it I was some­place I didn’t want to be. So I pulled over to look around and fig­ure things out, and when I did that my make­up case rolled off the seat next to me, and ev­ery­thing went all over the floor. So I was bent over to get my make­up, and I guess it looked like there was no one in the car, be­cause when I came back up there were two big hairy mo­rons stand­ing right in front of my Fire­bird, and they were re­mov­ing a head from some guy’s body.”

      “Ex­cuse me?”

      “This one mo­ron had a gi­ant meat cleaver. And the oth­er mo­ron had a hold of this man in a suit. And whack! No head. The head popped off its neck and bounced down the street.”

      “And then what hap­pened?” Con­nie said.

      “Then they saw me,” Lu­la said. “They looked re­al sur­prised. And I know I looked re­al sur­prised. And then I laid down about two feet of rub­ber and took off.”

      “Do you know who they were?”

      “No.”

      “Did you know the guy in the suit?”

      “No, but it was a re­al nice suit. And he had a nice striped tie, too.”

      “Did you go to the po­lice?” Con­nie asked.

      “No. I came straight here. It’s not like the po­lice were gonna put Hump­ty Dump­ty back to­geth­er again,” Lu­la said. “Didn’t seem like there was a big rush, and I need­ed a dough­nut. Holy cow. Holy shit. I re­al­ly need a dough­nut.”

      “You need to call the po­lice,” Con­nie told Lu­la.

      “I hate the po­lice. They give me the willies. Ex­cept for Stephanie’s Morel­li. He’s a hot­tie.”

      Joe Morel­li is a Tren­ton plain­clothes cop, and Lu­la is right about Morel­li be­ing a hot­tie, but Lu­la is wrong about Morel­li be­long­ing to me. Morel­li and I have had an off-​and-​on re­la­tion­ship for as long as I can re­mem­ber, and we are cur­rent­ly off. Two weeks ago, we had a dis­agree­ment over peanut but­ter that turned in­to a dis­agree­ment over ev­ery­thing un­der the sun, and we haven’t seen each oth­er since.

      Con­nie di­aled in­to the po­lice band, and we lis­tened for a cou­ple min­utes to see if we could pick up any­thing to do with de­cap­ita­tion.

      “Where did this hap­pen?” Con­nie asked.

      “The three hun­dred block of Ram­sey Street. It was right in front of the Sun­shine Ho­tel.”

      The Sun­shine Ho­tel is a roach farm that rents rooms by the hour. No one com­ing or go­ing from the Sun­shine Ho­tel would ev­er re­port any­thing to any­one.

      “I seen lots of stuff,” Lu­la said, “but this was dis­gustin’. Blood shot out like one of them oil gush­ers. And when the head hit the ground, I swear the eyes were lookin’ at me. I guess I need to tell the po­lice, but I on­ly want Morel­li.” Lu­la fixed on me. “You got­ta call Morel­li.”

      “No way. I’m not talk­ing to him. You can call him.”

      “I don’t know him like you know him.”

      “I don’t know him that way any­more. I’m done with him. He’s a jerk.”

      “All men are jerks,” Lu­la said. “That don’t mean they aren’t good for some things. And Morel­li’s a hot jerk. He could be a movie star or a un­der­wear mod­el if he wasn’t a cop. He got all that wavy black hair and dreamy brown bed­room eyes. He’s kind of puny com­pared to some men I know, but he’s hot all the same.”

      Morel­li was ac­tu­al­ly six foot tall and sol­id mus­cle, but Lu­la used to be en­gaged to a guy who was a cross be­tween an Army tank and Sasquatch, so I sup­pose by com­par­ison Morel­li might mea­sure up short.

      “I’ll call Morel­li,” Con­nie said. “He’s a cop, for cry­ing out loud. You don’t need a com­pli­cat­ed re­la­tion­ship to call a cop.”

      I was halfway to the door. “I’m leav­ing. Things to do. And I don’t want to see Morel­li.”

      “Oh no,” Lu­la said. “You get your boney ass back here. We’re in this to­geth­er. Through thick and through thin.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since now. And be­fore that, too. Re­mem­ber when I res­cued you from that big snake in the mo­bile home? And what about when we were lost in the Pine Bar­rens?”

      “You ran scream­ing like a lit­tle girl when you thought you saw the snake. And Ranger found us in the Pine Bar­rens.”

      “Yeah, but if he hadn’t found us, I would have got us out.”

      “You were up to your armpits in a cran­ber­ry bog.”

      “I don’t nev­er want to see an­oth­er cran­ber­ry, nei­ther,” Lu­la said.

      Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, Morel­li saun­tered in to the bonds of­fice. He was dressed in jeans and run­ning shoes, a blue but­ton-​down shirt that was open at the neck, and a navy blaz­er. He looked en­tire­ly ed­ible and a lit­tle wary.

      “What’s up?” Morel­li asked, eyes on me.

      Okay, so I was no longer in­ter­est­ed in Morel­li. At least I was pret­ty sure I wasn’t in­ter­est­ed. Still, I was wish­ing I’d spent more time on my hair and make­up this morn­ing, so he’d feel re­al­ly rot­ten about what he was miss­ing. I have nat­ural­ly curly shoul­der-​length brown hair that was cur­rent­ly pulled back in­to a pony­tail. I have blue eyes that look a lot bet­ter when they have a swipe of lin­er and mas­cara, an okay mouth that so far hasn’t need­ed ar­ti­fi­cial plump­ing, and a lit­tle nose that I con­sid­er my best fea­ture. Morel­li al­ways thought my best fea­ture was lo­cat­ed con­sid­er­ably low­er on my body.

      “It was hor­ri­ble! It was ter­ri­ble!” Lu­la said. “I al­most faint­ed.”

      Morel­li shift­ed his at­ten­tion to Lu­la. He didn’t say any­thing, but he looked over at her and raised his eye­brows a lit­tle.

      “I nev­er saw noth­in’ like it,” Lu­la told him. “One minute, I was hav­ing a day like any oth­er, and then whack and this guy didn’t have no head. And blood came out of him like he was a foun­tain. And when his head hit the ground, his eyes were lookin’ at me. And I think the head might have smiled at me, too, but I’m not sure of that.”

      Morel­li was back on his heels, thumbs hooked in­to his jeans pock­ets. “Is this for re­al?”

      “Hell yeah,” Lu­la said. “Who makes up shit like that? Don’t I look trau­ma­tized? I’m prac­ti­cal­ly turned white. I think my hand might even be shak­ing. Look at my hand. Is it shak­ing?”

      Morel­li’s eyes cut back to me. “Were you with her?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did any­one call 911?”

      “Nope.”

      Lu­la was hands on hips, start­ing to look pissed. “We called you,” she said to Morel­li.

      Morel­li did a fast of­fice scan. “You don’t have the head here, do you?”

      “So far as I know, the head and ev­ery­thing else is still in front of the Sun­shine Ho­tel,” Lu­la told him. “And I’m not sure I like your at­ti­tude. I’m not sure you’re takin’ this se­ri­ous­ly.”

      Morel­li stared down at his shoe. Hard to tell if he was try­ing hard not to laugh or if he was get­ting a mi­graine. Af­ter a five-​count, he took out his cell phone, called dis­patch, and sent a uni­form to the Sun­shine Ho­tel.

      “Okay, ladies,” Morel­li said when he got off the phone. “Let’s take a field trip.”

      I made a big show of look­ing at my watch. “Gee, I’ve got to run. Things to do.”

      “No way,” Lu­la said. “I need some­one with me in case I get faint or some­thing.”

      “You’ll have him,” I said.

      “He’s a fine man, but he’s the cop rep­re­sen­ta­tive here, and I need some­one from my posse, you see what I’m say­ing. I need a BFF.”

      “It’s not gonna be me,” Con­nie said. “Vin­nie is pick­ing up a skip in At­lanta, and I have to run the of­fice.”

      Morel­li looked at me and gave his head a small shake, like he didn’t be­lieve any of this. Like I was a huge, un­fath­omable pain in the ass, and in fact maybe that was how he felt about wom­en in gen­er­al right now.

      I un­der­stood Morel­li’s point of view be­cause it was pre­cise­ly my cur­rent feel­ing about men.

      “Ter­rif­ic,” I said on a sigh. “Let’s get on with it.”

      Lu­la and I fol­lowed Morel­li in my ten-​year-​old Ford Es­cort that used to be blue. We didn’t take the Es­cort be­cause we liked rid­ing in it. We took it be­cause Lu­la thought she might be too over­wrought to drive her Fire­bird, and she sus­pect­ed she would need a ba­con cheese­burg­er af­ter vis­it­ing the scene of the crime and Morel­li might not be in­clined to find a drive-​through for her.

      ______

      THERE WERE AL­READY two cruis­ers an­gled in­to the curb in front of the Sun­shine Ho­tel when Lu­la and I ar­rived. I parked, and Lu­la and I got out and stood next to Morel­li and a cou­ple uni­forms. We all looked down at a red splotch that sprayed out over about a four-​foot di­am­eter. A cou­ple small­er splotch­es trailed off the big splotch, and I as­sumed that was where the head had hit the pave­ment. I felt a wave of nau­sea slide through my stom­ach, and I start­ed to sweat.

      “This here’s the spot,” Lu­la said. “You can see it’s just like I told you. There was a big gush­er of blood when they whacked the head off. It was like Old Faith­ful go­ing off, on­ly it was blood. And then the head rolled down the side­walk. It was like the head was a bowl­in’ ball with eyes. And the eyes were like big goo­gly eyes kin­da pop­ping out of the head and lookin’ at me. And I think I might have heard the head laugh­in’, or maybe it was the guys who did the whackin’ who were laugh­in’.”

      The uni­forms all did a gri­mace, Morel­li was im­pas­sive, and I threw up. Ev­ery­one jumped away from me, I gagged one last time and did some deep breath­ing.

      “Sor­ry,” I said.

      “No prob­lem,” Morel­li told me. “I feel like throw­ing up a lot on this job.”

      One of the uni­forms brought me some pa­per tow­els and a bot­tle of wa­ter, and Lu­la stood a good dis­tance away.

      “You got lots of room for lunch now that you’re emp­ty,” she yelled to me. “I could get a ear­ly start with one of them ex­tra-​crispy bird burg­ers they’re servin’ at Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et. Have you heard about them? They got some new se­cret sauce.”

      I wasn’t in­ter­est­ed in se­cret sauce. I want­ed to go home and go to bed and not get up un­til it was a new day. I was done with this one.

      “We got a cou­ple foot­prints head­ing south,” a uni­form said. “One of these guys had re­al big feet. Looks like a size four­teen. And there’s some skid marks where they dragged the body to the curb. Imag­ine they dumped it in­to a car and took off.”

      “You need to come down­town and give me some in­for­ma­tion,” Morel­li said to Lu­la.

      “No way. Nuh-​ah. I got a al­ler­gic re­ac­tion to po­lice sta­tions. I get ir­ri­ta­ble bow­el and hives and the hee­bie-​jee­bies.”

      “You wit­nessed a mur­der.”

      “Yeah, but there’s ex­ten­uat­ing cir­cum­stances here. I got a med­ical con­di­tion. I got a ex­treme sen­si­tiv­ity to cops.”

      Morel­li looked like he want­ed to pull his gun out of its hol­ster and shoot him­self.

      “I’ll get you some cheese­burg­ers and a side of onion rings,” he said to Lu­la.

      Lu­la stood hands on hips. “You think I could be bought for some lame-​ass burg­ers? What kin­da wom­an you think I am?”

      “I’ll throw in a buck­et of chick­en and an ice cream cake from Carvel,” Morel­li said. “That’s my fi­nal of­fer.”

      “Deal,” Lu­la told him. “We goin’ in your car? On ac­count of I’m not rid­ing in a cop car, and I hate to say this, but Stephanie don’t smell too good.”

      Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, I parked in the lot to my apart­ment build­ing. My build­ing strad­dles the line be­tween Tren­ton prop­er and Tren­ton im­prop­er. It’s a three-​sto­ry util­itar­ian brick box filled with ten­ants who are strug­gling to make ends meet. Fre­quent­ly, I have a gap be­tween my ends, re­sult­ing in a lot of din­ners mooched from my par­ents, who live ten min­utes away in a blue-​col­lar chunk of Tren­ton called The Burg.

      My apart­ment is on the sec­ond floor and my win­dows look out at the park­ing lot. My on­ly room­mate is a ham­ster named Rex. I man­age to keep a good sup­ply of ham­ster food in my fridge and in my cup­boards. Peo­ple food is spot­ty. I own a fry pan and a pot. Per­fect­ly ad­equate since I most­ly eat peanut but­ter sand­wich­es. Peanut but­ter and ba­nana, peanut but­ter and jel­ly, peanut but­ter and pota­to chips, peanut but­ter and olives, and peanut but­ter and marsh­mal­low goo. So sue me, I like peanut but­ter. The rest of the apart­ment con­sists of din­ing al­cove, liv­ing room with tele­vi­sion, one bed­room, and bath.

      I hus­tled from my car to my apart­ment, stripped, and jumped in­to the show­er. I was ap­proach­ing boiled lob­ster skin tone when I fi­nal­ly emerged and wrapped my­self in a tow­el. I stepped out of the bath­room and spot­ted Ranger loung­ing in the club chair across from my bed. I gave a star­tled yelp and jumped back in­to the bath­room.

      “Babe,” Ranger said.

      I stuck my head out and looked at him. “What are you do­ing here?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “You could have called. Or how about ring­ing my door­bell?”

      Ranger looked like he was think­ing about smil­ing. His at­ten­tion fo­cused on the top of my tow­el and slow­ly moved to the bot­tom hem that hung a half-​inch be­low my doo­dah. His brown eyes di­lat­ed black, and I took a stronger grip on my tow­el.

      Ranger was the sec­ond biggest com­pli­ca­tion in my life, and now that Morel­li was out of the pic­ture, I sup­posed Ranger was el­evat­ed to nu­mero uno. He’s close to six foot, one way or the oth­er, is Lati­no, with medi­um brown skin and dark brown hair cut short. His teeth are white and even, and he has a killer smile that is seen on­ly on spe­cial oc­ca­sions. He dress­es in black, and to­day he was wear­ing a black T-​shirt and black car­go pants. His giv­en name is Car­los Manoso. His street name, Ranger, is a holdover from time spent in Spe­cial Forces. These days, he does the oc­ca­sion­al high-​risk bond en­force­ment job, and is the man­ag­ing part­ner of a se­cu­ri­ty firm lo­cat­ed in a stealth build­ing in cen­ter city. I’ve seen him naked, and you can take it to the bank when I tell you he’s all hard mus­cle and per­fect in ev­ery pos­si­ble way. And I mean ev­ery pos­si­ble way.

      Ranger and I have three things in com­mon. We’re the same age. We’re both sin­gle. And we both were pre­vi­ous­ly mar­ried for about ten sec­onds. That’s where the com­mon ground ends. I’m an open book with a lot of blank pages. His book is filled with life ex­pe­ri­ence but writ­ten in dis­ap­pear­ing ink. I have three locks on my front door, plus a slid­ing bolt, and I was sure they were all in place. Some­how, this nev­er stops Ranger. He’s a man of mys­te­ri­ous tal­ents.

      Ranger crooked his fin­ger at me. “Come here.”

      “No way.”

      “Afraid?”

      “Cau­tious.”

      “That’s no fun,” Ranger said.

      “I didn’t know you were in­ter­est­ed in fun.”

      There was a very slight curve to the cor­ners of his mouth. “I have my mo­ments.”

      I had a big, cud­dly pink robe in my clos­et, but I had to cross in front of Ranger to get to it. I wasn’t wor­ried Ranger would jump me. My fear was that if I got too close, I’d get sucked in­to his force field, and I’d jump him. And jump­ing Ranger was a dan­ger­ous deal. He’d made it clear that his emo­tion­al in­volve­ment would al­ways have lim­ita­tions. Plus, there was Morel­li. Morel­li was cur­rent­ly out of the pic­ture, but he’d been out be­fore, and he’d al­ways slid back in. Get­ting naked with Ranger would make a rec­on­cil­ia­tion with Morel­li much more dif­fi­cult. Of course, that wasn’t cur­rent­ly an is­sue, be­cause I wasn’t in a mood to rec­on­cile any­thing.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?” I asked him.

      “Three of my clients have been robbed in the last two months. All three had state-​of-​the-​art se­cu­ri­ty sys­tems. And in all three cas­es the sys­tems were shut down for ex­act­ly fif­teen min­utes and then re­ac­ti­vat­ed. My clients weren’t home at the time. There was no sign of phys­ical tam­per­ing.”

      “I see them us­ing giz­mos in the movies that can fig­ure out codes.”

      “This isn’t a movie. This is re­al life.”

      “Some­one hacked in­to your sys­tem?”

      “No.”

      “That leaves an un­pleas­ant pos­si­bil­ity,” I said to Ranger.

      “In the­ory, there are on­ly a few peo­ple in my or­ga­ni­za­tion who have ac­cess to the codes, and I can’t imag­ine any of those men be­ing in­volved in this. For that mat­ter, ev­ery­one I em­ploy is rig­or­ous­ly screened. Plus, the en­tire build­ing, with the ex­cep­tion of pri­vate liv­ing spaces, is mon­itored twen­ty-​four hours.”

      “Have you changed the codes?”

      “I changed them af­ter each break-​in.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah,” Ranger said. “Some­one on the in­side is beat­ing my sys­tem.”

      “Why are you telling this to me?”

      “I need you to come in and snoop around with­out rais­ing sus­pi­cion. I can’t trust any­one al­ready in­side.”

      “Even Tank?”

      “Even Tank.”

      Tank is ex­act­ly what his name would im­ply. He’s big and sol­id in­side and out. He’s sec­ond in com­mand at Range­man, and he’s the guy who watch­es Ranger’s back.

      “You’ve worked for me be­fore do­ing com­put­er search­es, and that’s where I’d like to put you again. Ra­mon has been do­ing the search­es, but he’d like to get out of the cub­by and back on the street. You’d be work­ing on the fifth floor in the con­trol room, but you’d have to­tal ac­cess with­in the build­ing. Ev­ery man in my or­ga­ni­za­tion knows you and un­der­stands that you’re my per­son­al prop­er­ty, so they’re not go­ing to talk freely when you’re around, but they’re al­so not go­ing to think I hired you to snoop. They’ll as­sume I gave you the job to have you close to me.”

      “Per­son­al prop­er­ty?”

      “Babe, you’re the on­ly one who would ques­tion it.”

      I nar­rowed my eyes at him. “I am not per­son­al prop­er­ty. A car is per­son­al prop­er­ty. A shirt is per­son­al prop­er­ty. A hu­man be­ing is not per­son­al prop­er­ty.”

      “In my build­ing, we share cars and shirts. We don’t share wom­en. In my build­ing, you’re my per­son­al prop­er­ty. Deal with it.”

      At a lat­er time, when I was alone and had giv­en it some thought, I’d prob­ably find the flaw in that rea­son­ing, but odd­ly enough it made sense at the mo­ment.

      “What about my cas­es at the bonds of­fice?” I asked him.

      “I’ll help you.”

      This was a re­al­ly good deal, be­cause I was a crap­py boun­ty hunter and Ranger was the best. Not to men­tion I’d be draw­ing salary from Range­man. All I had to do was keep my hands off Ranger and ev­ery­thing would be peachy.

      “Okay,” I said. “When do you want me to start?”

      “Now. Do you have uni­forms left from the last time you worked for me?”

      “I have a cou­ple T-​shirts, and I have some black jeans.”

      “Good enough. I’ll have El­la or­der some more.”

      El­la and her hus­band, Louis, serve as live-​in prop­er­ty man­agers for Range­man. They keep the build­ing clean and run­ning ef­fi­cient­ly, and they keep the men fed and clothed. They’re both in their ear­ly fifties, and El­la is dark-​haired, and dark-​eyed, and pret­ty in a no-​non­sense kind of way.

      “I as­sume you still have your key fob?” Ranger asked.

      “Yep.”

      The key fob got me in­to the high-​se­cu­ri­ty Range­man build­ing, and it al­so got me in­to Ranger’s pri­vate sev­enth-​floor apart­ment. In the past, I’d used the apart­ment when I felt I was in dan­ger. It wasn’t a move I made light­ly, be­cause I had to weigh the dan­ger at hand against the dan­ger of liv­ing with Ranger.

      Ranger’s cell phone buzzed, and he looked at the screen. “I have to go,” he said. “Tank and Ra­mon are ex­pect­ing you. Ra­mon will bring you up to speed and then you should be able to take over. You know the drill.” His eyes moved from my face to the tow­el and then back to my face. “Tempt­ing,” he said. And he left.
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      TWO

      I DRIED MY hair and put on make­up that stopped just short of slut. I dressed in black jeans and one of the black V-​neck stretchy girl-​type T-​shirts I had left from my last stint at Range­man. I topped the T-​shirt with a black Range­man hood­ed sweat­shirt, grabbed my bag, and head­ed out.

      I stopped at the bonds of­fice on my way to Range­man. Con­nie was alone when I walked in.

      “Oh crap,” Con­nie said, eye­balling my out­fit. “You aren’t quit­ting again, are you?”

      “No. The Range­man job is tem­po­rary.”

      “What about the stack of skips I gave you last week?”

      “Ranger is go­ing to help me.”

      “My lucky day,” Con­nie said.

      “Have you heard any­thing from Lu­la?”

      “She called to say she was on her way back to the of­fice, and she had a buck­et of chick­en.”

      That was worth the wait. I could get lunch at Range­man, but it would be tu­na sal­ad on multi­grain bread, and it would be made with fat-​free mayo. And for dessert, I could score an ap­ple. Ranger en­cour­aged healthy eat­ing. Truth is, Ranger was a tyrant. If you worked at Range­man, you had to be phys­ical­ly strong, men­tal­ly tough, loy­al with­out ques­tion, and sur­vive ran­dom drug tests. I was ex­empt from all those things, and that was a good deal, be­cause the on­ly one I could fly through was the drug test.

      I saw Morel­li’s green SUV pull to the curb and make a Lu­la drop. Lu­la slammed the pas­sen­ger-​side door closed and waved Morel­li off as best she could con­sid­er­ing her arms were filled with fast-​food buck­ets and bags and drink hold­ers. She used her ass to push open the door to the bonds of­fice and crossed to Con­nie’s desk to dump her food.

      “I got that done and over,” Lu­la said. “And it wasn’t so bad as I ex­pect­ed, on ac­count of while I was there the head came in, so that speed­ed up a lot of stuff.”

      Con­nie leaned for­ward a lit­tle. “The head came in?”

      “Yeah. One of the cam­era dudes at the tele­vi­sion sta­tion went out­side to smoke, and when he opened the back door, he saw a head sit­ting by the Dump­ster. And here’s the best part. This guy rec­og­nized the head right off. Turns out the head be­longs to Stan­ley Chipo­tle.”

      “The celebri­ty chef?”

      “Yep. He’s on The Food Chan­nel all the time. I don’t know why I didn’t rec­og­nize him. Guess I’m used to see­ing him in his chef’s clothes. You know how he wears that puffy chef hat, and late­ly, he’s al­ways got on the red apron ad­ver­tis­ing his bar­be­cue sauce. Any­way, they brought the head in, and I iden­ti­fied it, and then Morel­li said I could go home.” Lu­la opened the buck­et of chick­en and dug in. “Help your­self,” she said. “There’s plen­ty.”

      Con­nie poked around in the buck­et, look­ing for a rec­og­niz­able chick­en part. “What was Chipo­tle do­ing in Tren­ton? Did any­one know?”

      “The cam­era dude said Chipo­tle was sup­posed to be in a big-​deal na­tion­al bar­be­cue cook-​off that’s gonna be held at Goos­er Park. He was gonna be talk­ing about it on the sta­tion’s cook­ing show this af­ter­noon, but since on­ly his head showed up, they got some­one from Dawn Din­er to make rice pud­ding in­stead.”

      “Chipo­tle’s fa­mous for his bar­be­cue sauce,” Con­nie said.

      I pol­ished off a mys­tery chick­en part and se­lect­ed an­oth­er. I was out of the loop. I nev­er watched The Food Chan­nel, and I didn’t do a lot of cook­ing. Most­ly, I mooched food from my par­ents.

      “What are you do­ing dressed up like Range­girl?” Lu­la asked me.

      “I’m tem­porar­ily fill­ing in on a desk job.” I glanced at my watch. “I need to run. Ra­mon is wait­ing for me.”

      Range­man is housed in a small of­fice build­ing on a side street in cen­ter city Tren­ton. The in­side has been ren­ovat­ed in­to a high-​tech, self-​con­tained, se­cure cor­po­rate Bat­cave that op­er­ates 24/7. Ranger’s pri­vate apart­ment oc­cu­pies the top floor. El­la and Louis live on the sixth floor. The con­trol room, din­ing area, and as­sort­ed of­fices are lo­cat­ed on the fifth floor. And the re­main­ing space is giv­en over to ef­fi­cien­cy apart­ments made avail­able to some of the Range­man em­ploy­ees, a gym, a gun range, meet­ing rooms, and more of­fices. The ex­te­ri­or façade of the build­ing is non­de­script, with on­ly a small brass name­plate be­side the front door to tell the world this is Range­man.

      I used my key fob to ac­cess the un­der­ground garage. I parked and fobbed my way in­to the el­eva­tor and up to the fifth floor. There were three uni­formed men in the con­trol room, watch­ing mon­itors, and four men were in the kitchen area. All eye­brows raised when I stepped out of the el­eva­tor. I smiled and gave ev­ery­one a small wave and went di­rect­ly to Ra­mon’s cu­bi­cle.

      “Hal­lelu­jah,” Ra­mon said when he saw me. “I’m go­ing back out in­to the land of the liv­ing. I hate this cu­bi­cle. The sun doesn’t shine in here. There isn’t even a win­dow. Af­ter a half hour at this desk, I’ve got a cramp in my ass.”

      Ra­mon had dark hair, dark eyes, and dark skin, and eye­lash­es I’d kill for. He was a cou­ple inch­es taller than me, and looked to be around my age. He had pierced ears but no ear­rings. Range­man em­ploy­ees weren’t al­lowed jew­el­ry oth­er than a watch when they were on the job.

      “How did you get be­hind the com­put­er in the first place? I thought you were a car guy.”

      “I got a speed­ing tick­et, and Ranger stuck me here. This is like the dunce desk. I was lucky I didn’t get fired.”

      Great. I was work­ing the dunce desk.

      “What did you do to de­serve this?” Ra­mon asked me.

      “I need­ed ex­tra mon­ey, and this is what Ranger had avail­able.”

      “Got­ta pay the bills,” Ra­mon said. “Let me show you what I’ve got on my desk­top.”

      An hour lat­er, I was on my own. A va­ri­ety of search­es passed through this po­si­tion. There were back­ground search­es on em­ploy­ees and prospec­tive clients, search­es for out­sourced ser­vices, plus se­cu­ri­ty search­es re­quest­ed by clients.

      Some of it was in­ter­est­ing, but af­ter an hour of star­ing at the screen, it all grew monotonous. By five o’clock, I had a cramp in my ass. I put my com­put­er to sleep and walked the short dis­tance down the hall to Ranger’s of­fice.

      “Knock, knock,” I said.

      Ranger looked up at me. “Babe.”

      “I have a cramp in my ass.”

      “I could kiss it and make it bet­ter.”

      “I was think­ing more along the line of a new chair,” I told him.

      “Tell Louis. He’ll get you what­ev­er you want. Do you have plans for tonight?”

      “No.”

      “Hang out for an­oth­er hour. I want to talk to you, but I need to go through this pa­per­work first.”

      A lit­tle af­ter six, Ranger am­bled in­to my cu­bi­cle and col­lect­ed me.

      “El­la has din­ner ready up­stairs,” he said. “We can eat and talk.”

      There was a time, not too long ago, when Ranger’s ad­dress was a va­cant lot. It turns out be­sides be­ing a very tough guy, he’s al­so a very smart busi­ness­man, and he now lives in an ex­treme­ly up­scale one-​bed­room in­ner sanc­tum of civ­ilized calm. The apart­ment was taste­ful­ly dec­orat­ed by a pro­fes­sion­al, and is now main­tained by El­la. The fur­ni­ture is com­fort­able con­tem­po­rary. Leather, chrome, dark woods, with earth-​tone ac­cents. It’s clear­ly mas­cu­line but not over­pow­er­ing. The apart­ment feels sur­pris­ing­ly warm in spite of the fact that there are no per­son­al touch­es. No fam­ily pho­tographs. No fa­vorite books stacked at bed­side. No clut­ter. I’ve spent a rea­son­able amount of time in Ranger’s apart­ment, and I’ve al­ways thought it was a place where he slept but didn’t live. I’ve nev­er been able to find the place he would call home. Maybe it doesn’t ex­ist. Maybe he car­ries it in­side him. Or maybe it’s a place he hasn’t yet dis­cov­ered.

      We were silent in the el­eva­tor and small foy­er that pre­ced­ed Ranger’s apart­ment. He fobbed his door open, and I stepped in­to the hall, with its sub­dued light­ing and plush car­pet. Ranger dropped his keys on­to a small sil­ver tray on the side­board and fol­lowed me to the kitchen. His ap­pli­ances were top-​of-​the-​line stain­less. His coun­ter­tops were gran­ite. El­la kept ev­ery­thing im­mac­ulate. I lift­ed the lid to the blue Le Creuset casse­role dish on the stove­top. Chick­en, rice, spicy sausage, and veg­eta­bles.

      “This smells won­der­ful,” I said to Ranger. “You’re lucky to have El­la.”

      “If I can’t stop these break-​ins, I’m not go­ing to have El­la or any­one else.”

      “What about se­cu­ri­ty cam­eras? Weren’t any of the thefts caught on tape?”

      “All the bur­glar­ies were res­iden­tial with no cam­eras in place.” Ranger poured out two glass­es of wine and hand­ed one to me. “With­out go­ing in­to de­tail, I can tell you there are a lot of safe­guards in the sys­tem to pre­vent this from hap­pen­ing.”

      “But it hap­pened any­way.”

      “Three times.”

      “Is there any­one you es­pe­cial­ly want me to watch?”

      “Mar­tin Beam is the newest man in the build­ing. He’s been with me for sev­en months. Chester Ro­driguez and Vic­tor Zul­lick were on deck for all three break-​ins. There are four men who ro­tate shifts mon­itor­ing the code com­put­er. Be­yond that, I have noth­ing.”

      “You’ve done re­cent back­ground checks?”

      “So far as I can tell, none of my men are in trou­ble, fi­nan­cial or oth­er­wise.”

      I la­dled the stew on­to plates, Ranger cut in­to a loaf of bread set out on a bread­board, and we took our wine and plates of food to the ta­ble, where El­la had laid out place-​mats and sil­ver­ware.

      “Do you think this is some­one need­ing mon­ey?” I asked Ranger. “Or do you think it’s some­one try­ing to ru­in you?”

      “Hard to tell, but if I had to choose, I’d go with try­ing to ru­in me.”

      “That’s ug­ly.”

      Ranger se­lect­ed a slice of bread. “The men I hire aren’t stupid. They have to know steal­ing the codes will end bad­ly, and the items and cash tak­en can’t com­pen­sate them for the risk. They’d be bet­ter off steal­ing from an ATM.”

      “Was there a pat­tern to the break-​ins?”

      Ranger re­filled my wine­glass. “On­ly that they all hap­pened at night.”

      I’ve nev­er known Ranger to have more than one glass of wine or beer. And usu­al­ly, he didn’t fin­ish his first glass. Ranger nev­er placed him­self in a po­si­tion of weak­ness. He sat with his back to the wall, and he was al­ways sober. I, on the oth­er hand, from time to time slipped in­to dan­ger­ous wa­ters and count­ed on Ranger to scoop me out.

      “So,” I said to him. “If I drink this sec­ond glass of wine, will you drive me home?”

      “Babe, you have no al­co­hol tol­er­ance. If you drink a sec­ond glass of wine, you won’t want to go home.”

      I blew out a sigh and pushed the glass away. He was right. “I have five open cas­es that need im­me­di­ate at­ten­tion,” I told him. “You said you would help me.”

      “Do you have the files with you?”

      I went to the kitchen and re­trieved my bag from the counter, hand­ed the five files over to Ranger, and re­turned to my place at the ta­ble.

      Ranger paged through the files while he ate.

      “You have two armed rob­beries, one ex­hi­bi­tion­ist, a mid-​lev­el drug deal­er, and an ar­son­ist,” he said. “The deal­er is a no-​brain­er. Ken­ny Hatch­er. Bet­ter known as Mar­bles. I know where he works. He deals from the six hun­dred block of Stark Street.”

      “I’ve been check­ing. He isn’t there.”

      “He’s there. You just aren’t see­ing him.”

      I stared down at my din­ner plate and wine­glass. Emp­ty. Damn. “Some­one drank my wine,” I said to Ranger.

      “That would be you.”

      I looked around. “Do we have dessert?”

      “No.”

      Big sur­prise. Ranger nev­er had dessert.

      “Why can’t I see my drug deal­er?” I asked him.

      Ranger leaned back in his chair and watched me. The li­on as­sess­ing his prey. “He’s us­ing a run­ner,” Ranger said. “If you want to find Hatch­er, you have to fol­low the run­ner.”

      “How do I rec­og­nize the run­ner?”

      “You pay at­ten­tion.”

      “Okay, I’ll give it an­oth­er shot,” I said, push­ing away from the ta­ble, tak­ing the files from Ranger. “I’m go­ing to Stark Street.”

      I start­ed to leave, and Ranger snagged me by the back of my shirt and dragged me up against him.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said. “You’re go­ing to Stark Street now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      Ranger smiled down at me. I was amus­ing him.

      “I can think of at least a half-​dozen rea­sons,” he said. “Not the least of which is you’ll be the on­ly one on Stark Street not car­ry­ing a gun. It’ll be like open sea­son on Plum pud­ding.”

      “I can take care of my­self,” I told him.

      “Maybe, but I can take care of you bet­ter.”

      No ar­gu­ment there.
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      THREE

      A HALF HOUR LAT­ER, Ranger and I were parked on the six hun­dred block of Stark Street. Stark Street starts down by the riv­er, cuts through the cen­ter of the city, and runs straight to hell. Store­fronts are grimy, dec­orat­ed with gang graf­fi­ti and the ac­cu­mu­lat­ed grit of day-​to­day life in the break­down lane. Hook­ers stake out cor­ners, knots of kids go­ing nowhere strut the street, men chainsmoke in door­ways, and push­ers work the side­walks.

      Ranger was be­hind the wheel of a shiny black Cadil­lac Es­calade with tint­ed win­dows and fan­cy chrome wheel cov­ers. No one could see us sit­ting in the SUV, and we were left un­mo­lest­ed as a sign of re­spect by the gen­er­al pop­ula­tion of Stark Street, who as­sumed the car be­longed to con­tract killers, badass hip-​hop gang­sters, or high-​lev­el drug deal­ers.

      The sun had set, but there was am­bi­ent light from street­lights and head­lights and doors open­ing in­to bars. Enough light to de­ter­mine that Mar­bles wasn’t on the street.

      “I don’t see any­one who looks like a run­ner,” I said to Ranger.

      “The kid in the over­size sweat­shirt, white T-​shirt, and home­boy jeans.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He’s mak­ing deals.”

      “And?”

      “And this block be­longs to Mar­bles. The kid would be dead if he wasn’t work­ing for Mar­bles. Mar­bles isn’t a char­ita­ble kind of guy.”

      “Maybe Mar­bles sold his re­al es­tate and left town.”

      “Not his style. He’s in one of these build­ings, con­duct­ing busi­ness. Be­sides own­ing drugs on the six hun­dred block, he al­so man­ages a cou­ple hook­ers. Mar­bles read the memo on di­ver­si­fi­ca­tion. I ran in­to him two years ago, and he was op­er­at­ing an all-​night dog-​groom­ing and cock­fight­ing op­er­ation. The cock­fight­ing didn’t in­volve poul­try.”

      It took me a cou­ple beats to fig­ure that out. And even then, how the heck did a guy go about it? Was it like thumb wrestling? I was de­bat­ing ask­ing about the rules and reg­ula­tions of cock­fight­ing, but just then the kid in the sweat­shirt am­bled in­to a build­ing halfway down the block.

      “He’s go­ing back to the moth­er ship,” Ranger said.

      Most­ly, Stark Street is filled with nar­row red­brick town hous­es, two to four sto­ries tall. Small busi­ness­es in vary­ing de­grees of fail­ure oc­cu­py ground floors, and the up­per floors are giv­en over to cramped apart­ments and rent­ed rooms. At odd in­ter­vals on the street, you might find a garage or a ware house or a fu­ner­al home. The kid went in­to a four-​sto­ry brick town house. All the win­dows had been paint­ed black.

      Ranger and I left the Es­calade, crossed the street, and fol­lowed the kid in­to the build­ing. The foy­er was dim­ly lit by a bare bulb in an over­head fix­ture, the walls were en­tire­ly cov­ered with graf­fi­ti. A door la­beled HEAD MOTH­ER­FUCK­ER opened off the foy­er.

      Ranger and I ex­changed glances and went di­rect­ly to the Head Moth­er­fuck­er door. Ranger pushed the door open, and we looked in­side at what at one time had prob­ably been an ef­fi­cien­cy apart­ment but was now a rat’s nest of­fice. The desk was piled high with pa­pers, emp­ty fast-​food box­es, a lap­top com­put­er, a mul­ti­line phone, and two half-​filled cups of cof­fee. There was a chair be­hind the desk and a two-​seater leather couch against a wall. No­body home.

      We left the of­fice, clos­ing the door be­hind us. We re­turned to the foy­er and took the stairs to the sec­ond floor, where a dull-​eyed wannabe ju­nior gangs­ta sat on a plas­tic lawn chair. He was hooked up to an MP3 play­er, and he had a small wood­en ta­ble be­side him. There was a cigar box and a roll of tick­ets on the ta­ble.

      “Yuh?” he said. “You want a tick­et for the night or just for a run-​through?”

      “Run-​through,” Ranger said.

      “Twen­ty bucks each. Forty each, if you want a jump­suit.”

      “Just the run-​through tick­et,” Ranger said.

      “You know the rules? You col­lect a tick­et from the dude with­out no mess, and you get a kew­pie doll. You’re gonna be on the third floor.”

      Ranger and I climbed the stairs to the third floor and stood in the hall­way.

      “Do you have any idea what he was talk­ing about?” I asked Ranger.

      “No. Know­ing Mar­bles, it could be most any­thing.”

      There were two doors that opened off the hall­way. The doors were la­beled PUSSY and MOTH­ER­FUCK­ERS.

      “I’m tak­ing the Moth­er­fuck­er door,” I said to Ranger.

      “No way. That’s my door.”

      “Well, I’m sure as hell not tak­ing the Pussy door.”

      “It’s just a door, Babe.”

      “Great. Then you take it.”

      Ranger moved to the Pussy door and shoved it open. He walked through the front room and looked in­to two oth­er rooms. “It’s an apart­ment. Looks like it was dec­orat­ed by some­one on ’shrooms. No one home.”

      I opened the Moth­er­fuck­er door and stepped in­side. The door closed be­hind me, neon red, green, blue, and white strobe lights ac­ti­vat­ed and flick­ered across the front room, and hip-​hop boomed from over­head speak­ers. I opened a door. Clos­et. I opened an­oth­er door and a crazy-​eyed, wool­ly-​haired, scrawny guy in too-​big pants and too-​big shoes shoul­dered a gun at me from across the room.

      “Gonna put a cap up your pussy ass,” he said.

      And POW.

      I felt the bul­let hit my shoul­der, knock me back an inch or two, and some­thing splat­tered out across my chest.

      “What the?” I said.

      “Run, Pussy!”

      “What?”

      “Run!”

      And POW. I got shot again. POW. POW.

      An arm wrapped around my waist, and I was lift­ed off my feet and whisked out of the room and back in­to the hall. Ranger kicked the door closed and set me down.

      “What? Why?” I asked.

      “Paint­ball. Are you okay?”

      “No! It hurt. It’s like get­ting hit with a rock. Why on earth do peo­ple do that? You’d have to be crazy.”

      “It’s a game,” Ranger said. “Usu­al­ly. This ver­sion is more like shoot­ing sit­ting ducks.”

      I checked my­self out. I was com­plete­ly splat­tered with blue, pink, and yel­low paint. It was in my hair and on my shoes and ev­ery­where in be­tween. There was no paint on Ranger.

      “You don’t have a drop of paint on you,” I said. “Why is that?”

      Ranger smiled, lik­ing that he hadn’t got­ten hit. “I guess they were hunt­ing pussy.”

      “But I walked in­to the Moth­er­fuck­er room.”

      “Yeah, but babe, you’re clear­ly pussy.”

      “That is so sex­ist and an­noy­ing. These are my fa­vorite sneak­ers, and now they’re ru­ined. I’ll nev­er get this paint out.”

      “I’m sure it’s wa­ter-​based. Throw them in the wash­er.”

      “I don’t have a wash­er.”

      Ranger took my hand and tugged me to­ward the stairs. “Then throw them in your moth­er’s wash­er.”

      “You wouldn’t be this cheery if you were cov­ered in paint.”

      He pushed my back to the wall and leaned in to me. “Would you like me to take your mind off your sneak­ers?”

      I bit in­to my low­er lip.

      “Well?” he asked, kiss­ing me just be­low my ear, mak­ing the lit­tle man in the boat pay at­ten­tion.

      “I’m th-​th-​think­ing.”

      Ac­tu­al­ly, I was think­ing he’d have half my paint on him when he pried him­self loose. And along with that I was think­ing he felt great plas­tered against me. He was big and warm and strong.

      A door banged open on the first floor and con­ver­sa­tion car­ried up to us. Ranger lis­tened for a mo­ment and eased away. I fol­lowed him down the stairs and in­to the first-​floor hall, where the kid in the white T-​shirt and home­boy jeans stood talk­ing to a stocky old­er man with wiry gray hair. Both guys looked up when we stepped in­to the hall. The kid froze in his tracks. The old­er guy spun around, ran to the of­fice, and locked him­self in­side.

      Ranger dis­missed the kid and knocked on the locked of­fice door. He wait­ed a cou­ple beats and knocked again. When there was no re­sponse to his sec­ond knock, he put his foot to the door and kicked it open.

      “Jeez Louise,” I said to Ranger, know­ing he could have fi­nessed the lock and opened the door.

      Ranger smiled. “Mak­ing a state­ment.”

      The guy in­side the of­fice was be­hind his desk, wav­ing his arms, his eyes rolling around in their sock­ets, popped out like mar­bles.

      “This must be Mar­bles,” I said to Ranger.

      “On­ly one of them is re­al,” Ranger said.

      “You broke my door,” Mar­bles said. “You’re gonna pay. You think doors grow on trees?”

      “Bond en­force­ment,” Ranger said.

      “That’s bull­shit. You owe me for a door. And she owes me for play­ing. Does she have a tick­et? Where’s her fuckin’ tick­et?”

      Ranger nev­er shows much emo­tion. I saw him walk in­to a room once, know­ing he was go­ing to get shot and maybe die, and he was per­fect­ly com­posed. On­ly be­cause I’ve spent a de­cent amount of time with him did I know the lim­it to his pa­tience. So I took a step back and gave him some room, be­cause I knew he was done talk­ing.

      “And an­oth­er thing . . .” Mar­bles said, fin­ger point­ed at Ranger, eyes all goo­gly-​woo­gly.

      Mar­bles nev­er fin­ished the sen­tence, be­cause in a mat­ter of mo­ments, he was on the ground and cuffed. Ranger dragged Mar­bles to his feet and set him in his chair. Mar­bles opened his mouth to speak, Ranger looked at him, and Mar­bles clamped his mouth shut.

      “You have a choice,” Ranger said to me. “We can take him to the sta­tion and get him booked in, or I can have one of my men do it, and I can take you home so we can get you out of your clothes.”

      “We can get me out of my clothes? Are you plan­ning on mak­ing it a group ac­tiv­ity?”

      “Fig­ure of speech, Babe. I don’t need help get­ting you un­dressed.” He an­swered his cell phone, lis­tened for a mo­ment, and dis­con­nect­ed. “Change in plans,” he said, yank­ing Mar­bles out of his chair. “There’s been an­oth­er break-​in. We’ll take Mar­bles with us and pass him off on site.”
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      FOUR

      THE HOUSE WAS a big white colo­nial with black shut­ters and a mas­sive ma­hogany front door. The grounds were pro­fes­sion­al­ly land­scaped. A dusty and bat­tered po­lice cruis­er and two gleam­ing black Range­man SU­Vs were parked in the cir­cu­lar drive. Ranger parked be­hind one of the Range­man SU­Vs, we got out, and Tank and Hal came for­ward to meet us.

      I gave Hal my pa­per­work for Mar­bles, Hal got be­hind the wheel, backed the Es­calade out of the drive and dis­ap­peared down the street.

      “Same MO,” Tank told Ranger. “The clients at­tend­ed a po­lit­ical fund-​rais­er, came home, and found mon­ey and jew­el­ry miss­ing.” He hand­ed Ranger a list. “We in­ter­ro­gat­ed the sys­tem and found it had been briefly dis­armed and then re­set.”

      “Any­thing miss­ing be­sides the mon­ey and jew­el­ry?”

      “Some elec­tron­ics. They’re go­ing through the house now, try­ing to make sure the list is com­plete.”

      “I want Stephanie to walk through the house and look at it from a wom­an’s point of view. Make sure she has to­tal ac­cess. As­sure the own­ers her paint isn’t wet.”

      Tank looked at my paint-​splat­tered hair and clothes. He paused for a beat, but he didn’t smile or frown or gri­mace. “Yessir,” he said to Ranger.

      I wan­dered around, check­ing out the kitchen with its pro­fes­sion­al-​lev­el ap­pli­ances, mar­ble coun­ter­tops and splash plates, warm­ing ovens and wine cool­er. I thought it would be nice to have a kitchen like this, al­though most of it would go un­used. All I ac­tu­al­ly need­ed was a but­ter knife, a loaf of white bread, and a jar of peanut but­ter. And can you fill a wine cool­er with Bud Light?

      The up­stairs mas­ter bath had a crys­tal chan­de­lier and a bidet. I knew the pur­pose for the bidet, be­cause I had seen Crocodile Dundee about a hun­dred times, but I wasn’t sure how one ac­tu­al­ly used a bidet. I mean, does it shoot wa­ter up your coot­er or do you splash it around? And I thought I might have is­sues with the crys­tal chan­de­lier. I wasn’t sure I could do num­ber two in a room with a crys­tal chan­de­lier.

      I’d looked at the list, so I knew what had been tak­en and what had been left. There was a safe in the mas­ter bed­room, but it hadn’t been touched. Madame’s jew­el­ry had been easy ac­cess in a jew­el­ry case on dis­play in her walk-​in clos­et. A cou­ple thou­sand in twen­ties had been left on the dress­er. All this stuff was gone. Plus two lap­top com­put­ers from the home of­fice, and a Patek Philippe man’s watch.

      I wan­dered around in the house for a half hour while the po­lice did their thing, and Ranger did his thing, and the bur­gled house own­ers, a con­ser­va­tive­ly dressed mid­dle-​aged cou­ple, qui­et­ly sat in the liv­ing room, look­ing shell-​shocked.

      Ranger caught up with me in the front foy­er. “Any ideas?” he asked me.

      “The thieves on­ly hit two rooms. The mas­ter bed­room and the home of­fice. There was a wom­an’s rose gold and di­amond Carti­er watch on the kitchen counter. And there were four icons that looked price­less in a dis­play case in the liv­ing room. All un­touched. Is this al­ways the pat­tern?”

      “Yes. They dis­able the alarm for pre­cise­ly fif­teen min­utes, and they move di­rect­ly to the mas­ter bed­room and of­fice.”

      “Why fif­teen min­utes?”

      Ranger did palms-​up. “I don’t know.”

      “No prints left on door­knobs?”

      “None.”

      “And they on­ly hit res­iden­tial ac­counts?”

      “So far.”

      “This house has two se­cu­ri­ty key­pads. Can you tell which was used?”

      “They al­ways en­ter and ex­it through the garage.”

      “The garage in this house opens in­to a short hall that leads to the kitchen. That means they walked through the kitchen twice and didn’t take the watch.”

      “Cor­rect,” Ranger said.

      “Do you have any­one work­ing for you who’s OCD or su­per­sti­tious?”

      “Al­most ev­ery­one. I’m go­ing to have Tank take you back to Range­man so you can get your car. I need to stay here for a while and then I have pa­per­work to com­plete.”

      “So I’m off the hook with the un­dress­ing thing?”

      “Rain check,” Ranger said.

      I drove home and did my own un­dress­ing, lath­er­ing, and sham­poo­ing. When I flopped in­to bed, my hair was still mul­ti­col­ored.

      I STOPPED AT the bonds of­fice on my way to Range­man. It was a lit­tle be­fore nine in the morn­ing, and the air was warm, and the sky was al­most blue. It was In­di­an sum­mer in Jer­sey.

      Con­nie and Lu­la looked over when I walked through the door.

      “What the heck hap­pened to you?” Lu­la want­ed to know. “You got tut­ti-​frut­ti hair. Is this some new fash­ion state­ment?”

      “No, this is the re­sult of a paint­ball en­counter on Stark Street. The good news is I ap­pre­hend­ed Ken­ny Hatch­er.”

      “Your moth­er’s go­ing to have a cow when she sees your hair,” Con­nie said. “You try wa­ter? You try paint thin­ner?”

      “I’ve tried ev­ery­thing.”

      “I like it,” Lu­la said. “You should add some more pink. Pink’s a good col­or on you. And by the way, have you been lis­ten­ing to the ra­dio? There’s a big re­ward be­ing of­fered to any­one who brings in the guy who whacked Stan­ley Chipo­tle.”

      “How big?”

      “A mil­lion dol­lars. It’s from the bar­be­cue sauce com­pa­ny he did all those ad­ver­tise­ments for. Fire in the Hole Red Hot Bar­be­cue Sauce. He was sup­posed to rep­re­sent them in this cook-​off com­ing up. And I’m gonna get that re­ward. I know what those guys look like. All I have to do is find them. So I thought I’d cut you and Con­nie in on it, and be­tween us we could track them down and we’d each get a third of a mil­lion dol­lars.”

      “I’m so there,” Con­nie said. “I could pay my mort­gage off with that mon­ey.”

      “What would you do with the mon­ey?” Lu­la asked me.

      I didn’t know what I’d do. My mind was blank. The amount was in­com­pre­hen­si­ble to me. I could put a crys­tal chan­de­lier in my crap­per for that kind of mon­ey. I could buy a case of mo­tor oil and feed it to my $700 car. I could down­load all the 3rd Rock from the Sun episodes from iTunes. I could get the works on my piz­za. I could buy new sneak­ers. I re­al­ly need­ed new sneak­ers. I could prob­ably buy a house, for cry­ing out loud. Ex­cept I didn’t ac­tu­al­ly want a house. I had a hard enough time keep­ing peo­ple out of my apart­ment. If I had a house, the weirdos would be com­ing in ev­ery door and win­dow and down the chim­ney like San­ta. Plus, I’d have to cut grass and paint the porch and caulk the tub.

      “I think this is about bar­be­cue sauce,” Lu­la said. “Ev­ery­one knows it’s dog-​eat-​dog out there in bar­be­cue land. You wait and see, some­one didn’t want Stan­ley Chipo­tle in that bar­be­cue con­test. I looked in­to it, and he al­ways wins those con­tests. He was the one who come up with Fire in the Hole Red Hot Bar­be­cue Sauce. He in­vent­ed that recipe, and when he’s in a con­test, he has a se­cret in­gre­di­ent he puts in. I’m tellin’ you, Stan­ley Chipo­tle’s killer is a sauce freak. So I fig­ure we just got­ta bust in­to the bar­be­cue cir­cuit and we’ll find the killer.”

      “Bust in­to the cir­cuit?”

      “All I got­ta do is en­ter the con­test as one of them chefs. I bet I could even win.”

      “You can’t cook.”

      “That’s true so far, but that could change. I’m re­al good at eatin’. I got a high­ly de­vel­oped palate. Es­pe­cial­ly for bar­be­cue. I just got­ta take some of my eatin’ tal­ent and make it in­to cookin’ tal­ent. Any­ways, I on­ly got­ta come up with sauce. How hard could it be? I mean, you start out with ketchup and keep adding pep­per un­til you feel it burnin’ a hole in your stom­ach.”

      “I don’t think it’s that easy,” Con­nie said. “I watch these con­tests on The Food Chan­nel, and you have to use the sauce on ribs and chick­en and stuff. Can you cook ribs or chick­en?”

      “Not yet,” Lu­la said. “But I know I could be re­al good at it. Look at me. Don’t I look like a wom­an who could cook the shit out of chick­en? I’m like a com­bi­na­tion of Paula Deen and Mario What­shis­name. I’m just around the cor­ner from bein’ the Mrs. But­ter­worth of bar­be­cue sauce.”

      “The cook-​off is in a week,” Con­nie said. “Is there still time for you to en­ter? Do you have to qual­ify or some­thing?”

      “I don’t have to do noth­in’ but sign up,” Lu­la said. “I al­ready looked in­to it, and the id­iot who’s run­nin’ the cook-​off used to be a cus­tomer of mine back when I was a ’ho. He was what you call a drive-​by. He’d pick me up on my cor­ner, and two blocks lat­er, we’d con­clud­ed our busi­ness.”

      “That’s more in­for­ma­tion than I need,” Con­nie said.

      “Well, I’m just sayin’ so you get the pic­ture.”

      “I have to run,” I told them. “I’m late for work.”

      “Af­ter we win the con­test and cap­ture the killer, none of us is gonna have to work,” Lu­la said. “We’re all gonna be ladies of leisure.”

      IT WAS NOON, and Ranger’s men were mov­ing around, break­ing for lunch, so I left my cu­bi­cle and went to the kitchen area to min­gle. El­la kept the large glass-​front­ed re­frig­er­ator filled with sand­wich­es, fruit, raw veg­gies, yo­gurt, low-​fat milk, snack-​size cheeses, a va­ri­ety of fruit juices, plus in­di­vid­ual cups of chick­en sal­ad and veg­etable soup. Ear­ly in the morn­ing, El­la sup­ple­ment­ed this with a cal­dron of oat­meal and a chaf­ing dish of scram­bled eggs. The din­ner of­fer­ing was al­ways some sort of Crock-​Pot stew, plus a bread­bas­ket.

      Ranger al­most al­ways ate break­fast and din­ner in his apart­ment. And lunch was usu­al­ly a sand­wich and piece of fruit from the com­mon kitchen, tak­en back to his of­fice. There were three small round ta­bles set to one side of the kitchen. Each ta­ble held four chairs. Two men I didn’t know were eat­ing at one of the ta­bles. Hal and Ra­mon were at an­oth­er. The third ta­ble was emp­ty. I se­lect­ed a sand­wich and joined Hal and Ra­mon. I’ve known Hal for a while now. Hal isn’t the sharpest tack on the cork­board, but he tries hard. His nick­name is Halosaurus, be­cause there’s a stegosaurus re­sem­blance.

      “You’re my new fa­vorite per­son,” Ra­mon said. “You got me out of that cu­bi­cle. I was dy­ing in that cu­bi­cle.”

      “It’s not my fa­vorite job, ei­ther,” I said, “but I need­ed the mon­ey.”

      I un­wrapped my sand­wich and ex­am­ined it. Multi­grain bread, pret­ty ruf­fled green let­tuce, thin-​sliced chick­en, a slice of toma­to, slices of hard-​cooked egg, and sal­ad dress­ing that was for sure low fat. It looked good, but it would look even bet­ter with ba­con.

      “No ba­con,” I said, more to my­self than to Hal and Ra­mon.

      Hal grinned. “Ranger thinks ba­con is the work of the dev­il.”

      “Some­times I walk past El­la’s apart­ment, and I smell ba­con fry­ing,” Ra­mon said. “I think she makes it for Louis.” He looked over at me. “Have you ev­er seen Ranger eat ba­con?”

      “No,” I said. “Not that I can re­mem­ber.”

      “I think some­times he cheats and goes to eat with Louis,” Ra­mon said.

      “No way,” Hal said. “Ranger’s pure.”

      Both men looked at me.

      “For­get it,” I said. “I’m not com­ment­ing on that one.”

      Hal flushed red, and Ra­mon gave a bark of laugh­ter.

      I fin­ished my sand­wich and pushed back from the ta­ble. “I’m go­ing for a walk around the build­ing. Is there any­place off-​lim­its for us work­er peo­ple?”

      “On­ly the sev­enth floor. No one would mind if you went in­to the men’s lock­er room, but there could be a lot of wood if you stayed too long. And then Ranger would prob­ably fire us all,” Ra­mon said.

      “I don’t want to get any­one fired.”

      “That’s good,” Hal said, “be­cause ev­ery­one here wants to keep their job.”

      “Not ev­ery­one,” Ra­mon said.

      I cut my eyes to him.

      “You were on the job last night,” he said to me. “I’m sure you know the prob­lem. Ev­ery­one in the build­ing knows the prob­lem.”

      “Then why isn’t the prob­lem solved?” I asked him.

      Ra­mon did palms-​up. “Good ques­tion. If I knew, I would tell im­me­di­ate­ly. And so would Hal. And be­fore this hap­pened, I would say ev­ery man in the build­ing would tell and would lay down their life for Ranger.”

      “Maybe it’s not in the build­ing,” I said to Ra­mon.

      “I would like to be­lieve that.”

      I glanced at Hal. “What do you think?”

      Hal shook his head. “I don’t know what to think. It used to be we were a team here, and now we’re all pulled up in­side our­selves. It’s creepy work­ing with peo­ple who are look­ing at you fun­ny.”

      I stood and gath­ered my trash off the ta­ble. “I’m sure Ranger has it un­der con­trol. He doesn’t seem over­ly wor­ried.”

      “I saw Ranger jump off a bridge in­to the Delaware Riv­er in Jan­uary once. He was go­ing af­ter a skip, and he didn’t seem over­ly wor­ried,” Ra­mon said. “He hand­ed me his gun, and he did about a six­ty-​foot free fall in­to black wa­ter.”

      “Did he get the skip?” I asked him.

      “Yeah. He dragged the guy out and cuffed him.”

      “So he was right not to be wor­ried.”

      “Any­one else would have fuckin’ died. Ex­cuse the lan­guage.”

      I wan­dered out of the kitchen, walked past my cu­bi­cle and down the hall to Ranger’s of­fice.

      “Knock, knock,” I said at his open door.

      He looked up from his com­put­er. “Babe.”

      “Do you have a minute?”

      “I’ve got as much time as you need.”

      I knew he wasn’t just talk­ing about con­ver­sa­tion, and there was a qual­ity to his voice that gave me a rush. And then, for some in­ex­pli­ca­ble rea­son, I thought about Morel­li. Morel­li didn’t flirt like Ranger. Morel­li would say sure and then he’d look down my shirt to try to see some boob. It was ac­tu­al­ly very play­ful, and it felt af­fec­tion­ate when Morel­li did it.

      Ranger re­laxed back in his chair. “I’m pret­ty sure I lost you for a cou­ple beats.”

      “My mind wan­dered.”

      “As long as it al­ways comes back.”

      I re­peat­ed my con­ver­sa­tion with Hal and Ra­mon.

      “This busi­ness runs on trust,” Ranger said. “Nine­ty-​five per­cent of the time, the work is mun­dane. When it rolls over in­to the oth­er five per­cent, you need to­tal con­fi­dence that the man watch­ing your back is on the job. Know­ing there’s an uniden­ti­fied weak link in the or­ga­ni­za­tion puts stress on ev­ery­one.”

      I left Ranger and walked through the build­ing. I couldn’t lis­ten at doors or ri­fle through files, be­cause I was al­ways on cam­era. I peeked in­to the con­fer­ence rooms and strolled halls. I stuck my head in­to the gym but stayed away from the lock­er room. The garage, the prac­tice range, some high-​se­cu­ri­ty hold­ing rooms were be­low ground, and I didn’t go there. The men I en­coun­tered gave me a cour­te­ous nod and re­turned to work. No in­vi­ta­tions to stay and chat.

      I re­turned to Ranger. “You have a well-​oiled ma­chine,” I told him. “Ev­ery­thing looks neat and clean and se­cure.”

      He al­most raised an eye­brow. “That’s it?”

      “Yep.”

      “How much am I pay­ing you?”

      “Not enough.”

      “If you want more mon­ey, you’re go­ing to have to per­form more ser­vices,” he said.

      “Are you flirt­ing with me again?”

      “No. I’m try­ing to bribe you.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Would you like to think about it over din­ner?”

      “No can do,” I said. “I promised Lu­la I’d test-​drive some bar­be­cue sauce with her.”
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      FIVE

      I DROPPED IN­TO the of­fice a lit­tle af­ter five. Con­nie was shuf­fling pa­pers around and Lu­la was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where’s Lu­la? I thought we were sup­posed to eat bar­be­cue tonight?”

      “Turns out, Lu­la on­ly has a hot plate in her apart­ment, and she couldn’t get the ribs to fit on it, so she had to find some­place else to cook.”

      “She could have used my kitchen.”

      “Yeah, she con­sid­ered that, but we didn’t have a key. And we thought you might not have a lot of equip­ment.”

      “I have a pot and a fry pan. Is she at your house?”

      “Are you in­sane? No way would I let her in­to my kitchen. I won’t even let her work the of­fice cof­feemak­er.”

      “So where is she?”

      “She’s at your par­ents’ house. She’s been there all af­ter­noon, cook­ing with your grand­moth­er.”

      Oh boy. My fa­ther is Ital­ian de­scent and my moth­er is Hun­gar­ian. From the day I was born to this mo­ment, I can’t re­mem­ber ev­er see­ing any­thing re­mote­ly re­sem­bling bar­be­cue sauce in my par­ents’ house. My par­ents don’t even have a grill. My mom fries hot dogs and what would pass for a ham­burg­er.

      “I guess I’ll head over there and see how it’s go­ing,” I said to Con­nie. “Do you want to come with me?”

      “Not even a lit­tle.”

      MY PAR­ENTS AND my Grand­ma Mazur live in a nar­row two-​sto­ry house that shares a com­mon wall with an­oth­er nar­row two-​sto­ry house. The three-​hun­dred-​year-​old wom­an liv­ing in the at­tached house paint­ed her half lime green be­cause the paint was on sale. My par­ents’ half is paint­ed mus­tard yel­low and brown. It’s been that way for as long as I can re­mem­ber. Nei­ther house is go­ing to make Ar­chi­tec­tural Di­gest, but they feel right for the neigh­bor­hood and they look like home.

      I parked at the curb, be­hind Lu­la’s Fire­bird, and I let my­self in­to the house. Or­di­nar­ily, my grand­moth­er or moth­er would be wait­ing for me at the door, driv­en there by some mys­ti­cal ma­ter­nal in­stinct that alerts them to my ap­proach. To­day they were oc­cu­pied in the kitchen.

      My fa­ther was hun­kered down in his fa­vorite chair in front of the tele­vi­sion. He’s re­tired from the post of­fice and now drives a cab part-​time. He picks up a few peo­ple ear­ly morn­ing to take to the train sta­tion, but most­ly the cab is parked in our drive­way or at the lodge, where my fa­ther plays cards and shoots the baloney with oth­er guys his age look­ing to get out of the house. I shout­ed hel­lo, and he grunt­ed a re­sponse.

      I shoved through the swing­ing door that sep­arat­ed kitchen from din­ing room and sucked in some air. There were racks of ribs laid out on bak­ing sheets on the counter, pots and bowls of red stuff, brown stuff, ma­roon stuff on the small kitchen ta­ble, shak­ers of cayenne, chili pep­per, black pep­per, plus bot­tles of var­ious kinds of hot sauce, and a cou­ple cook­books turned to the bar­be­cue sec­tion, al­so on the ta­ble. The cook­books, Lu­la, and Grand­ma were dot­ted with mul­ti­col­ored sauce. My moth­er stood glassy-​eyed in a cor­ner, star­ing out at the car crash in her kitchen.

      “Hey, girl­friend,” Lu­la said. “Hope you’re hun­gry, on ac­count of we got whup-​ass shit here.”

      Grand­ma and Lu­la looked like Jack Sprat and his wife. Lu­la was all swollen up and volup­tuous, bust­ing out of her clothes, and Grand­ma was more of a de­flat­ed bal­loon. Grav­ity hadn’t been kind to Grand­ma, but what Grand­ma lacked in col­la­gen she made up for with at­ti­tude and bright pink lip­stick. She’d come to live with my par­ents when my Grand­fa­ther Mazur went in search of life ev­er­last­ing at the all-​you-​can-​eat heav­en­ly break­fast buf­fet.

      “This here’s a humdinger din­ner we got planned,” Grand­ma said. “I nev­er bar­be­cued be­fore, but I think we got the hang of it.”

      “Your granny’s gonna be my as­sis­tant at the cook-​off,” Lu­la said to me. “And you could be my sec­ond as­sis­tant. Ev­ery­body’s got to have two as­sis­tants.”

      “We’re gonna get chef hats and coats so we look pro­fes­sion­al,” Grand­ma said. “We’re even gonna get our names stitched on. And I’m think­ing of mak­ing this a new ca­reer. Af­ter I get the hat and the coat, I might go get a chef job in a restau­rant.”

      “Not me,” Lu­la said. “I’m not work­ing in no restau­rant. Af­ter I win the con­test, I’m gonna get a tele­vi­sion show.”

      “Maybe I could help you with that on my day off,” Grand­ma said. “I al­ways want­ed to be on tele­vi­sion.”

      I took a clos­er look at the ribs. “How did you cook these?”

      “We baked them,” Lu­la said. “We were sup­posed to grill them, but we haven’t got no grill, so we just baked the crap out of them in the oven. I don’t think it mat­ters, any­ways, af­ter we get the sauce on them. That’s what we’re fix­in’ to do now.”

      “We got a bunch of dif­fer­ent sauces we’re try­ing out,” Grand­ma said. “We bought them in the store and then we doc­tored them up.”

      “I don’t think that’s al­lowed,” I said. “This is sup­posed to be your own sauce recipe.”

      Lu­la dumped some hot sauce and chili pep­per in­to the bowl of red sauce. “Once it gets out of its bot­tle, it’s my sauce. And be­sides, I just added my se­cret in­gre­di­ents.”

      “What if they want to see your recipe?”

      “Nuh-​ah. No one gets to see Lu­la’s recipe,” Lu­la said, wag­ging her fin­ger at me. “Ev­ery­body’ll be steal­ing it. I give out my recipe, and next thing it’s in the store with some­one else’s name on it. No sir, I’m no dum­my. I’m gonna take the win­ning recipe to my deathbed.”

      “Should I start putting the sauce on these suck­ers?” Grand­ma asked Lu­la.

      “Yeah. Make sure ev­ery­body gets all the dif­fer­ent sauces. Since I’m the chef, I got the most re­fined taste buds, but we want to see what oth­er peo­ple think, too.”

      Grand­ma slathered sauce on the ribs, and Lu­la eye­balled them.

      “I might want to add some fin­ish­ing touch­es,” Lu­la said, pulling jars off my moth­er’s spice rack, shak­ing out pump­kin pie spices. “These here ribs are gonna be my hol­iday ribs.”

      “I would nev­er have thought of that,” Grand­ma said.

      “That’s why I’m the chef and you’re the helper,” Lu­la said. “I got a cre­ative flare.”

      “What are we eat­ing be­sides ribs?” I asked.

      Lu­la looked over at me. “Say what?”

      “You can’t just serve ribs to my fa­ther. He’ll want veg­eta­bles and gravy and pota­toes and dessert.”

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said. “This is a spe­cial tast­ing night and all he’s get­tin’ is ribs.”

      My moth­er made the sign of the cross.

      “Gee,” I said. “Look at the time. I’m go­ing to have to run. I have work to do. Rex is wait­ing for me. I think I’m get­ting a cold.”

      My moth­er reached out and grabbed me by my T-​shirt. “I was in la­bor twen­ty-​six hours with you,” she said. “You owe me. The least you could do is see this through to the end.”

      “Okay,” Lu­la said. “Now we put these ribs back in­to the oven un­til they look like they been char­coaled.”

      Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, my fa­ther took his seat at the head of the ta­ble and stared down at his plate of ribs. “What the Sam Hill is this?” he said.

      “Gourmet bar­be­cue ribs,” Grand­ma told him. “We made them spe­cial. They’re gonna have us rolling in mon­ey.”

      “Why are they black? And where’s the rest of the food?”

      “They’re black be­cause they’re sup­posed to look grilled. And this is all the food. This is a tast­ing menu.”

      My fa­ther mum­bled some­thing that sound­ed a lot like taste, my ass. He pushed his ribs around with his fork and squint­ed down at them. “I don’t see any meat. All I see is bone.”

      “The meat’s all in tasty morsels,” Lu­la said. “These are more pickin’-up ribs in­stead of knife-​and-​fork ribs. And they’re all dif­fer­ent. We got­ta fig­ure out which we like best.”

      My moth­er nib­bled on one of her ribs. “This tastes a lit­tle like Thanks­giv­ing,” she said.

      My fa­ther had a rib in his hand. “I’ve got one of them, too,” he said. “It tastes like Thanks­giv­ing af­ter the oven caught on fire and burned up all the meat.”

      What I had on my plate was charred be­yond recog­ni­tion. I loved Grand­ma and Lu­la a lot, but not enough to eat the ribs. “You might have cooked these a smidgeon too long,” I said.

      “You could be right,” Lu­la said. “I ex­pect­ed them to be juici­er. I think the prob­lem is I bought grillin’ ribs, and we had to make them in­to oven ribs.” She turned to Grand­ma. “What’s your opin­ion of the ribs? Did you try them all? Is there some you like bet­ter than oth­ers?”

      “Hard to tell,” Grand­ma said, “be­ing that my tongue is on fire.”

      “Yeah,” Lu­la said. “I made one of them re­al spicy ’cause that’s the way I like my ribs and my men. Nice and hot.”

      My fa­ther was gnaw­ing on a rib, try­ing to get some­thing off it. He was mak­ing grind­ing, suck­ing sounds and re­al­ly con­cen­trat­ing.

      “You keep suck­ing like that, and you’re gonna give your­self a her­nia,” Grand­ma said.

      “It’d be less painful than eat­ing these burned black, tastes like mon­key shit, dry as an old maid’s fart bones.”

      “Ex­cuse me,” Lu­la said. “Are you trash-​talkin’ my ribs? ’Cause I’m not gonna put up with slan­der on my ribs.”

      My fa­ther had a grip on his knife, and I thought the on­ly thing stop­ping him from plung­ing it in­to some­one’s chest was he couldn’t de­cide be­tween Grand­ma and Lu­la.

      “Are you re­al­ly go­ing to en­ter the com­pe­ti­tion?” I asked Lu­la.

      “I al­ready did. I filled out my form and gave it over to the or­ga­niz­er. He want­ed me to do a fa­vor for him, and I said nuh-​ah. I said I don’t do that no more. Not that I don’t still have my skills, but I moved on with my life, you see what I’m sayin’.”

      “Did he take your form any­way?”

      “Yeah. I got pic­tures of him from when he was a cus­tomer.”

      “You’d black­mail him?”

      “I like to think of it as re­minders of hap­py times,” Lu­la said. “No need to nega­tize it. What hap­pens is, he looks at the pic­ture of him­self and thinks bein’ with me was bet­ter than a fork in the eye. And then he thinks it’s spe­cial if that shit stay be­tween him and me and for in­stance don’t be seen on YouTube. And then he takes my con­test ap­pli­ca­tion and gives it the stamp of ap­proval.”

      “You got a way with peo­ple,” Grand­ma said.

      “It’s a gift,” Lu­la said.

      “I’m mak­ing my­self a peanut but­ter and olive sand­wich,” I said. “Any­one else want one?”

      “I got to go to the lodge,” my fa­ther said, push­ing away from the ta­ble.

      I fig­ured he might get there even­tu­al­ly, but he’d stop at Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et on the way.

      “I don’t need a sand­wich,” Lu­la said. “But I’ll help clean the kitchen.”

      Lu­la, Grand­ma, my moth­er, and I all trooped in­to the kitchen and set to work.

      “I don’t see any more bar­be­cue sauce any­where,” Grand­ma fi­nal­ly said. “The floor’s clean, the coun­ters are clean, the stove’s clean, and the dish­es and pots are clean. On­ly thing dirty is me, and I’m too pooped to get clean.”

      “I hear you,” Lu­la said. “I’m goin’ home, and I’m goin’ to bed.”

      I DROVE BACK to my apart­ment, changed in­to com­fy worn-​out flan­nel pa­ja­mas, and was about to set­tle in to watch tele­vi­sion and bang, bang, bang. Some­one was ham­mer­ing on my door. I looked through the se­cu­ri­ty peep­hole at Lu­la.

      “I been shot at,” she said when I let her in. “I’m lucky I’m not dead. I parked in front of my house, and I got out of my car, and just as I got to my front porch, these two guys jumped out of the bush­es at me. It was the guys who whacked Stan­ley Chipo­tle, and the one had a meat cleaver, and the oth­er tried to grab me.”

      “Are you se­ri­ous?”

      “Fuckin’ A. Don’t I look se­ri­ous? I’m frig­gin’ shakin’. Look at my hand. Don’t it look shaky?”

      We looked at her hand, but it wasn’t shak­ing.

      “Well, it used to be shakin’,” she said. “Any­ways, I hit the one ass­hole in the face with my pock­et­book, and I kicked the oth­er one in the nuts, and I turned and ran back to my car and took off. And one of them shot at me while I was driv­ing away. He put bul­let holes in my Fire­bird. I mean, I can stand for a lot of shit, but I don’t tol­er­ate bul­let holes in my Fire­bird. What kind of a mo­ron would do that, any­way? It’s a Fire­bird, for crissake!”

      “But you’re okay?”

      “Hell yeah, I’m okay. Don’t I look okay? I’m just freakin’ is all. I need a dough­nut or some­thing.” She went to my kitchen and start­ed go­ing through cab­inets. “You don’t got noth­in’ in here. Where’s your Pop-​Tarts? Where’s your Host­ess Twinkies and shit? Where’s your Tastykakes? I need sug­ar and lard and some fried crap.”

      “Did you call the po­lice?”

      “Yeah. I called them from my car. I told them I was com­ing here.”

      I got out my on­ly fry pan, put a big glob of but­ter in it, slathered a lot of Marsh­mal­low Fluff be­tween two slices of worth­less white bread, and fried it up for Lu­la.

      “Oh yeah,” Lu­la said when she bit in­to the bread and Fluff. “This is what I’m talkin’ about. I feel bet­ter al­ready. An­oth­er four or five of these, and I’m gonna be re­al calm.”

      There was a po­lite knock at the door, and I opened it to two uni­forms. Carl Costan­za and Big Dog. I made First Com­mu­nion with Carl, and Big Dog had been his part­ner long enough that I felt like I made com­mu­nion with him, too.

      “What’s up?” Carl said.

      “I been shot at,” Lu­la said. “That’s what’s up. And be­fore that I al­most got my head chopped off. It was ter­ri­fyin’.”

      Carl looked at me. “This isn’t like the time she fell in the grave and thought the dev­il was af­ter her, is it?”

      “Your ass,” Lu­la said to Carl.

      “Just ask­ing,” Carl said.

      “I got bul­let dam­age to my Fire­bird,” Lu­la told him. “It wasn’t done by no dev­il, ei­ther. It was done by a cer­ti­fied killer.”

      Morel­li ap­peared be­hind Carl. Morel­li looked like he’d fall­en asleep watch­ing the ball­game, was jolt­ed awake by dis­patch, and re­luc­tant­ly dragged his ass out to in­ves­ti­gate. His black hair was over­due for a cut and curl­ing along his neck in waves. His five o’clock shad­ow was way be­yond shad­ow. He was wear­ing run­ning shoes, jeans, and a fad­ed navy blue sweat­shirt with the sleeves pushed up to his el­bows.

      “I’ll take it,” he said to Carl and Big Dog.

      “What are you do­ing here?” I asked him.

      “I’m as­signed to the Chipo­tle mur­der. Dis­patch got a re­port of at­tempt­ed mur­der by the same perps.”

      “That’s right,” Lu­la said. “I al­most got my head chopped off. It was the same two id­iots. And the one had a meat cleaver. Just like he used on Stan­ley Chipo­tle. Biggest meat cleaver I’ve ev­er seen. And this one with the meat cleaver was gig­gling. Not nor­mal gig­gling, ei­ther. It was eerie. It was like hor­ror movie gig­gling.”

      “Why didn’t they chop your head off?” Morel­li want­ed to know.

      “I kicked the one in the nuts and smashed my pock­et­book in the oth­er one’s face.”

      “I guess that would slow them down,” Morel­li said. “Dis­patch said this hap­pened in front of your house?”

      “Yeah. They were wait­ing for me. See, here’s what hap­pened. Stephanie and her granny and me were makin’ ribs, on­ly the ribs had to go in the oven, so they didn’t cook right. Per­son­al­ly, I been think­ing about it and I bet that oven was faulty.”

      Morel­li blew out a sigh and went to my re­frig­er­ator. “There’s no beer in here,” he said.

      “I need to go to the store.”

      Morel­li closed the door and went back to Lu­la. “And?”

      “And we had three spe­cial sauces, but it was hard to tell what was what since the ribs were all the same col­or when they come out of the oven.”

      “Has this got any­thing to do with Chipo­tle’s mur­der­ers?”

      “I’m get­tin’ to it,” Lu­la said.

      Morel­li looked at his watch. “Could you get to it faster?”

      “Boy, you’re Mr. Cranky Pants tonight. What, do you got a date or some­thing?”

      I felt a small twinge of pain in the vicin­ity of my heart, and I nar­rowed my eyes at Morel­li.

      Morel­li was hands on hips. “I haven’t got a date. I just want to go home and see the end of the game.”

      “I guess there isn’t much more to tell,” Lu­la said. “They were wait­ing for me. They come at me with the moth­er of all cleavers. I kicked the guy in his nuts and got back in my car. And they shot at me when I drove away. And now my Fire­bird’s full of bul­let holes.”

      “I checked it on my way in,” Morel­li said. “I count­ed two in the right rear quar­ter pan­el and one in the back bumper. I don’t sup­pose you no­ticed what kind of car these guys were driv­ing?”

      “I wasn’t pay­ing at­ten­tion to that.”

      “Any dis­tin­guish­ing fea­tures? Any­thing you can add to your de­scrip­tion of them?”

      “One of them’s got a bro­ken nose and the oth­er’s walkin’ fun­ny.”

      “Did they say any­thing to you?”

      “Nope. The one just was gig­gling.”

      “I’ll send a uni­form to check on your house, but it’s un­like­ly your as­sailants are still there,” Morel­li told Lu­la.

      “Okay, but I’m not go­ing back there. I’m still freaked out. I’m stay­ing here.”

      “Good luck with that one,” Morel­li said.

      I cut my eyes to him. “What’s that sup­posed to mean?”

      He blew out an­oth­er sigh. “For­get it.”

      I felt my eyes get squinchy and my lips com­press. “What?”

      “You’re not ex­act­ly the eas­iest per­son to live with these days.”

      “Ex­cuse me? I hap­pen to be very easy to live with. You’re the one who has is­sues.”

      “I don’t want to get in­to this now,” Morel­li said. “Call me when you calm down.”

      “I’m calm!” I yelled at him.

      He gave his head a shake and moved to the door. He turned, looked at me, and shook his head again. He mur­mured some­thing I couldn’t catch, and he left.

      “He’s hot,” Lu­la said, “but he’s a pig. All men are pigs.”

      “Do you re­al­ly be­lieve that?”

      “No, but it’s a point of view to keep in mind. You don’t want to go around thinkin’ shit is your fault. Next thing you know, they got you makin’ pot roast and you’re cut­ting up your Mas­ter­Card.”

      “I don’t know how to make pot roast.”

      “Good for you,” Lu­la said. “I don’t sup­pose you got any­thing that would fit me. Like a big T-​shirt. I’m all cov­ered in bar­be­cue sauce, and I’m beat.”

      I gave Lu­la an ex­tra quilt and pil­low and a worn-​out T-​shirt that be­longed to Morel­li. I said good night and I closed the door to my bed­room. I didn’t es­pe­cial­ly want to see Lu­la in Morel­li’s T-​shirt. Lu­la was a lot short­er than Morel­li and a lot wider. Lu­la wear­ing Morel­li’s T-​shirt wasn’t go­ing to be a pret­ty sight.

      I woke up in a pan­ic a lit­tle af­ter mid­night, think­ing some­one was saw­ing through my bed­room door. A cou­ple sec­onds lat­er, my head cleared, and I re­al­ized it was Lu­la snor­ing in my liv­ing room. I put my pil­low over my head, but I could still hear Lu­la. Three hours lat­er, I was thrash­ing around, plot­ting out ways to kill her. I got out of bed, marched in­to the liv­ing room, and yelled in her face.

      “Wake up!”

      Noth­ing.

      “Wake up! Wake up! WAKE UP!”

      Lu­la opened her eyes. “Huh?”

      “You’re snor­ing.”

      “You woke me up to tell me that?”

      “Yes! My first choice was to suf­fo­cate you, but I don’t have the en­er­gy to drag your life­less body out to the Dump­ster.”

      “Well, I hap­pen to know I don’t snore. You must have dreamed it.”

      “I didn’t dream it. You snore loud enough to wake the dead. Roll over or some­thing. I have to go to work in the morn­ing. I need my sleep.”

      Br­rrrrp. Lu­la let one go.

      “Holy Tole­do!” I said, back­ing away, fan­ning the air. “That’s dis­gust­ing.”

      “I don’t think it’s so bad,” Lu­la said. “It smells a lit­tle like ribs.”

      I DROVE TO Range­man in pour­ing rain. The tem­per­ature had dropped overnight, and the heater was bro­ken on my car, so I was freez­ing my butt off. I parked in the un­der­ground garage, took the el­eva­tor to the fifth floor, and shuf­fled past the con­trol desk to my cu­bi­cle. I turned my com­put­er on, and next thing I knew, Ranger was stand­ing over me.

      “Rough night?” he asked.

      “How did you know?”

      “You were asleep at your desk. I was afraid you were go­ing to fall out of your chair and get a con­cus­sion.”

      I told him about Lu­la and the meat cleaver gig­gler, and the shoot­ing, and the sleep­ing and snor­ing.

      “Go to my apart­ment and take a nap,” Ranger said. “I’ll be out all morn­ing on a job site. I’ll catch up with you when I come back.”

      Ranger left and I fin­ished a com­put­er search I was do­ing on a job ap­pli­cant. I took the el­eva­tor to the sev­enth floor and let my­self in­to Ranger’s apart­ment. It very faint­ly smelled like cit­rus, and ev­ery­thing was in per­fect or­der. No thanks to Ranger. This was El­la’s hand­iwork.

      First thing in the morn­ing El­la went through, pol­ish­ing and straight­en­ing. Ranger’s bed was made with fresh linens. His bath­room was gleam­ing clean, his tow­els neat­ly fold­ed.

      I kicked my shoes off, wrig­gled out of my jeans, slid un­der the cov­ers, and thought this might be as close as I’d ev­er come to par­adise. Ranger’s three hun­dred thread count sheets were smooth and cool and heav­en­ly soft. His pil­lows were just right. His mat­tress was just right. His feath­er quilt was just right. If Ranger were the mar­ry­ing type, I’d mar­ry him in a heart­beat just for his bed. There were oth­er good rea­sons to hook up with Ranger, but the bed would be the clinch­er. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, there were al­so some ma­jor rea­sons not to hook up with Ranger.
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      I OPENED MY eyes and looked at my watch. It was al­most one o’clock. I rolled out of bed, pulled my jeans on, and was ty­ing my shoes when I heard the front door to Ranger’s apart­ment open. Keys clinked on­to the sil­ver tray on the hall side­board. A beat lat­er, there was a heavy clunk, and I sus­pect­ed this was his gun get­ting dropped on­to the kitchen counter. Mo­ments lat­er, Ranger strode in­to the bed­room.

      He was wear­ing a black ball cap, black wind­break­er, black car­go pants, and black boots. He was soak­ing wet, and he didn’t look hap­py.

      “Still rain­ing out?” I asked him.

      It was a rhetor­ical ques­tion since I could hear the rain pound­ing on the bed­room win­dow.

      He bent to un­lace his boots. “Ev­ery­thing I had to do this morn­ing was out­doors. I’m soak­ing wet, and I’m late for a meet­ing.” He kicked his boots off and moved to the bath­room. “Get me some dry clothes.”

      “What kind of clothes?”

      “Any kind of clothes.”

      Ranger has a walk-​in dress­ing room I would kill for. Shirts, slacks, blaz­ers, T-​shirts, sweat­shirts, car­go pants, socks, un­der­wear, gym clothes, shoes are all per­fect­ly hung on hang­ers, stacked on shelves, or neat­ly placed in a draw­er. Again, this is done by El­la.

      It was easy for me to pick clothes for Ranger be­cause ev­ery­thing he owns is black. The on­ly ques­tion is dressy or ca­su­al. I went with ca­su­al and gath­ered to­geth­er the same out­fit he was wear­ing when he walked in.

      There was a time a while ago when I searched for un­der­wear in Ranger’s dress­ing room and found just one pair of silky black box­ers. To­day, he had a draw­er full of un­der­wear. Box­ers, biki­ni briefs, and box­er briefs. I closed my eyes and grabbed and came up with box­er briefs.

      I brought the clothes to the open bath­room door in time to see Ranger strip off the last of his wet clothes.

      “Sor­ry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to barge in on you.”

      “Babe, you’ve seen it all be­fore.”

      “Yeah, but not late­ly.”

      “So far as I know, noth­ing has changed.” He pulled the briefs on and ar­ranged him­self. “If I had more time, I’d let you fig­ure that out for your­self.” He re­moved his watch and tossed it to me. “Set this out to dry and get me a new one. Top draw­er in the chest in my dress­ing room.”

      I brought him the ex­act du­pli­cate of the watch he’d dis­card­ed, plus I hand­ed him socks and shoes.

      “On my desk in the den I have a list of items tak­en from all the break-​ins. I’d like you to take a look at it. Plus, I have a map with the hous­es marked. I haven’t been able to find any­thing sig­nif­icant, but maybe some­thing will jump out at you.” He fin­ished lac­ing his shoes and stood. “I al­so have a list of ev­ery man in the build­ing, his po­si­tion, and his back­ground. I’d like you to read through it.”

      I fol­lowed him to the door and watched him take his keys from the side­board and pock­et them. He pushed me to the wall, leaned in to me, and kissed me. “Lat­er,” he said, his lips brush­ing against mine. And he left.

      It was a re­al­ly great kiss, and if he’d said now, I might have been in trou­ble, but af­ter a cou­ple beats, when my heart had stopped jump­ing around in my chest and I wasn’t pressed up against Ranger, I de­cid­ed lat­er was a scary idea.

      I took the break-​in and em­ploy­ee in­for­ma­tion down to the fifth floor, grabbed a sand­wich from the kitchen, and went to my cub­by. Af­ter a cou­ple min­utes, I re­al­ized my cub­by didn’t give me the pri­va­cy I need­ed, so I com­man­deered Ranger’s of­fice. The items tak­en were sim­ilar in all the hous­es. Jew­el­ry, cash, iPods, lap­top com­put­ers, hand­held elec­tron­ic games. The map showed the hous­es in three dif­fer­ent neigh­bor­hoods. I saw noth­ing to tie them to­geth­er. I was about a third of the way through the men’s em­ploy­ment files when Ranger came in.

      “I ex­pect­ed you’d stay in my apart­ment,” Ranger said.

      “I was wor­ried about the lat­er thing.”

      “And you think mov­ing from my apart­ment to my of­fice will save you?”

      “I’m do­ing good so far.”

      Ranger slouched in­to a chair on the op­po­site side of the desk. “Is this move in­to my of­fice per­ma­nent?”

      “Is that a pos­si­bil­ity?”

      “No.”

      I looked around. “It’s a re­al­ly nice of­fice. It has a win­dow.”

      The cor­ners of Ranger’s mouth curved in­to the be­gin­nings of a smile. “Would you like to ne­go­ti­ate for this of­fice?”

      “No, but I’d like to stay here un­til I fin­ish read­ing. I have no pri­va­cy in my cu­bi­cle.”

      “Deal,” Ranger said. “When you’re done read­ing, I’d like you to find a way to talk to the four men who have ac­cess to the com­put­er that holds the codes. Roger King, Mar­tin Romeo, Chester Deuce, and Sybo Di­az. I don’t want you to in­ter­ro­gate them. I just want you to make a fast char­ac­ter as­sess­ment. Chester Deuce is on the desk un­til six o’clock. Sybo Di­az will take the next six-​hour shift. Romeo goes on at mid­night. You should be able to catch him in the kitchen ear­ly af­ter­noon. He oc­cu­pies one of the Range­man apart­ments and prefers El­la’s cook­ing to his own.”

      “Okey­dokey,” I said. “I’m on it.”

      It was al­most four when I fin­ished read­ing. Ranger’s men were a mot­ley group, cho­sen for spe­cif­ic skills and strength of char­ac­ter over oth­er more mun­dane at­tributes such as lack of a crim­inal record. From what I could tell, Ranger em­ployed safe­crack­ers, pick­pock­ets, com­put­er hack­ers, lineback­ers, and a bunch of vets who’d served over­seas. He al­so had on his pay­roll a sec­ond-​sto­ry bur­glar who the pa­pers com­pared to Spi­der-​Man, and a guy whose mur­der con­vic­tion was over­turned on a tech­ni­cal­ity. I wouldn’t want to be caught in a blind al­ley with any of these guys, but Ranger found some­thing in each of them that in­spired his trust. At least un­til a cou­ple weeks ago.

      I pulled two men out of the group for a clos­er look. One of them was Sybo Di­az, the evening mon­itor for the code com­put­er. He was with Spe­cial Forces in Afghanistan and took a job as a rent-​a-​cop in a mall when he got out. His wife di­vorced him two months lat­er. His wife’s maid­en name was Mar­ion Manoso. She was Ranger’s cousin. I didn’t know the de­tails of the di­vorce, but I thought there was the po­ten­tial for some bad feel­ings. The oth­er file I pulled was Vince Gomez. Vince wasn’t one of the men with code com­put­er ac­cess, but he caught my at­ten­tion. He was a slim lit­tle guy with the flex­ibil­ity of a Ro­ma­ni­an ac­ro­bat. The in­side joke was that he could crawl through a key­hole. He did sys­tem in­stal­la­tion and trou­bleshoot­ing for Ranger. I flagged him be­cause he lived be­yond his means. I’d seen him around, and I knew he drove an ex­pen­sive car, and when he wasn’t work­ing he wore ex­pen­sive jew­el­ry and de­sign­er clothes. And he liked the ladies, a lot.

      I left the pa­per­work in Ranger’s of­fice and re­turned to my desk. I worked at my com­put­er for a half hour and wan­dered out to the kitchen. No one there, so I stopped in at the mon­itor­ing sta­tion and smiled at Chester Deuce.

      “I’ve al­ways won­dered what you guys did out here,” I said to him.

      “There are al­ways three of us on du­ty,” he said. “Some­one mon­itors the cars and re­sponds to the men off-​site. Some­one watch­es the in-​house video and is re­spon­si­ble for main­tain­ing build­ing in­tegri­ty. And I watch the re­mote lo­ca­tions and re­spond to emer­gen­cy calls and alarms.”

      “So if an alarm went off, what would you do?”

      “I’d call the client and ask if they were okay, and then I’d ask for their pass­word.”

      “How do you know if they give you the right pass­word?”

      “I have the in­for­ma­tion in an off-​line com­put­er.”

      I looked at the com­put­er sit­ting to his right. “I guess it has to be off-​line for se­cu­ri­ty pur­pos­es.”

      He shrugged. “More that there’s no rea­son for it to be on-​line.”

      I re­turned to my desk and packed up. I had sev­en mes­sages on my phone. All were from Lu­la, start­ing at three this af­ter­noon. All the mes­sages were pret­ty much the same.

      “You got­ta be on time for sup­per at your ma­ma’s house tonight,” Lu­la said. “Your granny and me got a big sur­prise.”

      Thoughts of the big sur­prise had me rolling my eyes and gri­mac­ing.

      Ranger ap­peared in my door­way. “Babe, you look like you want to jump off a bridge.”

      “I’m ex­pect­ed for din­ner at my par­ents’ house again. Grand­ma and Lu­la are tak­ing an­oth­er crack at bar­be­cue.”

      “Has Lu­la had any more con­tact with the Chipo­tle hit­men?”

      “I don’t think so. She didn’t men­tion any­thing in her mes­sages.”

      “Keep your eyes open when you’re with her.”

      MY FA­THER WAS slouched in his chair in front of the tele­vi­sion when I walked in.

      “Hey,” I said. “How’s it go­ing?”

      He cut his eyes to me, mur­mured some­thing that sound­ed like just shoot me now, and re­fo­cused on the screen.

      My moth­er was alone in the kitchen, al­ter­nate­ly pac­ing and chop­ping. Ev­ery­where I looked there were pots of chopped-​up green beans, car­rots, cel­ery, pota­toes, turnips, yel­low squash, and toma­toes. Usu­al­ly when my moth­er was stressed, she ironed. To­day she seemed to be chop­ping.

      “Run out of iron­ing?” I asked her.

      “I ironed ev­ery­thing yes­ter­day. I have noth­ing left.”

      “Where’s Lu­la and Grand­ma?”

      “They’re out back.”

      “What are they do­ing?”

      “I don’t know,” my moth­er said. “I’m afraid to look.”

      I pushed through the back door and al­most stepped on a tray of chick­en parts.

      “Hey, girl­friend,” Lu­la said. “Look at us. Are we chefs, or what?”

      Grand­ma and Lu­la were dressed in white chef’s jack­ets. Grand­ma was wear­ing a black cap that made her look like a lit­tle old Chi­nese man, and Lu­la was wear­ing a puffy white chef’s hat like the Pills­bury Dough­boy. They were stand­ing in front of a propane grill.

      “Where’d you get the grill?” I asked.

      “I bor­rowed it from Bob­by Book­er. He brought it over in his truck on the promise he was gonna get some of our award-​win­ning bar­be­cue chick­en some­day. Now that we got this here grill, my bar­be­cue is gonna turn out per­fect. On­ly thing is, I can’t get it to work. He said there was lots of propane in the tank. And my un­der­stand­ing is, all I have to do is turn the knob.”

      “I got some match­es,” Grand­ma said. “Maybe it’s got one of them pi­lot lights that went out.”

      Lu­la took the match­es, bent over the grill, and Phun­nf! Flames shot four feet in­to the air and set her chef’s hat on fire.

      “That did it,” Lu­la said, step­ping back, hat blaz­ing. “It’s cookin’ now.”

      Grand­ma and I had a split sec­ond of paral­ysis, mouths open, eyes bugged out, star­ing at the flam­ing hat.

      “What?” Lu­la said.

      “Your hat’s on fire,” Grand­ma told her. “You look like one of them cook­out marsh­mal­lows.”

      Lu­la rolled her eyes up­ward and shrieked. “Yow! My hat’s on fire! My hat’s on fire!”

      I tried to knock the hat off her head, but Lu­la was run­ning around in a pan­ic.

      “Hold still!” I yelled. “Get the hat off your head!”

      “Some­body do some­thing!” she shout­ed, wild-​eyed, arms wav­ing. “Call the fire de­part­ment!”

      “Take the damn hat off,” I said to her, lung­ing for her and miss­ing.

      “I’m on fire! I’m on fire!” Lu­la yelled, run­ning in­to the grill, knock­ing it over. Her hat fell off her head on­to the ground and rib­bons of fire ran raced in all di­rec­tions across my par­ents’ yard.

      Grow­ing grass was nev­er a pri­or­ity for my fa­ther. His con­tention was if you grew the grass, you had to cut the grass. And what was the point to that? The re­sult was that most of our back­yard was dirt, with the oc­ca­sion­al sad sprin­kling of crab grass. In sec­onds, the fire burned up the crab­grass and played it­self out, with the ex­cep­tion of a half-​dead maple tree at the back of the yard. The tree went up like Vesu­vius.

      I could hear fire trucks whin­ing in the dis­tance. A car pulled in­to the drive­way, a car door opened and closed, and Morel­li strolled in­to the yard. Lu­la’s hat was a lump of black ash on the ground. The tree was a torch in the dusky sky.

      “I saw the fire on my way home from work,” Morel­li said. “I stopped by to help, but it looks like you have ev­ery­thing un­der con­trol.”

      “Yep,” I said. “We’re just wait­ing for the tree to burn it­self out.”

      He looked at the grill and the chick­en. “Bar­be­cu­ing tonight?”

      A pack of dogs round­ed the cor­ner of the house, ran yap­ping up to the chick­en, and car­ried it off.

      “Not any­more,” I said. “Want to go for piz­za?”

      “Sure,” he said.

      We each took our own cars, sneak­ing out be­tween the fire trucks that were an­gling in­to the curb. I fol­lowed Morel­li to Pino’s, parked next to his SUV in Pino’s lot, and we pushed through the restau­rant’s scarred oak front door in­to the heat and noise of din­ner hour. At this time of day, the ma­jor­ity of ta­bles were filled with fam­ilies. At ten in the evening, Pino’s would be crammed with nurs­es and cops un­wind­ing off the sec­ond shift. We were able to snag a small ta­ble in the cor­ner. We didn’t have to read the menu. We knew it by heart. Pino’s menu nev­er changes.

      Morel­li or­dered beer and a meat­ball sub. I got the same.

      “Looks like you’re work­ing for Range­man,” Morel­li said, tak­ing in my black T-​shirt and sweat­shirt with the Range­man lo­go on the left front. “What’s that about?”

      “It’s tem­po­rary. He need­ed some­one to fill in on the search desk, and I need­ed the mon­ey.”

      Back when we were a cou­ple, Morel­li hat­ed when I as­so­ci­at­ed with Ranger. He thought Ranger was a dan­ger­ous guy from mul­ti­ple points of view, and of course Morel­li was right. From the set of his jaw, I sus­pect­ed he still hat­ed that I was as­so­ci­at­ing with Ranger.

      “What have you got on your desk these days?” I asked him, think­ing it best to get off the Ranger top­ic.

      “A cou­ple gang slay­ings and the Chipo­tle thing.”

      “Are you mak­ing any progress with Chipo­tle?”

      We paused while the wait­ress set two glass­es of beer on the ta­ble.

      Morel­li sipped his beer. “Orig­inal­ly, I thought it felt like a cou­ple pro­fes­sion­als had come in from out of town, but that didn’t make sense af­ter they went for Lu­la. These guys are afraid Lu­la will fin­ger them.”

      “She gave you a de­scrip­tion. Have you had any luck with that?”

      “Lu­la’s de­scrip­tion fit half the men in this coun­try. Av­er­age height, one short­er than the oth­er, brown hair, av­er­age build, late for­ties to ear­ly fifties, she wasn’t close enough to see eye col­or. No dis­tin­guish­ing fea­tures, and she said they dressed like white men. What the hell is that sup­posed to mean?”

      “So you have noth­ing?”

      “Worse than that, we have more than we can man­age. The mil­lion-​dol­lar re­ward brought out ev­ery crack­pot in the state. We had to pull Margie Slater off traf­fic du­ty and sit her in a room with a phone so she could field the calls com­ing in. They were clog­ging the sys­tem.”

      “Lu­la’s con­vinced Chipo­tle was killed over bar­be­cue sauce, and she fig­ures the killers will be at the cook-​off. She’s en­tered the con­test so she’ll have the in­side track at iden­ti­fy­ing them.”

      “That’ll make sense if she lives that long.”

      “Do you have some­one watch­ing her house?”

      “That kind of surveil­lance on­ly hap­pens in the movies. We’re so un­der­bud­get­ed we’re one step away from hold­ing bake sales to pay for toi­let pa­per.”

      “Have you con­sid­ered the bar­be­cue sauce con­nec­tion?”

      “I’ve con­sid­ered a lot of con­nec­tions. Chipo­tle had so much bad ju­ju go­ing it’s a won­der he wasn’t killed soon­er. He has three ex-​wives who hat­ed him. Ev­ery­one on his tele­vi­sion show hat­ed him. His sis­ter hat­ed him. He was su­ing his man­ag­er. And the ten­ants in his New York co-​op signed a pe­ti­tion to get him evict­ed.”

      “Who would have thought? He was all smi­ley on the jar of bar­be­cue sauce.”

      “It’s not that easy to slice off some­one’s head,” Morel­li said.

      “The way Lu­la tells it, there wasn’t any strug­gle.”

      “Yeah. That both­ers me. Would you stand there and let some­one de­cap­itate you? And what about the guy who did it? Why would he choose de­cap­ita­tion? There are so many eas­ier, clean­er ways to kill some­one. And this was done in broad day­light in front of the Sun­shine Ho­tel. It was al­most like it wasn’t planned.”

      “A spon­ta­neous de­cap­ita­tion?”

      Morel­li grinned. “Yeah.”

      “And he just hap­pened to be car­ry­ing a meat cleaver around with him?”

      “Maybe he was a butch­er.”

      “So all we have to do is look for an im­pul­sive butch­er.”

      Morel­li sig­naled for an­oth­er beer. “I’m hav­ing fun.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Do you want to go home and go to bed?”

      “Jeez,” I said. “Is that all you ev­er think about?”

      “No, but I think about it a lot. Es­pe­cial­ly when I’m with you.”

      “I thought we were sup­posed to be mad at each oth­er.”

      Morel­li shrugged. “I don’t feel mad any­more. I can’t even re­mem­ber what we were fight­ing about.”

      “Peanut but­ter.”

      “It was about more than peanut but­ter.”

      “So you do re­mem­ber?”

      “You called me an in­sen­si­tive clod,” Morel­li said.

      “And?”

      “I’m not a clod.”

      “But you ad­mit to be­ing in­sen­si­tive?”

      “I’m a guy. I’m sup­posed to be in­sen­si­tive. It’s my birthright.”

      I was pret­ty sure he was kid­ding. But then, maybe not. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll take half of it back. You’re not a clod.”

      The wait­ress brought our food and Morel­li took out his cred­it card. “We’ll take the check now, and we’d like a to-​go box.”

      “Since when?” I said.

      “I thought we de­cid­ed to go home.”

      “I can’t go home. I have to go back to work.”

      “Do­ing what?”

      “Do­ing what I do. I’m work­ing at Range­man.”

      “At night?”

      “It’s com­pli­cat­ed,” I said.

      “I bet.”

      I felt my eye­brows squinch to­geth­er. “What’s that sup­posed to mean?”

      “It means I don’t trust him. He’s a to­tal loose can­non. And he looks at you like you’re lunch.”

      “It’s a job. I need the mon­ey.”

      “You could move in with me,” Morel­li said. “You wouldn’t have to pay rent.”

      “Liv­ing with you doesn’t work. Last time we tried to co­hab­itate, you threw my peanut but­ter away.”

      “It was dis­gust­ing. It had grape jel­ly and pota­to chips in it. And some­thing green.”

      “Olives. It was just a lit­tle cross-​con­tam­ina­tion. Some­times I’m in a hur­ry and stuff gets mixed in­to the peanut but­ter. Any­way, when did you get so fussy?”

      “I’m not fussy,” Morel­li said. “I just try to avoid food poi­son­ing.”

      “I have nev­er poi­soned you with my food.”

      “On­ly be­cause you don’t cook.”

      I blew out a sigh be­cause he was right, and this was go­ing to lead to an­oth­er con­tentious top­ic. Cook­ing. I’m not sure why I don’t cook. In my mind, I cooked a lot. I made whole men­tal turkey din­ners, baked pies, roast­ed ten­der­loins, and whipped up rice pud­ding. I even owned a men­tal waf­fle mak­er. So to some ex­tent, I un­der­stood Lu­la’s delu­sion­al be­lief that she could bar­be­cue. The dif­fer­ence be­tween Lu­la and me be­ing that I knew fact from fic­tion. I knew I was no kind of cook.

      The wait­ress came back with a cou­ple plas­tic take-​out box­es and the check.

      “Well?” Morel­li asked me.

      “Well what?”

      “Are we eat­ing here or are we tak­ing these subs back to my house?”

      “I’d rather eat here. I have to go back to work tonight, and this is clos­er to Range­man.”

      “So you’re choos­ing Ranger over me?”

      “Range­man. Not Ranger. I have a project I can on­ly do in the evening. You should un­der­stand that. You choose your job over me all the time.”

      “I’m a cop.”

      “And?”

      “And that’s dif­fer­ent,” Morel­li said. “I’m serv­ing the pub­lic, in­ves­ti­gat­ing mur­ders, and you’re work­ing for . . . Bat­man.”

      “Gotham City would have been a mess with­out Bat­man.”

      “Bat­man was a nut­case. He was a vig­ilante.”

      “Well, Ranger isn’t a nut­case. He’s a le­git­imate busi­ness­man.”

      “He’s a loose can­non hid­ing be­hind a ve­neer of le­git­ima­cy.”

      We’d had this con­ver­sa­tion about a hun­dred times be­fore, and it nev­er had a hap­py end­ing. Prob­lem was, there was an el­ement of truth to what Morel­li said. Ranger played by his own rules.

      “I don’t want to get in­to a shout­ing match,” I said to Morel­li. “I’m go­ing to pack up this sand­wich and go back to work. We can try this again when I’m done work­ing for Ranger.”

      THE RHYTHM OF Range­man was al­ways the same. As a se­cu­ri­ty fa­cil­ity, it worked around the clock. The fifth-​floor con­trol room, the din­ing area, and most of the satel­lite of­fices were in­te­ri­or to the build­ing and with­out win­dows. If you worked in these ar­eas, it was dif­fi­cult to tell if it was night or day.

      The evening shift was in place when I came on the floor. Sybo Di­az was kicked back in his chair, watch­ing sev­er­al mon­itors. The code com­put­er was to his right; the screen was blank. I’d nev­er spo­ken to Di­az, but I’d seen him around. He wasn’t the friendli­est guy in the build­ing. Most­ly, he stayed to him­self, eat­ing alone, not mak­ing eye con­tact that would en­cour­age con­ver­sa­tion. Ac­cord­ing to his work pro­file, he was five foot nine inch­es tall and thir­ty-​six years old. His com­plex­ion was dark. His face was scarred from ac­ne he prob­ably had as a teenag­er. He was built chunky, but he didn’t look like he had an ounce of fat. He walked like his shorts were starched.

      “Hey,” I said to him, pass­ing the desk on my way to my cu­bi­cle. “How’s it go­ing?”

      This got me a po­lite nod. No smile.

      I plunked my­self in­to my chair and turned my com­put­er on. I could see Di­az from where I sat. I watched him for twen­ty min­utes, and he nev­er moved or blinked or looked my way. I want­ed to talk to him, but I didn’t know how to go about it. The man was a robot. For lack of some­thing bet­ter to do, I ran one of my as­signed se­cu­ri­ty checks. I print­ed the re­port and at­tempt­ed to sta­ple the pages, but the sta­pler was jammed. I pressed the but­ton that was sup­posed to re­lease the sta­ples, I poked at it with my nail file, I banged it against the top of my desk. Bang, bang, bang. Noth­ing. I looked up and found Di­az star­ing at me.

      “Sta­pler’s jammed,” I said to him.

      His at­ten­tion turned back to his mon­itors. No change in fa­cial ex­pres­sion. Al­so no change in my sta­pler con­di­tion, so I hit it against my desk­top some more. Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang! Di­az swiveled his head in my di­rec­tion, and I think he might have sighed a lit­tle.

      I left my sta­tion and took my sta­pler over to Di­az. “I can’t get it to work,” I told him, hand­ing him the sta­pler.

      Di­az ex­am­ined the sta­pler. By now the sta­pler had a bunch of dents, and the part that holds the sta­ples was all bashed in. Di­az pushed the but­ton that was sup­posed to re­lease the sta­ples, but of course noth­ing hap­pened.

      “It’s dead,” Di­az said. “You need a new sta­pler.”

      “How do I get a new sta­pler?”

      “Store­room on the sec­ond floor.”

      “Will it be open at this time of the night?” I asked him.

      “It’s al­ways open.”

      This was like talk­ing to a rock. “I don’t sup­pose I could bor­row your sta­pler?”

      Di­az so looked like he want­ed me to go away that I al­most felt sor­ry for him.

      “I don’t have a sta­pler,” he said.

      “Would you like me to get one for you from the store­room?”

      “No. I don’t need one. I haven’t got any­thing to sta­ple.”

      “Yeah, but what if sud­den­ly you had to sta­ple some­thing and you didn’t have a sta­pler? Then it would be a sta­pling emer­gen­cy.”

      “Some­body put you up to this, right? Mar­tin? Ra­mon?”

      “No! Cross my heart and hope to die. I came in to catch up on my work, and I had this sta­pler is­sue.”

      Di­az looked at me. Not say­ing any­thing.

      “Jeez,” I said. And I went back to my cu­bi­cle.

      I fid­dled around for ten or fif­teen min­utes, draw­ing doo­dles in the mar­gins of the re­port I’d just done, and Ranger called.

      “This guy isn’t hu­man,” I said to Ranger. “Does he ev­er talk to any­one?”

      “No more than nec­es­sary to be a team mem­ber.”

      “I get the feel­ing he’s been the brunt of some prac­ti­cal jokes.”

      “I’m not sup­posed to know, but I think there’s a lot­tery go­ing to see who’s the first to get him to crack a smile.”

      “Why did your cousin di­vorce him?”

      “She found some­one she liked bet­ter.”

      “Gee, hard to be­lieve there’s some­one bet­ter than Mr. Charm­ing here.”

      “He’s a good man,” Ranger said. “He’s steady.”

      “He’s emo­tion­al­ly closed.”

      “There are worse things,” Ranger said. And he dis­con­nect­ed.

      Truth is, Ranger was ev­ery bit as silent and un­emo­tion­al as Di­az. Al­ways in con­trol. Al­ways on guard. What made the dif­fer­ence was an an­imal in­tel­li­gence and sex­ual­ity that made Ranger mys­te­ri­ous and com­pelling, while Di­az was sim­ply an­noy­ing.

      I am­bled down to the sec­ond floor and prowled through the stock­room in search of a sta­pler. I fi­nal­ly found them and se­lect­ed a small hand­held. I took it back to the fifth floor and showed it to Di­az on the way to my desk.

      “Got my sta­pler,” I said. “Thanks.”

      Di­az nod­ded and re­sumed star­ing at his col­lec­tion of mon­itors. I walked around his desk and looked over his shoul­der. He was watch­ing mul­ti­ple lo­ca­tions in the build­ing. No ac­tiv­ity at any of them.

      “I thought for sure one of these would be tuned to the Car­toon Net­work,” I said.

      No re­sponse.

      “What’s this com­put­er?” I asked, re­fer­ring to the code com­put­er. “Why isn’t there any­thing on the screen?”

      “I don’t need it right now.”

      “What hap­pens if you have to go to the bath­room?”

      “One of the oth­er men will cov­er. There’s al­ways an ex­tra man in the con­trol room.”

      I stood there for a while, watch­ing Di­az ig­nore me.

      “This is a lit­tle bor­ing,” I fi­nal­ly said to him.

      “I like it,” Di­az said. “It’s qui­et. It lets me think.”

      “What do you think about?”

      “Noth­ing.”

      I found that easy to be­lieve. I re­turned to my cu­bi­cle and my cell phone buzzed.

      “Hey, girl­friend,” Lu­la said. “Your granny need­ed a ride to a view­ing at the fu­ner­al par­lor tonight, so af­ter the fire de­part­ment hosed the tree down, I took her over here to pay re­spects to some old coot. Any­ways, we were just about to leave and who do you think walked in? Ju­nior Tur­ley, your ex­hi­bi­tion­ist FTA. I didn’t rec­og­nize him at first. It was your granny who spot­ted him. And she said she al­most missed him, bein’ he had all his clothes on. She said usu­al­ly he’s in her back­yard wav­ing his winkie at her when she’s at the kitchen win­dow. And she said she wouldn’t mind see­ing his winkie up close to make a pos­itive iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, but I thought we should wait un­til you got here.”

      “Good call. I’m about fif­teen min­utes away.”

      I grabbed my purse and took the stairs, de­cid­ing they were faster than the el­eva­tor. I want­ed to cap­ture Tur­ley, but even more I didn’t want Grand­ma try­ing to make a cit­izen’s ar­rest based on iden­ti­fi­ca­tion of Tur­ley’s winkie. I rolled out of the garage and called Ranger.

      “Lu­la has one of my skips cor­nered,” I told him. “I’ll see you to­mor­row.”

      “Babe,” Ranger said. And he dis­con­nect­ed.
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      SEVEN

      THE FU­NER­AL PAR­LOR is part ren­ovat­ed Vic­to­ri­an and part brick bunker. I found on-​street park­ing and jogged to the front porch. Hours were al­most over, but there were still a lot of mourn­ers milling around. A group of men stood to one side on the wraparound porch. They were smok­ing and laugh­ing, smelling faint­ly of whiskey. The fu­ner­al par­lor had sev­er­al view­ing rooms. Two were present­ly oc­cu­pied. Know­ing Grand­ma, she prob­ably vis­it­ed both. View­ings were at the core of Grand­ma’s so­cial scene. On a slow week, Grand­ma would go to the view­ing of a per­fect stranger if noth­ing bet­ter popped up.

      I found Grand­ma and Lu­la to the back of Slum­ber Room #3.

      “He’s up there at the cas­ket,” Lu­la said. “He looks like he knows the stiff’s ol’ la­dy.”

      “They’re re­la­tions,” Grand­ma said. “Noth­in’ any­one would want to ad­mit to. That whole fam­ily is odd. I went to school with Mary Jane Dugan, the wife of the de­ceased. She was Mary Jane Tur­ley then. Up un­til fourth grade, she quacked like a duck. Nev­er said a blessed word in school. Just quacked. And then one day she fell off the top of the slid­ing board in the park and hit her head and she start­ed talk­ing. Nev­er quacked again. Not to this day. Ju­nior’s fa­ther, Har­ry, was Mary Jane’s broth­er. He elec­tro­cut­ed him­self try­ing to pry a bro­ken plug out of a wall sock­et with a screw­driv­er. I re­mem­ber when it hap­pened. He blew out one of them trans­former things, and four hous­es on that block didn’t have elec­tric for two days. I didn’t see Har­ry af­ter the ac­ci­dent, but Lor­raine Shatz said she heard they had to put him in the meat lock­er to get him to stop smokin’.”

      “Stay here,” I said to Lu­la. “I’m go­ing to make my way up to the cas­ket. You grab Ju­nior if he bolts and tries to leave by this door.”

      “Don’t you wor­ry,” Lu­la said. “No­body’s gonna get past me. I’m on the job. He come this way, and I’ll shoot him.”

      “No! No shoot­ing. Just grab him and sit on him.”

      “I guess I could do that, but shoot­ing seems like the right thing to do.”

      “Shoot­ing is the wrong thing to do. He’s an ex­hi­bi­tion­ist, not a mur­der­er. He’s prob­ably not even armed.”

      Grand­ma helped her­self to a cook­ie set out on a tray by the door. “You wouldn’t be say­ing that if you saw him naked.”

      I eased my way along the wall, inch­ing past knots of peo­ple who were more in­ter­est­ed in so­cial­iz­ing than in griev­ing. Not that this was a bad thing. Death in the Burg was like pot roast at six o’clock. An un­avoid­able and per­fect­ly nor­mal part of the fab­ric of life. You got born, you ate pot roast, and you died.

      I came up be­hind Tur­ley and snapped a cuff on his right wrist. “Bond en­force­ment,” I whis­pered in his ear. “Come with me, and we don’t have to make a big scene. We’ll just qui­et­ly walk to the door.”

      Tur­ley looked at me, and looked at the cuff on his wrist. “What?”

      “You missed your court date. You need to resched­ule.”

      “I’m not go­ing to court. I didn’t do any­thing wrong.”

      “You flashed Mrs. Za­jak.”

      “It’s my thing. Ev­ery­body knows I’m the flash­er. I’ve been flash­ing for years.”

      “No kid­ding. This is the third time I’ve cap­tured you for fail­ing to ap­pear. You should get a new hob­by.”

      “It’s not a hob­by,” Tur­ley said. “It’s a call­ing.”

      “Okay, it’s a call­ing. You still have to resched­ule your court date.”

      “You al­ways say that, and then when I get to the court­house with you, I get locked up in jail. You’re a big fib­ber. Does your moth­er know you tell fibs?”

      “Does your moth­er know you flash old ladies?”

      Tur­ley’s at­ten­tion switched to the door where Lu­la and Grand­ma were stand­ing. “What are the po­lice do­ing here?” he asked.

      I turned to look, and he jumped away.

      “Hah! Fooled you,” he said. And he scut­tled around to the oth­er side of the cas­ket.

      I lunged and missed, bump­ing in­to Mary Jane Dugan. “Sor­ry about your loss,” I said, shov­ing her aside.

      “What’s go­ing on?” she want­ed to know. “Stephanie Plum, is that you?”

      Tur­ley took off for the dou­ble doors at the front of the room, and I ran af­ter him. He knocked some la­dy on her ass, and I tripped over her.

      “Sor­ry,” I said, scram­bling to my feet in time to see Grand­ma do a fly­ing tack­le at Tur­ley.

      Tur­ley wrig­gled away from Grand­ma and es­caped in­to the ladies’ room. Two wom­en ran shriek­ing out, and Grand­ma, Lu­la, and I barged in.

      Tur­ley was trapped against the wall be­tween the tam­pon dis­penser and the san­itary hand dry­er.

      “You’ll nev­er take me alive,” he said.

      “Do you have a gun?” I asked him.

      “No.”

      “Are you boo­by-​trapped?”

      “No.”

      “Then how are you go­ing to die?”

      “I don’t know,” Tur­ley said. “I just al­ways want­ed to say that.”

      “Could we hur­ry this up?” Lu­la said. “I’m miss­ing my Wednes­day night tele­vi­sion shows.”

      “I’ll make a deal,” Tur­ley said. “I’ll go with you if I can flash ev­ery­one on my way out of the ladies’ room.”

      “No way,” I told him.

      “Eeuw,” Lu­la said. “Ick.”

      Grand­ma slid her den­tures around a lit­tle, think­ing. “I wouldn’t mind see­ing that,” she said.

      Tur­ley un­zipped his pants and reached in­side.

      “Hold it right there,” Lu­la said. “I got a stun gun here, and you pull any­thing out of your pants, I’ll zap you.”

      Next thing there was a zzzzt from the stun gun and Ju­nior Tur­ley was on the floor with his tool hang­ing out.

      “Whoa, Nel­lie,” Lu­la said, star­ing down at Ju­nior.

      “Yep,” Grand­ma said. “He’s got a big one. All them Tur­leys is hung like hors­es. Not that I know first­hand, ex­cept for Ju­nior. And maybe Ju­nior’s Un­cle Runt. I saw him take a leak out­side the Pol­ish Na­tion­al Hall one time, and it was like he had hold of a fire hose. I tell you, for a lit­tle guy, he had a re­al good-​size wanger.”

      “We need to get that thing back in his pants be­fore we drag him out of here,” I said.

      “I’ll do it,” Grand­ma said.

      “I think you done enough,” Lu­la said. “You’re the one en­cour­aged him to take it out in the first place.”

      They looked over at me.

      “No, no, no,” I said. “Not me. No way, Jose. I’m not touch­ing it.”

      “Maybe we could drag him out face­down,” Lu­la said. “Then no one would see. All’s we have to do is flip him over.”

      That seemed like an okay plan, so we rolled him over, and I fin­ished cuff­ing him. Then Lu­la took a foot, and I took a foot, Grand­ma got the door, and we hauled him out of the ladies’ room.

      All con­ver­sa­tion stopped when we dragged Ju­nior through the lob­by. It was like ev­ery­one in­haled at pre­cise­ly the same time and the air all got sucked out of the room. Halfway across the ori­en­tal car­pet, Ju­nior’s eyes popped open, his body went rigid, and he let out a shriek.

      “Yow!” Ju­nior yelled, flop­ping around like a fish out of wa­ter, wran­gling him­self over on­to his back. He had a huge erec­tion and a bad case of rug burn.

      “I got­ta tell you, I’m im­pressed,” Lu­la said, check­ing out Ju­nior’s stiffy. “And I don’t im­press easy.”

      “It’s a pip,” Grand­ma said.

      It was a pip and a half. I was go­ing to have night­mares.

      By now, the fu­ner­al di­rec­tor was hov­er­ing over Ju­nior, hands clasped to his chest, face red enough to be in stroke range. “Do some­thing,” he plead­ed. “Call the po­lice. Call the paramedics. Get him out of here!”

      “No prob­le­mo,” I said. “Sor­ry about the dis­tur­bance.”

      Lu­la and I pulled Ju­nior to his feet and mus­cled him to the door. We got him out­side, on­to the porch, and he kicked Lu­la.

      “Hey,” Lu­la said, bend­ing over. “That hurts.”

      He gave Lu­la a shove, she grabbed me by my sweat­shirt, and Lu­la and I went head-​over-​teaket­tle down the wide front stairs.

      “Adios,” Ju­nior yelled. And he ran away in­to the night.

      I was flat on my back on the side­walk. My jeans had a tear in the knee, my arm was scraped and bleed­ing, and I was wor­ried my ass was bro­ken. I went to hands and knees and slow­ly dragged my­self up to a semiver­ti­cal po­si­tion.

      Lu­la crawled to her feet af­ter me. “I’m sur­prised he could run with that mon­ster bon­er,” she said. “I swear, if it was two inch­es longer, it’d be drag­gin’ on the ground.”

      I DROPPED GRAND­MA off at my par­ents’ house, drove to my build­ing, parked, and limped to my apart­ment. I flipped the light on, locked the door be­hind me, and said hel­lo to Rex. Rex was work­ing up a sweat run­ning on his wheel, beady black eyes blaz­ing bright. I dropped a cou­ple raisins in­to his cage and my phone rang.

      “Myra Baronows­ki’s daugh­ter has a good job in the bank,” my moth­er said. “And Mar­garet Bee­dle’s daugh­ter is an ac­coun­tant. She works in an of­fice like a nor­mal hu­man be­ing. Why do I have a daugh­ter who drags aroused men through fu­ner­al par­lors? I had four­teen phone calls be­fore your grand­moth­er even got home.”

      The Burg has a news pipeline that makes CNN look like chump change.

      “I think it must have hap­pened when he got rug burn,” I told my moth­er. “He didn’t have an erec­tion when I cuffed him in the ladies’ room.”

      “I’m go­ing to have to move to Ari­zona. I read about this place, Lake Hava­su. No one would know me there.”

      I dis­con­nect­ed, and Morel­li called me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “I heard you dragged a naked guy through the fu­ner­al par­lor, and then shots were fired, and you fell down the stairs.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “My moth­er. Loret­ta Manet­ti called her.”

      “He wasn’t naked, and no shots were fired. He kicked Lu­la, and Lu­la took me down the stairs with her.”

      “Just check­ing,” Morel­li said. And he hung up.

      I dropped my clothes on the bath­room floor and washed the blood away in the show­er. I pulled on my old flan­nel pa­ja­mas and went to bed. To­mor­row would be a bet­ter day, I thought. I’d get a good night’s sleep in my nice soft jam­mies and wake up to sun­shine.

      MY PHONE RANG at 5:20 A.M. I reached for it in the dark and brought it to my ear.

      “Who died?” I asked.

      “No one died,” Ranger said. “I’m com­ing in­to your apart­ment, and I didn’t want you to freak.”

      I heard my front door open and close, and mo­ments lat­er, Ranger was in my bed­room. He flipped the light on and looked down at me.

      “I’d like to crawl in next to you, but there was an­oth­er break-​in tonight. This time it was a com­mer­cial ac­count. I want you to take a look at it with me.”

      “Now? Can’t it wait?”

      Ranger grabbed jeans from my clos­et and tossed them at me. The jeans were fol­lowed by a sweat­shirt and socks. “I want to go through the build­ing be­fore peo­ple ar­rive for work.”

      “It’s the mid­dle of the night!”

      “Not near­ly,” Ranger said. He looked at his watch. “You have thir­ty sec­onds to get dressed, or you’re go­ing in your pa­ja­mas.”

      “Hon­est­ly,” I said, rolling out of bed, scoop­ing my clothes up in­to my arms. “You are such a jerk.”

      “Twen­ty sec­onds.”

      I stomped off in­to the bath­room and slammed the door closed. I got dressed and was about to brush my hair when the door opened and Ranger pulled me out of the bath­room.

      “Time’s up,” Ranger said.

      “I didn’t even have time to fix my hair!”

      Ranger was dressed in a black Range­man T-​shirt, car­go pants, wind­break­er, and ball cap. He took the ball cap off his head and put it on mine.

      “Prob­lem solved,” he said, tak­ing my hand, tow­ing me out of my apart­ment.

      THE BUILD­ING THAT had got­ten hit was just four blocks from my apart­ment. Po­lice cars and Range­man cars were an­gled in­to the curb, lights flash­ing, and lights were on in­side the build­ing. Ranger ush­ered me in­to the lob­by and one of his men brought me a cup of cof­fee.

      “This build­ing is owned by a lo­cal in­sur­ance com­pa­ny,” Ranger said. As you can see, the first floor is most­ly lob­by, with a front desk and satel­lite glass-​front­ed of­fices. Ex­ec­utive of­fices, a board­room, a small em­ploy­ee kitch­enette, and a store­room are on the sec­ond floor. It’s not a high-​se­cu­ri­ty ac­count. They have an alarm sys­tem. No cam­eras. For the most part, there’s noth­ing of val­ue in this build­ing. The com­put­ers are an­ti­quat­ed. There are no cash trans­ac­tions. The on­ly thing of val­ue was a small col­lec­tion of Fabergé eggs in the com­pa­ny pres­ident’s of­fice. And that’s what was tak­en.”

      “Was the rou­tine the same?”

      “The thief en­tered through a back door that had a nu­mer­ical code lock. He de­ac­ti­vat­ed the alarm, went di­rect­ly to the sec­ond-​floor of­fice, took the eggs, re­set the alarm, and left. The alarm was off for fif­teen min­utes.”

      “He had to be mov­ing to get all that done in fif­teen min­utes.”

      “I had one of my men run through it. It’s pos­si­ble.”

      “Was the pres­ident’s of­fice locked?”

      “The of­fice door was locked, but it wasn’t a com­pli­cat­ed lock, and the thief was able to open it. He didn’t both­er to close the door or re­lock it when he left.”

      “How much were the eggs worth?”

      “There were three eggs. One was es­pe­cial­ly valu­able. Col­lec­tive­ly, he prob­ably lost a quar­ter of a mil­lion.”

      “Is this guy go­ing to have a hard time fenc­ing the eggs?”

      “I imag­ine they’ll go out of coun­try.”

      I looked around. There was one uni­form left in the build­ing and one plain­clothes guy from Tren­ton P.D. I didn’t know ei­ther of them. Ranger had four men on site. Two were at the front door, and two were at the el­eva­tor.

      “How was this dis­cov­ered?” I asked Ranger. “Is there a night watch­man or some­thing?”

      “The com­pa­ny pres­ident likes to get an ear­ly start. He’s here at five ev­ery morn­ing.”

      Morel­li was awake at five. Ranger was awake at five. And now here was an­oth­er mo­ron at work at five. As far as I was con­cerned, five was the mid­dle of the night.

      “What am I sup­posed to do?” I asked Ranger.

      “Look around.”

      I went to the back door and looked out­side. From what I could see, there was an al­ley, a small black­top park­ing lot with six des­ig­nat­ed spaces. No light. There should be a light. I stepped out­side and looked up at the build­ing. The light had been smashed. There were some glass shards on the ground un­der the light.

      I went back in­side and looked for the alarm pad. On the wall to my right. Ex­act­ly where I would have put it. I walked to the stairs, imag­in­ing the thief do­ing this in the dark. Prob­ably had a pen­light and knew ex­act­ly where he was go­ing. And he was in a hur­ry, so he would take the stairs rather than the el­eva­tor.

      I prowled through the sec­ond floor, peek­ing in­to of­fices, the kitchen, the store­room. It all looked pret­ty nor­mal. The pres­ident’s of­fice was nice but not ex­trav­agant. Cor­ner of­fice with win­dows. Ex­ec­utive desk and fan­cy leather chair. Cou­ple small­er chairs in front of the desk. Built-​in book­case be­hind the desk with an emp­ty shelf. I guessed that was where the eggs used to be.

      I sat in the fan­cy leather chair and swiveled a lit­tle, check­ing out the pic­tures on the desk. Bald­ing, over­weight guy with a cheesy mus­tache, pos­ing with a prep­py dark-​haired wom­an and two lit­tle boys. The cor­po­rate fam­ily pho­to dis­play placed next to the cor­po­rate pen-​and-​pen­cil set that some dec­ora­tor prob­ably req­ui­si­tioned and the guy nev­er used. Match­ing leather blot­ter. And along­side the desk was the match­ing cor­po­rate waste­bas­ket. A sin­gle Snick­ers wrap­per was in the waste­bas­ket.

      I called Ranger on my cell phone. “Where are you?” I asked.

      “Down­stairs with Gene Bo­ran, the pres­ident of the com­pa­ny.”

      “How did the thief know about the eggs?”

      “The Tren­ton pa­per ran a fea­ture on them two weeks ago.”

      “Per­fect.”

      “Any­thing else?” Ranger asked.

      “It looks like the clean­ing crew came through here last night.”

      “They left at eleven-​thir­ty.”

      “There’s a Snick­ers wrap­per in the waste­bas­ket.”

      There was some dis­cus­sion at the oth­er end, and Ranger came back on. “Gene said he saw it on the floor, so he put it in the waste­bas­ket.”

      “It could be a clue,” I said to Ranger.

      Ranger dis­con­nect­ed.

      I am­bled down­stairs and slouched in­to a man-​size chair in the lob­by. The po­lice had cleared out, and there were on­ly two Range­man em­ploy­ees left. Ranger spoke to the com­pa­ny pres­ident for an­oth­er five min­utes, they shook hands, and Ranger crossed the room to where I was sit­ting.

      “I’m leav­ing Sal and Raphael here un­til the build­ing opens for busi­ness,” Ranger said. “We can go back to Range­man.”

      “It isn’t even sev­en A.M.! Nor­mal peo­ple are still asleep.”

      “Is this go­ing some­where?” Ranger asked.

      “Yes. It’s go­ing to . . . take Stephanie home so she can go back to bed.”

      “Babe, I’d be hap­py to take you back to bed.”

      Unh. Men­tal head slap.

      IT WAS AL­MOST noon when I left my apart­ment for the sec­ond time that morn­ing. I’d run out of Range­man clothes, so I was dressed in jeans and a stretchy red V-​neck T-​shirt. My hair was fresh­ly washed and fluffed. My eyes were en­hanced with lin­er and mas­cara. My lips were com­fy in Burt’s Bees lip balm.

      I stopped at the bonds of­fice on my way to Range­man.

      “Just in time for lunch,” Lu­la said when I walked in the door. “Me and Con­nie are feel­ing like we should try the chick­en at the new bar­be­cue place by the hos­pi­tal.”

      “That’s sac­ri­lege. You al­ways get your chick­en at Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et.”

      “Yeah, but we got­ta do bar­be­cue re­search. I don’t have my just-​right gourmet bar­be­cue sauce yet. I might have had it on the chick­en last night, but the dogs run off with it. Any­ways, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to shop around. And I hear the guy who owns the bar­be­cue place is gonna be in the con­test.”

      “Sor­ry, no can do. I’m late for work.”

      “Just tell Ranger you need­ed bar­be­cue,” Lu­la said. “Ev­ery­body un­der­stands when the bar­be­cue urge comes over you. And be­sides, there’s no place to park by that bar­be­cue place. I need a ride up there. It’ll take you a minute, and it’s the least you can do since I res­cued you from that em­bar­rass­ing ex­pe­ri­ence last night.”

      “You didn’t res­cue me! You pulled me down the stairs and let Ju­nior es­cape.”

      “Yeah, but peo­ple was watch­ing me go ass-​over-​el­bows down the stairs, and they hard­ly no­ticed you at all.”

      That could be true. “Okay, I’ll give you a ride, but then I have to go to work.”

      Lu­la hiked her purse on­to her shoul­der. “We got it all planned out what me and Con­nie want to eat. All’s I got­ta do is run in and out.”

      Lu­la and I stepped out of the of­fice on­to the side­walk and stood for a mo­ment squint­ing in­to the sun.

      “This here’s a beau­ti­ful day,” Lu­la said. “I got a re­al good feel­ing about to­day.”

      A black Mer­cedes with tint­ed win­dows pulled out of a park­ing space half a block away and cruised up to the bonds of­fice. It slowed, the side win­dow slid down, a gun bar­rel ap­peared, there was ma­ni­acal gig­gling, and four rounds were fired off.

      I heard a bul­let whis­tle past my ear, the plate-​glass win­dow be­hind me cracked, and Lu­la and I hit the ground. Con­nie kicked the bonds of­fice door open and aimed a Glock at the Mer­cedes, but the car was al­ready too far away.

      “That ass­hole took out my com­put­er,” Con­nie said.

      Lu­la hauled her­self up off the side­walk and pulled her lime green span­dex miniskirt down over her butt. “Some­one call the po­lice. Call the Na­tion­al Guard. Those guys are out to get me. That was one of those Chipo­tle killers be­hind that gun. I saw his id­iot face. And I heard that crazy-​ass gig­gling. Did some­one get that li­cense plate?”

      Vin­nie ap­peared in the door­way and cau­tious­ly peeked out­side. “What’s go­ing on?”

      Vin­nie was my ro­dent cousin. Good bail bonds­man. Scary hu­man be­ing. Slicked-​back hair, face like a fer­ret, dressed like Tony So­pra­no, had a body like Pee-​wee Her­man.

      “Some­one’s try­ing to kill Lu­la,” Con­nie said.

      Vin­nie put his hand to his heart. “That’s a re­lief. I thought they were af­ter me.”

      “It’s no re­lief to me,” Lu­la said. “I’m a ner­vous wreck. And stress like this is bad for your im­mune sys­tem. I read about it. I could get shin­gles or some­thing.”

      Peo­ple from near­by busi­ness­es mi­grat­ed on­to the side­walk, looked around, and re­al­ized it was just the bonds of­fice get­ting shot at. Their faces reg­is­tered that this was no big whoo­pi­ty-​do, and they drift­ed back in­to their build­ings.

      Lights flashed in the dis­tance on Hamil­ton, and a fire truck and an EMS truck rum­bled to a stop in front of the of­fice.

      “Hey!” I yelled to the fire truck. “You’re block­ing me in. I have to go to work. We don’t need you.”

      “Of course we need them,” Lu­la said. “Do you see that big beau­ti­ful man driv­in’ that fire truck? I think I saw him on one of them Fire Truck Hunks cal­en­dars.” Lu­la stood on tip­toes in her spike heels and waved to him. “Yoohoo, sweet­ie! Here I am. I been shot at,” she called. “I might be faint. I might need some of that mouth-​to-​mouth.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, I was still wait­ing for the fire truck to take off, and Morel­li strolled over.

      “Now what?” he said.

      “A guy in a black Mer­cedes shot at Lu­la. She said it was one of the Chipo­tle killers.”

      Morel­li cut his eyes to Lu­la. “Guess they didn’t tag her.”

      “No, but they got Con­nie’s com­put­er.”

      “Any­one see the li­cense plate?”

      “Nope.”

      “I like this red shirt you’re wear­ing,” Morel­li said, trac­ing along the neck­line with his fin­ger­tip. “Did you get fired from your new job al­ready?”

      “No. I ran out of black clothes.”

      “What hap­pens if you don’t dress in black? Do you have to go to de­ten­tion? Do you get fined?”

      I did an eye roll.

      “I’m se­ri­ous,” Morel­li said, laugh lines crin­kling the cor­ners of his eyes. “Are all the tow­els in the build­ing black? Is there black toi­let pa­per?”

      I did a five-​count of deep breath­ing as an al­ter­na­tive to kick­ing him in the knee.

      “If you could get that fire truck to move, I could go to work,” I fi­nal­ly said.

      Morel­li was still smil­ing. “You would owe me.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “A night of wild go­ril­la sex.”

      “Good grief.”

      “How bad do you want to go to work?” he asked.

      “Wild go­ril­la sex isn’t go­ing to hap­pen. I’m not in­ter­est­ed. I’m done with men.”

      “Too bad,” he said. “I learned some new moves.”

      “We are no longer a cou­ple,” I told him. “And you bet­ter not have learned those moves from Joyce Barn­hardt.”

      Morel­li and I went to school with Joyce Barn­hardt, and she’d al­ways had a thing for Morel­li. For as long as I can re­mem­ber, Joyce Barn­hardt has been like a nee­dle in my eye. I severe­ly dis­liked Joyce Barn­hardt.

      IT WAS CLOSE to two o’clock when I walked through the fifth-​floor con­trol room and set­tled my­self in my cu­bi­cle.

      My in­ter­com buzzed and Ranger came on. “My of­fice,” he said.

      I walked the short dis­tance to his of­fice and looked in at him. “What?”

      “Come in and close the door.”

      I closed the door and sat in a chair op­po­site him. He was at his desk, and I was struck by the same thought I had ev­ery time I came in­to his of­fice. Ranger al­ways looked at ease, but he nev­er ac­tu­al­ly looked like he be­longed be­hind a desk. He looked like he should be scal­ing a wall, or jump­ing out of a he­li­copter, or kick­ing the crap out of some bad guy.

      “Do you like do­ing this?” I asked him. “Do you like run­ning this se­cu­ri­ty firm?”

      “I don’t love it,” he said. “But I don’t hate it, ei­ther. It’s a phase in my life. It’s not so dif­fer­ent from be­ing a com­pa­ny com­man­der in the mil­itary. Bet­ter work con­di­tions. Less sand.”

      I won­dered if my job was al­so just a phase in my life. Truth is, I felt a lit­tle stalled.

      “Do you have any new thoughts on my prob­lem?” he asked.

      “Noth­ing big. Sybo Di­az gets the prize for most sus­pi­cious guy so far, but he doesn’t fit in­to the puz­zle right. He’s like try­ing to ram a square peg in­to a round hole. Di­az was on du­ty when two of the break-​ins oc­curred, so he’d have to be work­ing with some­one else. Prob­lem is, I don’t see Di­az hav­ing a part­ner in this kind of op­er­ation. He’s to­tal­ly closed. He’d have to do it all him­self.

      “The com­put­er with the se­cu­ri­ty codes is ac­tu­al­ly avail­able to a lot of peo­ple. Four men have pri­ma­ry re­spon­si­bil­ity, but a bunch of oth­er guys fill in for them when they take a break. And all the oth­er men who are watch­ing oth­er mon­itors have the abil­ity to see the screen on the code com­put­er. You al­ready knew this.

      “The thing is, the longer I’m here, the less like­ly I’m in­clined to be­lieve this is an in­side job. Ev­ery­one is watch­ing ev­ery­one now. And the code com­put­er is un­der con­stant scruti­ny. And yet there was a new break-​in. I think you have to look at out­side pos­si­bil­ities. Maybe a ri­val se­cu­ri­ty firm. Or a tech­no freak you fired or didn’t hire. Or maybe some­one not as­so­ci­at­ed with you at all who’s do­ing it for the rush.”

      “This isn’t a large firm,” Ranger said. “We of­fer qual­ity per­son­al ser­vice to a se­lect group of clients. If I re­move all clients with video surveil­lance, I cut the list in half. If I on­ly look at res­iden­tial ac­counts, the list gets much small­er. I was able to in­crease the num­ber of cars I have pa­trolling video-​free, res­iden­tial ac­counts dur­ing hours when the break-​ins oc­curred. If I have to en­large that list to in­clude com­mer­cial ac­counts spread over a two-​shift pe­ri­od, I’m short man­pow­er.”

      “Maybe you can get more ac­counts to use video.”

      “That’s like an­nounc­ing my sys­tem is cor­rupt­ed. I’m try­ing to keep this qui­et.” He hand­ed me a list of names. “These are non-​video clients, both res­iden­tial and com­mer­cial. The clients that have been hit by this guy are print­ed in red. I’d like you to ride around and see if any­thing jumps out at you.”
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      I TOOK THE list back to my apart­ment, made my­self a peanut but­ter sand­wich, and marked Ranger’s at-​risk ac­counts on a map of Tren­ton. Com­mer­cial ac­counts in green Mag­ic Mark­er. Res­iden­tial ac­counts in pink Mag­ic Mark­er. Ac­counts al­ready hit in red.

      Grand­ma called on my cell phone. “Guess who’s stand­ing in the back­yard wav­ing his winkie at me?”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I called Ranger and told him I need­ed help with an FTA who was cur­rent­ly in my mom’s back­yard. I shoved the map and the client list in­to my purse and ran out of my apart­ment, down the stairs, and across the lot to my car. If I had luck with traf­fic, I could make my par­ents’ house in five min­utes. It would take Ranger ten to twen­ty min­utes.

      I called my grand­moth­er when I was two min­utes away. “Is he still there?”

      “He’s mak­ing his way through back­yards. I can see him from the up­stairs win­dow. I think he’s go­ing to Bet­ty Gar­vey’s house. She gives him cook­ies.”

      I went straight to Bet­ty Gar­vey. I parked at the curb in front of her house and walked around back. I didn’t see Ju­nior Tur­ley, but Bet­ty was at her kitchen door.

      “Have you seen Ju­nior?” I asked her.

      “Yes. He just left. I gave him an oat­meal raisin cook­ie, and he thanked me and went on with his walk. He’s such a nice, po­lite man.”

      “Which way did he go?”

      “He was walk­ing to­ward Broome Street.”

      I jogged through the next two yards, crossed the street, and saw Ju­nior at the end of the block. He was eat­ing his cook­ie with one hand and shak­ing his wanger at Mrs. Bar­bera with the oth­er. He looked my way and shrieked and took off run­ning.

      I chased Ju­nior for half a block and lost him when he cut through Andy Kowal­ski’s drive­way. I stopped a mo­ment to catch my breath and an­swer my phone.

      “Babe,” Ranger said.

      “I lost him at the cor­ner of Green and Broome. I think he’s dou­bling back to­ward my par­ents’ house. You can’t miss him. He’s eat­ing a cook­ie, and he’s got his barn door open.”

      I looked be­tween hous­es and saw Ranger’s black Porsche Tur­bo glide down the street. I stood per­fect­ly still and lis­tened for foot­steps. A dog barked on the next block, and I ran in that di­rec­tion. I crossed the street, hopped a fence, bush­whacked through a jun­gle of out-​of-​con­trol forsythia, and spot­ted Ju­nior Tur­ley dis­play­ing his wares to old Mrs. Gritch.

      I bolt­ed out of the bush­es and tack­led Tur­ley. We both went down to the ground, where we wres­tled around, Tur­ley try­ing to get away and me hold­ing on.

      “Stop that this in­stant,” Mrs. Gritch said. “You’re go­ing to roll over my mums.” And she turned the hose on us.

      A black boot came in­to my line of vi­sion, the wa­ter stopped, and Ranger lift­ed Tur­ley off me and held him out at arm’s length, Tur­ley’s feet not touch­ing the ground, his pride and joy hang­ing limp against his drenched pants like a gi­ant slug.

      “I’m guess­ing this is the flash­er,” Ranger said.

      I got to my feet and pushed my wet hair back from my face. “Yep. Ju­nior Tur­ley. And he owes me cuffs.”

      “I left them with your granny,” Ju­nior said.

      I was soaked to the skin and get­ting cold. “I need to get out of these wet clothes,” I said to Ranger.

      “Go home and change. I’ll have one of my men drop Mr. Tur­ley at the po­lice sta­tion.”

      “Thanks. I’ll start rid­ing around, check­ing things out for you, as soon as I get dry clothes.”

      I TOOK A show­er, put on clean jeans and my last clean sweater, and cart­ed my over­flow­ing laun­dry bas­ket out to my car. The plan was to ride around and do a fast look at the Range­man ac­counts that were be­tween my house and my par­ents’ house. This in­clud­ed Hamil­ton Av­enue. Then I would mooch din­ner from my mom and do my laun­dry at her house. There were ma­chines in the base­ment laun­dry room of my apart­ment build­ing, but I was pret­ty sure the place was in­hab­it­ed by trolls, and I’d eat dirt be­fore I’d go down there.

      I drove by two hous­es and three busi­ness­es. The third busi­ness was the in­sur­ance com­pa­ny that had al­ready been robbed. I didn’t see any­thing sus­pi­cious at any of the lo­ca­tions. No one skulk­ing in the shad­ows, cas­ing the joint. No one throw­ing Snick­ers wrap­pers on the ground. The two hous­es were large, set in the mid­dle of large land­scaped lots. Easy to bur­gle if you didn’t have to wor­ry about the alarm sys­tem. The two re­main­ing busi­ness­es were on Hamil­ton and would be more dif­fi­cult to break in­to. They were both in high-​vis­ibil­ity ar­eas with poor back ac­cess. In both cas­es, the rear en­trance opened to a chain-​link-​fenced lot that was gat­ed at night.

      I mo­tored over to my par­ents’ house and was sur­prised not to find Lu­la’s car parked at the curb. I thought for sure this would be an­oth­er bar­be­cue night.

      My mom and dad and Grand­ma Mazur were al­ready seat­ed when I walked in. I told them not to get up, but my moth­er and grand­moth­er jumped to their feet and set a place for me. My fa­ther kept eat­ing.

      “Leave the laun­dry,” my moth­er said. “I’ll do the laun­dry lat­er.”

      I sat at the ta­ble and filled my plate with pot roast, pota­toes, gravy, and green beans.

      “Where’s Lu­la?” I asked Grand­ma Mazur. “I’m sur­prised you aren’t bar­be­cu­ing again tonight.”

      “She had a date with some hot fire­man,” Grand­ma said. “She said she was gonna give him brown sug­ar, and I said that was okay so long as she had some left for the bar­be­cue sauce.”

      The phone rang and my moth­er and grand­moth­er looked at each oth­er and sat firm.

      “Aren’t you go­ing to an­swer the phone?” I asked.

      “It’s been ring­ing off the hook,” Grand­ma said. “I don’t want to talk to any more grumpy wom­en. Who’d think this would make such a stink? I help my grand­daugh­ter do her job, and next thing, we’re all in the dog­house.”

      “It’s about Ju­nior Tur­ley,” my moth­er said to me. “Some of the wom­en in the neigh­bor­hood are up­set be­cause you put him in jail.”

      “He ex­posed him­self,” I said. “Men aren’t sup­posed to go around ex­pos­ing them­selves at un­sus­pect­ing wom­en.”

      “Well, tech­ni­cal­ly none of us was un­sus­pect­ing,” Grand­ma said. “We wait for him to show up. I guess it’s one of them gen­er­ation things. You get to an age and you look for­ward to see­ing a winkie at four in the af­ter­noon when you’re peel­ing pota­toes for sup­per. The thing about Ju­nior and his winkie is, you don’t have to do any­thing about it. You just take a look and he moves on.”

      I poured more gravy over my pota­toes. “Mrs. Za­jak filed a com­plaint against him.”

      “She was in a snit be­cause he skipped her that day,” Grand­ma said. “It was start­ing to rain and he cut his cir­cuit short. Ev­ery­body’s mad at her, too.”

      “He won’t be in jail for­ev­er,” I said. “I’m sure Vin­nie will bail him out again in the morn­ing.”

      “Yeah, but I think his winkie-​wag­gin’ days are over,” Grand­ma said.

      IT WAS DARK when I left my par­ents’ house. Clouds had rolled in and a light driz­zle was falling. I did a sweep past the ac­counts I’d checked out ear­li­er, and I went on to Broad Street and the area around the are­na. Traf­fic was rel­ative­ly heavy, and I was on­ly able to catch glimpses of Ranger’s build­ings. The driz­zle turned to rain, and I de­cid­ed to quit for the night and start over in the morn­ing.

      An hour lat­er, I was changed in­to my pa­ja­mas, watch­ing tele­vi­sion, and Lu­la showed up.

      “I swear I don’t know what things are com­ing to,” Lu­la said, bustling through my front door and head­ing straight for the re­frig­er­ator. “What have you got in here? Did you eat at your ma­ma’s house tonight? Do you got left­overs? I need some­thing to calm my stom­ach. This keeps up, and I’m gonna get a ul­cer or di­ar­rhea or some­thing.” She by­passed the pot roast and mashed pota­toes and went straight for the pineap­ple up­side-​down cake. “You don’t mind if I eat this, do you?”

      “Knock your­self out.”

      Lu­la found a fork and dug in­to the cake. “First off, I got my­self a date with that hot-​lookin’ fire­man. You re­mem­ber the one. The big brute with mus­cles bulgin’ out ev­ery­where. So he came over, and we did some talkin’. And then one thing led to an­oth­er, and he said would I mind if he go in­to my bed­room. And I told him he was sit­tin’ on my bed­room on ac­count of I had to turn the bed­room in­to a clos­et. I mean, where’s a girl sup­posed to put her shoes and her dress-​up clothes? Any­ways, I sup­posed he had things to do with him­self, so I pulled out my sleep so­fa, and I wasn’t pay­ing much at­ten­tion to him, and next thing he’s all dressed up in one of my cock­tail dress­es from the Dol­ly Par­ton col­lec­tion.”

      “Get out.”

      “Swear to God. And he didn’t look good in it, ei­ther. It was all wrong for him. He sees me lookin’ at him and he says, I hope you don’t mind I’m wear­ing your dress. And I say, hell yeah, I mind. You don’t fit in that dress. You’re bustin’ out of it. You’re gonna ru­in it, and it’s one of my fa­vorites.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then he gets all huffy, say­ing he thought he looked pret­ty darn good in the dress, and I shouldn’t be talkin’ about bustin’ out of stuff. So I ask him ex­act­ly what that’s sup­posed to mean, and he says, fig­ure it out, fat­so.”

      I sucked in some air on that one. Call­ing Lu­la fat­so was like ask­ing to die.

      “It got ug­ly af­ter that,” Lu­la said. “I don’t want to go in­to the de­pressin’ de­tails, but he got his ass out of my apart­ment, and he wasn’t wearin’ my dress when he ex­it­ed, ei­ther.” She looked down at the emp­ty cake plate. “What hap­pened to the cake?”

      “You ate it.”

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said. “I didn’t no­tice.”

      “Easy come, easy go,” I said.

      “That’s so true. It’s true about cake and men.”

      “Doesn’t sound trau­mat­ic enough to give you an ul­cer,” I said.

      “That wasn’t the trau­mat­ic part. The trau­mat­ic part came af­ter I boot­ed him out. I was putting my gown away, and I heard some­one knockin’ at my door. I fig­ured it was the mo­ron fire­man com­ing back to get his clothes. . . .”

      “He left with­out his clothes?”

      “He was in a hur­ry af­ter I got my gun. The thing is, I al­ready threw his clothes out my win­dow. You know I live on the sec­ond floor of the house, so the clothes kind of float­ed down and land­ed in some bush­es, and maybe he didn’t no­tice. So I’m thinkin’ it’s just this los­er again, and I open the door, and it’s the Chipo­tle killers, and the one’s got the big-​ass meat cleaver and the oth­er’s got a gun.”

      “Omigosh.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I said. I jumped back re­al quick and slammed the door shut, and bang, bang, bang, there was three bul­lets shot through my door. Can you imag­ine the nerve of them de­fac­ing my door? And it’s not even like I own the door. This here’s a rental prop­er­ty. And I don’t see where I should be held re­spon­si­ble to pay for that door.”

      “What hap­pened next?”

      “I got my gun and I shot a whole bunch more holes in the door while they were try­ing to kick it in.”

      “Did you hit any­one?”

      “I don’t know. I emp­tied about half a clip in the door, and when I stopped shoot­ing, there weren’t any sounds com­ing from the oth­er side. So I wait­ed a minute, and then I peeked out, and I didn’t see no de­cap­ita­tors. And there wasn’t any blood all splat­tered around, ei­ther, al­though hard to be­lieve I missed them, on ac­count of they had their foot to the door when I start­ed shoot­ing.”

      It was easy for me to be­lieve. Lu­la was the worst shot ev­er. Lu­la couldn’t hit the side of a barn if she was three feet away from it.

      “So that’s why I’m here,” Lu­la said, re­triev­ing a big black garbage bag she’d left in the out­side hall. “I brought some clothes and stuff with me be­cause I fig­ure I could stay with you while my door is get­ting fixed. It looks like Swiss cheese, and the lock’s broke from those ass­holes kickin’ at it.” Lu­la closed my door be­hind her and took a look at it. “You got a re­al good door here. It’s one of them met­al fire doors. I on­ly had a wimp-​ass wood one.”

      I was speech­less. Lu­la’s a good friend, but hav­ing her as a room­mate would be like get­ting locked in a clos­et with a rhinoceros in full at­ten­tion deficit dis­or­der mode.

      “You don’t have Morel­li com­ing over or noth­in’, do you?” she asked. “I don’t want to in­ter­fere. And I’ll be gone as soon as they get my new door put up. Don’t seem to me there’s much to it. You get a new door and you put it up on those hinges, right?”

      I nod­ded. “Yuh,” I said.

      “Are you okay?” Lu­la asked. “You look all glassy-​eyed. Good thing I’m here. You might be com­ing down with some­thing.” She set­tled in­to my couch and fo­cused on the TV screen. “This is one of my fa­vorite shows. I watch this ev­ery Thurs­day.”

      I joined her on the couch and tried to re­lax. It’ll be fine, I told my­self. It’s just for tonight. To­mor­row she’ll get the door fixed, and I’ll have my apart­ment back. And Lu­la’s a good per­son. This is the least I could do.

      Three min­utes af­ter sit­ting down, Lu­la’s head dropped for­ward, and she was asleep, soft­ly snor­ing. The snor­ing got loud­er and loud­er, un­til fi­nal­ly it was drown­ing out the sound from the tele­vi­sion and I was sit­ting on my hands to keep from chok­ing her.

      “Hey!” I yelled in her ear.

      “What?”

      “You’re snor­ing.”

      “No way. I was watch­ing tele­vi­sion. Look at me. Do I look like I’m asleep?”

      “I’m go­ing to bed,” I said.

      “You sure you don’t want to see the end of this? This is a re­al good show.”

      “I’ll catch it on re­runs.”

      I closed the door to my bed­room, crawled in­to bed, and shut my light off. I took a cou­ple deep breaths and willed my­self to go to sleep. Re­lax, I told my­self. Calm down. Life is good. Think of a gen­tle breeze. Think of the moon in a dark sky. Hear the ocean. My eyes snapped open. I wasn’t hear­ing the ocean. I was hear­ing Lu­la snor­ing. I put my pil­low over my head and went back to talk­ing my­self in­to sleep. Hear the ocean. Hear the wind in the trees. Shit! It wasn’t work­ing. All I could hear was Lu­la.

      Okay, I had a choice. I could kick her out of my apart­ment. I could hit her in the head with a ham­mer un­til she was dead. Or I could leave.

      I PARKED IN the Range­man garage and fobbed my­self in­to the el­eva­tor and up to the sev­enth floor. I knew all eyes were on me in the con­trol room. I waved at the Mini­cam hid­den in the far cor­ner of the el­eva­tor and tried to look non­cha­lant. I was wear­ing sneak­ers, flan­nel pa­ja­mas, and a sweat­shirt. I’d called Ranger on the way across town and told him I need­ed a room. He said he was out on surveil­lance, and the on­ly room avail­able was his bed­room . . . so that was where I was head­ed.

      I walked through his apart­ment in the dark and de­bat­ed sleep­ing on the couch, but in the end Ranger’s bed was too al­lur­ing. He was work­ing a dou­ble shift, do­ing drive-​bys on ac­counts he felt were at high­est risk for break-​in. That meant he wouldn’t be back un­til six A.M. All I had to do was set the alarm so I’d be out of his bed be­fore he rolled in.

      The next morn­ing, I was still in my pa­ja­mas and was stand­ing in Ranger’s kitchen when he got home. I wasn’t en­tire­ly with the pro­gram, need­ing at least an­oth­er two hours of sleep and a lot of hot cof­fee. Ranger had been up for more than twen­ty-​four hours and looked an­noy­ing­ly alert.

      He wrapped an arm around me and kissed me just above my ear. “There’s some­thing wrong with this pic­ture,” Ranger said. “You’re in my bed a lot, but nev­er with me.”

      “It was nice of you to let me stay here. Lu­la has tak­en over my apart­ment.”

      “Nice has noth­ing to do with it,” Ranger said.

      “How was your night?”

      “Long. And un­event­ful. I need to get some sleep. Are you com­ing back to bed with me?”

      “No. I’m up for the day. Got­ta get to work and solve all your prob­lems.”

      “If you call El­la, she’ll bring break­fast. Or you can get dressed and have break­fast on the fifth floor.”

      “I haven’t got any clothes.”

      “El­la has clothes for you.”

      He took a bot­tle of wa­ter from the re­frig­er­ator, kissed me on the fore­head, and left the kitchen. I called El­la, told her I was in Ranger’s apart­ment, and ten min­utes lat­er, El­la was at the door with a break­fast tray and a shop­ping bag filled with Range­man gear.

      El­la wore Range­man black just like ev­ery­one else in the build­ing. To­day she was in a girl-​style V-​neck T-​shirt and black jeans.

      I took the bag and tray from her at the door and thanked her.

      “Let me know if the clothes don’t fit,” she said. “I saw you in the build­ing yes­ter­day, and I took a guess at the size. I didn’t think you’d changed from the last time you worked here.”

      “I didn’t see you,” I said. “I nev­er see you! Food just mys­te­ri­ous­ly ap­pears and dis­ap­pears in the fifth floor kitchen.”

      “I try to stay in­vis­ible and not dis­rupt the men’s rou­tine.”

      El­la left, and I ate a bagel with cream cheese, drank a cou­ple cups of cof­fee, and picked at some fresh fruit. My eyes were pret­ty much open, but I wasn’t sure my heart was beat­ing fast enough to pro­pel me through the day. I col­lapsed on Ranger’s couch and woke up a lit­tle be­fore eight A.M. I picked some clothes out of the shop­ping bag, tip­toed past Ranger, and qui­et­ly closed the bath­room door.

      I took a show­er, brushed my teeth, dressed in my new clothes, and emerged from the bath­room feel­ing like a func­tion­ing hu­man be­ing. I was awake. I was clean. The caf­feine had kicked in and my heart was rac­ing. Okay, maybe it wasn’t the caf­feine. Maybe it was the sight of Ranger with a day-​old beard, sleep­ing in the bed I’d re­cent­ly va­cat­ed.

      I left the apart­ment and took the el­eva­tor to the fifth floor. Roger King was mon­itor­ing the sta­tion that in­clud­ed the code com­put­er. I paused in front of him to watch him work. He was on the phone with an ac­count that had ac­ci­den­tal­ly tripped their alarm. He was po­lite and pro­fes­sion­al. The con­ver­sa­tion was short. The ac­count gave King their pass­word, King ver­ified the pass­word and end­ed the call.

      “That’s the first time I’ve seen some­one ver­ify a pass­word,” I said to King.

      King was a nice-​look­ing guy with a voice like vel­vet. I knew from his hu­man re­sources file that he was twen­ty-​sev­en years old and had a de­gree in crim­inal jus­tice from a com­mu­ni­ty col­lege. He’d worked as a cop in a small town in Penn­syl­va­nia but quit to take the job with Range­man.

      “If you work this shift, you get a lot of bo­gus alarms,” King said. “Peo­ple get up in the morn­ing and for­get the alarm is on. By the time Chet takes over, this desk is like a grave­yard.”

      When Chet showed up for his shift, I ven­tured out of my cu­bi­cle again and at­tempt­ed small talk. Chet was po­lite but not stim­ulat­ing, and I was feel­ing like I was con­tribut­ing to the grave­yard syn­drome, so I mo­seyed on back to work, start­ing a com­put­er search on a dead­beat client.

      Louis had made good on the new chair, and my ass no longer cramped af­ter a half hour. I was wear­ing black slacks that had some stretch, and a short-​sleeved V-​neck knit shirt with Range­man stitched on it and my name stitched be­low the Range­man. El­la had al­so giv­en me car­go pants and match­ing but­ton-​down-​col­lared shirts with roll-​up sleeves, a cou­ple stretchy lit­tle skirts, black run­ning shoes, black socks, a black zip­pered sweat­shirt, and a black wind­break­er. I was on my own for un­der­wear.

      A lit­tle be­fore noon, I sensed a shift in the cli­mate and looked up to find Ranger on deck. He spoke briefly to each of the men at the mon­itor­ing sta­tions, grabbed a sand­wich from the kitchen, and stopped at my cu­bi­cle on his way to his of­fice. He was fresh­ly show­ered and shaved and per­fect­ly pressed in black dress slacks and shirt.

      “I have a client meet­ing in the board­room in fif­teen min­utes,” he said. “Af­ter that, I need to catch up on pa­per­work, and then I’ll take an­oth­er surveil­lance shift at six. How far did you get on the ac­counts list yes­ter­day?”

      “Not that far. I was get­ting ready to pack up here and spend the af­ter­noon rid­ing around.”

      “Do you need a com­pa­ny car?”

      “No. I’m okay in the Es­cort.”

      I stuffed my­self in­to my new Range­man sweat­shirt, hiked my purse on­to my shoul­der, and went to the kitchen to load up on free food. El­la had set out veg­etable soup and crack­ers, as­sort­ed sand­wich­es, a sal­ad bar, and a large dis­play of fresh fruit. I looked it all over and blew out a sigh.

      Ra­mon was be­hind me, and he burst out laugh­ing. “Let me guess what that sigh was about. You want a hot dog, fries, and a brown­ie with ice cream.”

      “I’d kill for a meat­ball sub and a hunk of birth­day cake, but this is bet­ter for me,” I said, se­lect­ing a bar­be­cue chick­en sand­wich.

      “Yeah, I keep telling my­self that. If I get shot dead on the job, there won’t be an ounce of fat on me.”

      “Do you wor­ry about that?”

      “Get­ting shot dead? No. I don’t do a lot of wor­ry­ing, but the re­al­ity is most of this job is rou­tine, with the oc­ca­sion­al po­ten­tial for re­al­ly bad shit.”

      I dropped the sand­wich in­to my purse, along with an ap­ple and an or­gan­ic gra­nola bar. “Got­ta go,” I said. “Things to do.”

      “Knock your­self out.”

      I took the el­eva­tor to the garage, wrenched open the rust­ed door on my p.o.s. Es­cort, and mo­tored out to the street. Prob­ably it was stupid to refuse Ranger’s of­fer of a com­pa­ny car, but it seemed like the right thing to do at the time. I had lousy car kar­ma, and I al­ways felt crap­py when I used Ranger’s Porsche and it got stolen or crushed by a garbage truck.

      I had my map on the seat be­side me, and I drove from one ac­count to the next ac­cord­ing to neigh­bor­hood. By four o’clock, I’d gone through all the ac­counts and had checked off a hand­ful that I thought had the po­ten­tial for a fu­ture break-​in. I’d gone full cir­cle around the city and end­ed on low­er Hamil­ton, a half mile from the bonds of­fice.

      Lu­la hadn’t called about the door, but I felt con­fi­dent the door had been re­placed and ev­ery­thing was cool. I drove up Hamil­ton to talk to Con­nie and Lu­la and found Con­nie was man­ning the of­fice all by her­self.

      “Where is ev­ery­one?” I asked Con­nie.

      “Vin­nie is writ­ing bond for some­one, and Lu­la is at your apart­ment. She said she lives there now.”

      “I let her stay last night be­cause her door was bro­ken.”

      “I guess her door is still bro­ken,” Con­nie said.

      “That’s ridicu­lous. How long does it take to re­place a door? You go to Home De­pot, buy a door, and hang it on those doohick­ey hinge things.”

      “Some­thing about it be­ing a crime scene. The door can’t be re­placed un­til the lab checks it out.”

      “Who said that?”

      “Morel­li. He stopped by the of­fice to talk to her af­ter she re­port­ed the shoot­ing.”

      Unh! Men­tal head slap.

      I di­aled Morel­li and did some an­ti-​hy­per­ven­ti­la­tion ex­er­cis­es while I wait­ed for him to pick up.

      “What?” Morel­li said.

      “Did you tell Lu­la she couldn’t re­place her door?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s stupid. She has to re­place her door. How can she live in her apart­ment with­out a door?”

      “It’s a crime scene that’s part of an on­go­ing mur­der in­ves­ti­ga­tion, and we couldn’t sched­ule ev­idence col­lec­tion to­day. I’ll have a guy out there to­mor­row, and then she can re­place her door.”

      “You don’t un­der­stand. She’s camped out in my apart­ment.”

      “And?”

      “I can’t live with her! She rum­bles around. She takes up space. Lots of space! And she snores!!”

      “Lis­ten,” Morel­li said. “I have my own prob­lems.”

      “Such as?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      A wom­an’s voice called out in the back­ground. “Get off the phone. I need help with my zip­per.”

      My heart felt like it had stopped dead in my chest. “Is that who I think it is?” I asked Morel­li.

      “Yeah, and I can’t get rid of her. Thank God her zip­per’s stuck. I’m mov­ing in with my broth­er.”

      For a mo­ment, my en­tire field of vi­sion went red. Un­doubt­ed­ly due to a sud­den, vi­olent rise in blood pres­sure once my heart start­ed beat­ing again. It was Joyce Barn­hardt. I hat­ed Joyce Barn­hardt. She was a sneaky, mean lit­tle kid when we were in school to­geth­er. She spread ru­mors, stole boyfriends, alien­at­ed girl­friends, cheat­ed on tests, and looked un­der stall doors in the girls’ bath­room. And now that she was all grown up, she wasn’t much dif­fer­ent. She stole hus­bands, boyfriends, and jobs, cheat­ing in any way pos­si­ble. Her very pres­ence in Morel­li’s house sent me in­to the ir­ra­tional­ly en­raged nut­so zone.

      I sucked in some air and pre­tend­ed I was calm. “You’re a big strong guy,” I said, my voice most­ly steady, well be­low the scream­ing lev­el. “You could get rid of her if you want­ed.”

      “It’s not that easy. She walked right in­to my house. I’m go­ing to have to start lock­ing my doors. And she came in with a tray of lasagna. I’m afraid to touch it. She’s prob­ably got it laced with roofies.”

      Okay, get a grip here. She walked in­to Morel­li’s house. She wasn’t in­vit­ed. It could be worse, right?

      “Why is she sud­den­ly bring­ing you food?” I asked him.

      “She’s been up my ass ev­er since you broke up with me.”

      “Hey, stud,” Joyce yelled to Morel­li. “Get over here.”

      “Shit,” Morel­li said. “Maybe I should just shoot her and get it done with.”

      I had a bunch of bitchy com­ments rolling through my head, but I clamped my mouth shut to keep the com­ments from spew­ing out in­to the phone. I mean, hon­est­ly, how hard is it to shove a wom­an out your back door? What am I sup­posed to be think­ing here?

      “I have to go,” Morel­li said. “I don’t like the way she’s look­ing at my olive oil.”

      I made a stick­ing-​my-​fin­ger-​down-​my-​throat gag­ging mo­tion and hung up.

      “What was that about?” Con­nie want­ed to know.

      “Barn­hardt is try­ing to feed her lasagna to Morel­li.”

      “She’s fun­gus,” Con­nie said.

      “I’m not too hap­py with Morel­li, ei­ther.”

      “He’s a man,” Con­nie said. As if that ex­plained it all.

      “I sup­pose I should go home and see what Lu­la is do­ing.”

      “I know what she’s do­ing,” Con­nie said. “She’s brew­ing bar­be­cue sauce with your grand­moth­er.”

      “In my apart­ment?”

      “That was the plan.”

      Eek! Okay, so I know my apart­ment isn’t go­ing to get a full-​page spread in Home Beau­ti­ful, but it’s all I’ve got. Bad enough I have Lu­la in it. Lu­la and Grand­ma to­geth­er are to­tal fa­ca­ca.

      “Got­ta go,” I said to Con­nie. “See you to­mor­row.”

      Vin­nie stuck his head out of his of­fice. “Where are you go­ing? Why are you dressed up in Range­man stuff? Christ, you’re not moon­light­ing, are you? You aren’t any good when you’re work­ing for me full-​time. Now I’m shar­ing you with Ranger?”

      “I brought two skips in this week.”

      “Big deal. What about all the oth­ers still in the wind? This isn’t a god­damn char­ity. I’m not buy­ing these id­iots out of jail for my health. And it’s not like you’re the on­ly boun­ty hunter out there,” Vin­nie said. “You could be re­placed.”

      “Lu­cille’s been talk­ing re­dec­orat­ing again,” Con­nie said to me. “Vin­nie needs mon­ey.”

      Lu­cille was Vin­nie’s wife. She tor­tured Vin­nie by con­stant­ly re­dec­orat­ing their house and by spend­ing his mon­ey faster than he could make it. We fig­ured this was ret­ri­bu­tion for Vin­nie boink­ing any­thing that moved. The good part of the deal was that all Vin­nie could do was ped­al twice as fast, since Lu­cille’s fa­ther, Har­ry the Ham­mer, fi­nanced the bonds of­fice. If Vin­nie left Lu­cille, not on­ly would he be un­em­ployed, there was a good chance he’d be din­ing with Stan­ley Chipo­tle.

      “She’s killing me,” Vin­nie said. “I haven’t got mon­ey to buy a hot dog for lunch. My book­ie took me off his iPhone.”

      Ac­tu­al­ly, it wasn’t a good thing when Vin­nie got this broke, be­cause in­stead of buy­ing fa­vors from pro­fes­sion­als on Stark Street, we sus­pect­ed Vin­nie was forced to chase down ducks at the park.
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      NINE

      I LEFT THE bonds of­fice, drove a cou­ple blocks on Hamil­ton, and took a right in­to Morel­li’s neigh­bor­hood. Best not to ex­am­ine my mo­tives too close­ly. I was telling my­self mor­bid cu­rios­ity was the driv­ing force, but my heart was beat­ing pret­ty hard for some­thing that be­nign. I left-​turned on­to Morel­li’s street, cruised half a block, and stopped in front of his house. His SUV was gone, and there was no sign of Joyce’s car. No lights on in the house. No sign of ac­tiv­ity. I turned at the next cor­ner and head­ed for the Burg. I drove past Morel­li’s broth­er’s house. No SUV there, ei­ther.

      Okay, get a grip, I told my­self. No rea­son to get crazy. Morel­li is a free man. He can do what­ev­er the heck he wants. If he wants to act like a jerk and get friend­ly with Barn­hardt, it’s his prob­lem. Any­way, I have to ex­pect that he’ll be see­ing oth­er wom­en. That’s what hap­pens when peo­ple break up . . . they spend time with oth­er peo­ple, right? Just be­cause I don’t want to spend time with oth­er peo­ple doesn’t mean Morel­li has to feel that way. I’m one of those peo­ple who needs space be­tween re­la­tion­ships. I don’t just jump in­to stuff. And I don’t do one-​night stands. Usu­al­ly. There was that time with Ranger, but you couldn’t re­al­ly cat­ego­rize it as a one-​night stand. It was more like a one­time-​on­ly tick­et to WOW.

      I turned out of the Burg on­to Hamil­ton, and five min­utes lat­er, I pulled in­to my park­ing lot. I parked next to Lu­la’s Fire­bird and looked up at my win­dows. No smoke. No sign of fire. No one run­ning scream­ing out of the build­ing. That was good. Maybe I wasn’t too late. Maybe they hadn’t start­ed cook­ing yet. Maybe they’d dis­cov­ered I on­ly had one pot and de­cid­ed to watch tele­vi­sion.

      I jogged across the lot, up the stairs, and down the hall to my apart­ment, re­mind­ing my­self to stay calm. Lu­la and Grand­ma were in my kitchen and my coun­ters were filled with bot­tles of bar­be­cue sauce, dry rub, vine­gar, cook­ing sher­ry, a half-​emp­ty bot­tle of rum, lemons, onions, or­anges, a keg of ketchup, and a ten-​pound can of toma­to sauce. Grand­ma and Lu­la were in their chef’s clothes, ex­cept Lu­la was miss­ing her hat. My sink was filled with dirty mea­sur­ing cups, as­sort­ed uten­sils, bowls, and mea­sur­ing spoons. There was a large pot hiss­ing on the stove.

      “What the heck is that?” I asked Lu­la.

      “I got my pres­sure cook­er goin’ here,” Lu­la said. “I saw it ad­ver­tised on QVC. It cuts cookin’ time in half. Maybe more. And it pre­serves all the good­ness of the food. It was re­al ex­pen­sive on tele­vi­sion, but I got this one off of Lenny Skul­nik. It’s good qual­ity, too, be­cause it was made in Chi­na.”

      Lenny Skul­nik sold knock-​off hand­bags and kitchen ap­pli­ances out of the trunk of his car. I went to school with Lenny. He was to­tal­ly with­out scru­ples, and one of the more suc­cess­ful grad­uates.

      “Are you sure it’s sup­posed to make those nois­es?” I asked Lu­la. “And what about all that steam?”

      “It’s sup­posed to steam,” Lu­la said. “It’s why you call it a pres­sure cook­er. And if you look close, you could see the pres­sure in­di­ca­tor is all red. That’s the sign of good pres­sure cookin’. You wouldn’t want no green shit on a pres­sure-​cookin’ in­di­ca­tor.”

      “Are you sure? Did you read the in­struc­tions?”

      “This one didn’t come with no in­struc­tions. This was the econ­omy mod­el.”

      I kept Rex’s cage on the kitchen counter. It was lost be­hind the bot­tles and cans, but I could see Rex run­ning on his wheel for all he was worth, ev­ery now and then sneak­ing a peek at the pot on the stove.

      The pot had gone be­yond hiss­ing and was now whistling a high keen­ing wail. We-​e-​e-​e-​e-​e-​e-​e Red sauce was sput­ter­ing out of the steam hole and the pot was vi­brat­ing.

      “Don’t wor­ry,” Lu­la said. “It’s just workin’ it­self up to max­imum pres­sur­izin’.”

      “It’s a mod­ern mir­acle,” Grand­ma said.

      I had a bad feel­ing in the pit of my stom­ach. I al­ways wor­ried when the lit­tle bulb at the top of any­thing went red. And I rec­og­nized the sound the pot was mak­ing. I felt like that some­times, and it nev­er end­ed well.

      “Maybe you should turn the heat down a lit­tle,” I said to Lu­la.

      “I guess I could do that,” Lu­la said. “It must al­most be done. We’ve been cook­ing it for over an hour.”

      Lu­la reached for the knob on the stove and at that ex­act mo­ment there was a pop­ping sound and the two latch­es flew off the lid.

      “Holy cats,” Lu­la said.

      “She’s gonna blow!” Grand­ma yelled. “Run for your life!”

      Rex dart­ed in­to his soup can. Lu­la and Grand­ma and I turned tail and bolt­ed. And the lid ex­plod­ed off the pot. BANG! The lid hit the ceil­ing like it had been launched from a rock­et, and bar­be­cue sauce was thrown on­to ev­ery ex­posed sur­face. There was a hole in the ceil­ing where the lid had im­pact­ed, and sauce dripped from the ceil­ing and slimed down cab­inets.

      “Guess we aren’t hav­ing bar­be­cue for din­ner tonight,” Grand­ma said, creep­ing back to the stove to look in the pot.

      Lu­la swiped at some of the sauce on the counter and tast­ed it. “Not ex­act­ly right yet, any­ways.”

      A splotch of sauce dripped off the ceil­ing on­to Grand­ma’s head, and she re­treat­ed out of the kitchen.

      “I feel like get­ting some of that Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et chick­en,” Grand­ma said. “I wouldn’t mind the Clucky Din­ner Tray with the ex­tra-​crispy chick­en and mashed pota­toes.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Lu­la said. “I could use some chick­en, and I got a coupon for the Clucky Din­ner Tray.”

      “What about my kitchen?” I asked Lu­la.

      “What about it?”

      “It’s a mess!”

      Lu­la glanced at the kitchen. “Yeah, it don’t look too good. You’re gonna have to use one of them de­greasers on it.”

      “I’m not clean­ing this kitchen.”

      “Well, some­body got­ta do it,” Lu­la said.

      I nar­rowed my eyes at her. “That would be you.”

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said. “In my opin­ion, that pot man­ufac­tur­er should be re­spon­si­ble for the cleanup. I got a faulty pot.”

      “The man­ufac­tur­er in Chi­na?” I asked her.

      “Yeah. That’s the one. I’m gonna tell Lenny Skul­nik he needs to get in touch with them.”

      “And you think they’re go­ing to send some­one from Chi­na to clean my kitchen?”

      “I see your point,” Lu­la said. “I guess I could do some clean­ing, but I’d need a steplad­der. Or else I’d need a big strong fire­man to help me out.”

      “I thought you pulled a gun on him.”

      “Yeah, but he might be per­suad­ed to over­look that if I let him wear my dress again.”

      Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, Lu­la rolled her Fire­bird in­to the Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et park­ing lot. Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et is a fast-​food hot spot in Tren­ton. The food is sur­pris­ing­ly good, if you like nice greasy chick­en, heav­ily salt­ed gelati­nous pota­toes, and gravy so thick you could walk across a vat of it. Lu­la, Grand­ma, and I gave it five stars. And the very best part of Cluck-​in-​a Buck­et is the gi­ant red, yel­low, and white chick­en im­paled on a thir­ty-​foot can­dy-​striped pole that ro­tates high above the red-​roofed build­ing 24/7. Paris has the Eif­fel Tow­er, New York has the Em­pire State Build­ing, and Tren­ton has the re­volv­ing chick­en.

      On week­ends and dur­ing the din­ner rush, there was al­ways some poor sap dressed up in a Mis­ter Clucky chick­en suit. He clucked at kids, and he danced around and an­noyed the heck out of ev­ery­one. The guy who owned Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et thought the danc­ing chick­en was great, but the truth was ev­ery­one would have been hap­py to pay more for the chick­en if Mis­ter Clucky nev­er clucked again.

      Lu­la was one of three peo­ple out of ten thou­sand who liked Mr. Clucky.

      “Look­it here,” Lu­la said. “It’s the dancin’ chick­en. I love that chick­en. I like his red hat and his big chick­en feet. I bet there’s a re­al cute guy in­side that chick­en suit. You’d have to be cute to get a job as Mis­ter Clucky.”

      I was bet­ting there was a scrawny kid with a bad com­plex­ion in­side the suit.

      Lu­la got out of the car and went up to Mis­ter Clucky. “You’re a big Mis­ter Clucky,” Lu­la said. “You must be new. I got a bet with my friend that you’re a re­al cutie-​pie. How’d you like to give us a look?”

      “How’d you like my beak up your ass?”

      “Ex­cuse me?”

      “You heard me. Fuck off, fat­so.”

      “Fat­so? Did I hear you call me fat­so? Be­cause I bet­ter be mis­tak­en.”

      “Fat­so. Fat­so. Fat­ty fat­ty fat­so.”

      Lu­la took a clos­er look at Mis­ter Clucky. “Hold on here. I rec­og­nize your voice.”

      “No you don’t,” Mis­ter Clucky said.

      “Lar­ry? Is that you?”

      “Maybe.”

      Lu­la turned to Grand­ma and me. “This is Lar­ry, the fire­man I was telling you about.”

      “The one who wears dress­es?” Grand­ma asked.

      “Yep. That’s the one,” Lu­la said.

      “Lots of men wear dress­es,” Mis­ter Clucky said. “It’s not against the law.”

      “That’s re­al true,” Lu­la said. “And I’ve been re­view­ing our un­for­tu­nate date, and I de­cid­ed you didn’t look all that bad in that turquoise cock­tail dress. Now that I’m think­ing about it, that gown might have brought out the col­or of your eyes.”

      “Do you re­al­ly think so?”

      “Yeah. That gown was made for you,” Lu­la said. “In fact, if you want to let by­gones be by­gones I might let you try it on again.”

      “I saw you had a bead­ed sweater that looked like it might match,” Mis­ter Clucky said.

      “Yeah, you can wear the sweater, too.”

      He ad­just­ed his clucky head and hiked up his pri­vates. “I have to work un­til nine.”

      “That’s fine,” Lu­la said. “On­ly thing is, I’m stay­ing some­place else. I’ll get my food and come back with my new ad­dress.”

      We put our or­ders in and moved to the pick­up sta­tion.

      “He seemed like a re­al nice chick­en,” Grand­ma said.

      “Yeah,” Lu­la said. “I guess he’s not so bad. And he’s a re­al good dancer in his chick­en suit. And on top of that, I bet he could get me a dis­count on chick­en. He just took me by sur­prise the oth­er night, caus­ing me to over­re­act about the dress.”

      We all had the Clucky Din­ner Tray, plus Lu­la sup­ple­ment­ed hers with a side of bis­cuits and a buck­et of bar­be­cue chick­en, which she said was re­search. She wrote my ad­dress on a nap­kin and hand­ed it to Mis­ter Clucky when we left.

      “It must be fun to be Mis­ter Clucky,” Lu­la said to him.

      “Yeah, the suit is pret­ty cool, and I get to dance around. Most­ly, I do it for spend­ing mon­ey, though. I do okay as a fire­man, but nice hand­bags don’t come cheap.”

      We all piled in­to the Fire­bird, and Lu­la drove a cou­ple blocks to the su­per­mar­ket.

      “I’ll be right back,” Lu­la said. “I just got­ta get some clean­ing prod­ucts.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Grand­ma said. “We could take an­oth­er look at the bar­be­cue aids.”

      I stayed in the car and called Ranger. “Just check­ing in,” I said. “Any­thing in­ter­est­ing go­ing on?”

      “Na­da. And you?”

      “Lu­la and Grand­ma ex­plod­ed a pot of bar­be­cue sauce in my kitchen, Lu­la has a date lat­er tonight with Mis­ter Clucky, and it looks like I’ll be spend­ing the night in your apart­ment again.”

      “Some­thing to look for­ward to,” Ranger said. “Do you have any thoughts on my ac­counts?”

      “Yes. I picked out sev­er­al that I think have break-​in po­ten­tial.” I gave him the ad­dress­es and told him Vin­nie was hav­ing a cow over my open files. “I’m go­ing to need some time off to­mor­row to look for one of these guys,” I said.

      “Done,” Ranger said. And he dis­con­nect­ed.

      Lu­la swung her ass out of the su­per­mar­ket and Grand­ma trot­ted be­hind her. They hus­tled across the lot to the car, Lu­la rammed her­self be­hind the wheel, and in mo­ments we were back on the road.

      “Next stop is my house,” Lu­la said. “I got­ta get clothes for Lar­ry.”

      Grand­ma leaned for­ward from the back­seat. “What if the killers are wait­ing for you?”

      “That would be good luck,” Lu­la said. “We could take them down and get the re­ward. I’d shoot the heck out of them, and then we’d drag their car­cass­es to the po­lice sta­tion.”

      “We’d kick their ass­es,” Grand­ma said.

      “Damn skip­py,” Lu­la said.

      Lu­la eased the Fire­bird to the curb in front of her house, and we all piled out. Lu­la lived in an emerg­ing neigh­bor­hood of hard­work­ing peo­ple. Homes were small, yards were postage stamp size, and as­pi­ra­tions were mod­est. Lu­la rent­ed half of the sec­ond floor of a two-​sto­ry Vic­to­ri­an house that had been paint­ed laven­der with pink gin­ger­bread trim. It was pos­si­bly the most in­ap­pro­pri­ate house in the en­tire uni­verse for Lu­la. It was too small, too dain­ty, and too laven­der. Ev­ery time I saw her walk through the front door, I had the feel­ing she was go­ing through a por­tal in­to an­oth­er di­men­sion . . . like Har­ry Pot­ter at the train sta­tion.

      We got to the top of the stairs and gaped at Lu­la’s bul­let-​hole-​rid­dled door. Yel­low-​and-​black crime scene tape had been plas­tered over the door, but it hadn’t been ap­plied in such a way that it pre­vent­ed the door from be­ing used.

      “Cheap-​ass ply­wood hol­low-​core door,” Lu­la said. “Bird shot would go through this crap-​ass door.”

      Grand­ma and I fol­lowed Lu­la in­to the one-​room apart­ment and wait­ed by the door while she went to her gi­ant clos­et.

      “This won’t take long,” Lu­la said. “I got ev­ery­thing or­ga­nized in here by col­lec­tion, so de­pend­ing who I want to be, it’s easy to find.”

      Lu­la opened her clos­et door and two men jumped out at her.

      One had a gun and the oth­er had a cleaver, and they were both wear­ing go­ril­la masks.

      “It’s the killers! It’s the killers!” Lu­la shrieked.

      “Grab her,” the cleaver guy said. “Hold her still so I can chop off her head.” And then he gig­gled and all the hair stood up on my arms.

      His part­ner was try­ing to sight his gun on Lu­la. “For cry­ing out loud, get out of the way and let me shoot her. Big deal, you’re a butch­er. Get over it.”

      The guy with the cleaver swung out at Lu­la, gig­gling the whole time. Lu­la ducked, and the cleaver got stuck in the wall.

      Lu­la scram­bled hands and knees un­der a ta­ble, around an over­stuffed chair, out her door, and thun­dered down the stairs.

      The killers ran af­ter Lu­la, not even notic­ing Grand­ma and me stand­ing with our eyes bugged out and our mouths open.

      “Don’t that beat all,” Grand­ma said.

      She hauled her .45 long-​bar­rel out of her big black patent-​leather purse, stepped in­to the hall, plant­ed her feet, and squeezed off a cou­ple shots at the two guys run­ning down the stairs.

      The go­ril­la guys dis­ap­peared out the front door, in­to the night. There was the sound of car doors open­ing and slam­ming shut. An en­gine caught, and I heard the car drive away. A mo­ment lat­er, Lu­la ap­peared at the front door. She had a bunch of leaves stuck in her hair and a big dirt smudge on her wraparound blouse.

      “What hap­pened?” she said. “I don’t hard­ly re­mem­ber any­thing ex­cept I fell in a big bush.”

      “It was the killers,” Grand­ma said. “We kicked their ass­es.”

      “Oh yeah. Now it’s all com­ing back to me.” Lu­la climbed the stairs and sleep­walked through her door. “It’s a night­mare,” she said. “It’s a frig­gin’ night­mare.”

      Grand­ma root­ed through Lu­la’s cab­inets in the lit­tle kitch­enette area of the room and came up with a bot­tle of Jack Daniel’s. She took a pull from the bot­tle and hand­ed it over to Lu­la. “This’ll fix you up,” Grand­ma said. “Take a snort of this.”

      Lu­la chugged some Jack Daniel’s and looked a lit­tle bet­ter. “This is bull­shit,” she said. “This got­ta end.”
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      TEN

      I TOOK GRAND­MA home, and then I drove to my apart­ment build­ing and walked Lu­la in­to the apart­ment.

      “Smells like bar­be­cue in here,” Lu­la said.

      It looked like bar­be­cue.

      “Are you go­ing to be okay?” I asked Lu­la.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m gonna hang my Dol­ly Par­ton dress and sweater up and get to work. I want to be work­ing when Lar­ry gets here.”

      “You should call Morel­li.”

      “I guess, but I don’t see where it does any good.”

      “He’s work­ing on find­ing these guys, and it gives him a more com­plete pic­ture.” And most im­por­tant, it prob­ably an­noys the hell out of him and in­ter­rupts what­ev­er he’s do­ing.

      “What’s with you two?” Lu­la said. “Are you re­al­ly call­ing it quits?”

      “Hard to say. Ev­ery time we see each oth­er we get in­to an ar­gu­ment. We don’t agree on any­thing.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re talkin’ about the wrong things. Why don’t you talk about oth­er things? Like you could make a list of things you won’t fight over and then you on­ly talk about those things.”

      “I think he might be see­ing Joyce Barn­hardt.”

      “What?” Lu­la’s eyes al­most popped out of her head. “I hate Joyce Barn­hardt. She’s Dev­il Wom­an. And she’s a skank. Men have re­la­tions with her and their dicks fall off. If I was you, and I found out Morel­li was foolin’ around with Joyce Barn­hardt, I’d drop-​kick his ass clear across the state.”

      I wrapped my arms around the ham­ster cage. “I’m tak­ing Rex to Range­man while you clean the kitchen.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Lu­la said. “We don’t want to trau­ma­tize him with clean­ing fumes. And he might not want to see a gi­ant hairy man in a turquoise cock­tail dress. I’m not sure I even want to see it.”

      I SET REX’S cage on the counter in Ranger’s kitchen and scrubbed the bar­be­cue sauce off the glass sides.

      “This is tem­po­rary,” I said to Rex. “Don’t get at­tached to Ranger. I know he’s strong and sexy. And I know he smells nice, and he has good food, and his apart­ment is al­ways the right tem­per­ature. Prob­lem is, he’s got se­crets. And he’s not in the mar­ket for a wife. Okay, so the wife thing might not be a deal break­er since I’m hav­ing com­mit­ment is­sues any­way, but the se­crets he car­ries are trou­ble­some.”

      I gave Rex fresh wa­ter and a chunk of bread, and I poured my­self a glass of red wine. I took the wine in­to Ranger’s small den, got com­fy on the couch, and clicked the tele­vi­sion on. I watched an hour-​long show on Spain on the Trav­el Chan­nel, and af­ter that I couldn’t find any­thing of in­ter­est. I dropped one of Ranger’s T-​shirts over my head by way of pa­ja­mas, crawled be­tween his or­gas­mic sheets, and couldn’t de­cide if I want­ed him to come home ear­ly or stay away un­til morn­ing.

      I CAME AWAKE with a start, not know­ing where I was for a mo­ment, and then re­mem­ber­ing. Ranger’s bed. I looked at the clock. 6:20 A.M. The light was on in the bath­room. Ranger emerged, still dressed in Range­man tac­ti­cal gear. He came to his side of the bed and kicked his shoes off.

      “Ei­ther get out of the bed or else take your clothes off,” he said. “I’m not in a mood to com­pro­mise.”

      “You’ve been work­ing for eigh­teen hours. You’re sup­posed to be tired.”

      “I’m not that tired.” He re­moved his watch and set it on the bed­side chest. “I saw Rex in the kitchen. Is this go­ing to be an ex­tend­ed stay?”

      “Would that be a prob­lem?”

      “We’d have to ne­go­ti­ate terms.”

      “Rent?”

      ”Sex and clos­et space,” Ranger said.

      I heaved my­self out of bed. “If you sleep on my side, it’s al­ready warm.”

      I took a show­er, dried my hair, and tip­toed past Ranger. He looked dan­ger­ous even in sleep, with a beard that was eight hours past five o’clock shad­ow and a shock of silky brown hair falling across his fore­head. I dressed in Range­man black, grabbed a sweat­shirt, and went to the kitchen to say hel­lo to Rex.

      “Re­mem­ber what I said about Ranger,” I told Rex, but I’m not sure Rex cared. Rex was asleep in his soup can.

      I pock­et­ed my Range­man key fob, hung my bag on my shoul­der, and took the stairs to the fifth floor. Hal and Ra­mon were sit­ting at a ta­ble in the kitchen. Ra­mon looked fresh as a daisy. Hal looked like he’d just come off a shift. I got cof­fee and a bagel and joined them.

      “What’s go­ing on?” I asked them.

      “Same ol’, same ol’,” Ra­mon said.

      Hal didn’t say any­thing. Hal looked like he was asleep, with a spoon in his hand.

      “Earth to Hal,” I said.

      Ra­mon cut his eyes to Hal. “Hal’s work­ing a dou­ble shift in the car.”

      “It’s killing me,” Hal said. “I don’t know if it’s morn­ing or night any­more.”

      “Big guys like Hal need sleep,” Ra­mon said. “Wiry lit­tle guys like me can do with less. And peo­ple who aren’t ex­act­ly hu­man, like Ranger, hard­ly need sleep at all.”

      “When we find out who’s do­ing these break-​ins, I’m go­ing to per­son­al­ly beat the crap out of him,” Hal said. “Then I’m go­ing to sleep for a week.”

      I ate my bagel, and when Hal and Ra­mon left for parts un­known, I took a sec­ond cup of cof­fee to my desk. Aside from a cou­ple men look­ing a lit­tle bedrag­gled from dou­ble shifts, ev­ery­thing was busi­ness as usu­al. I ran em­ploy­ee back­ground checks for a start-​up com­pa­ny in White­horse for al­most three hours. My ass didn’t cramp in my new chair, but my mind went numb from the te­di­um of star­ing at the screen. At ten o’clock, I stopped work­ing for Range­man and pulled Vin­nie’s re­main­ing three cur­rent files from my bag.

      Ernie Dell was want­ed for set­ting fire to sev­er­al aban­doned build­ings at the bombed-​out end of Stark Street. This strip of Stark was so bleak and de­void of any­thing re­sem­bling civ­ilized so­ci­ety that on­ly a whacked-​out crazy per­son like Ernie Dell would set foot there. Ernie was my age, and for as long as I’ve known him, which is pret­ty much my whole life, Ernie has been hand­icapped with a shape like a but­ter­nut squash. Nar­row, gourd-​like head, nar­row shoul­ders, huge butt.

      The sec­ond guy on my list was My­ron Ka­plan. My­ron was sev­en­ty-​eight years old, and for rea­sons not giv­en in my file, My­ron had robbed his den­tist at gun­point. At first glance, this would seem like an easy ap­pre­hen­sion, but my ex­pe­ri­ence with old peo­ple is that they don’t go gen­tly in­to the night.

      That left Cameron Man­fred. If I asked Ranger to help me with an ap­pre­hen­sion, this is the one I’d choose. Man­fred didn’t look like a nice guy. He was twen­ty-​six years old, and this was his third ar­rest for armed rob­bery. He’d been charged with rape two years ago, but the charge didn’t stick. He’d al­so been ac­cused of as­sault with a dead­ly weapon. The vic­tim, who was a ri­val gang mem­ber, lost his hear­ing and right eye and had al­most ev­ery bone in his body bro­ken but re­fused to tes­ti­fy, and the charges were dropped for in­suf­fi­cient ev­idence. Man­fred lived in the projects and worked for a truck­ing com­pa­ny. His book­ing pho­to showed two teardrops tat­tooed on­to his face. Gang mem­bers were known to tat­too a teardrop be­low their eye when they killed some­one.

      I left a text mes­sage for Ranger that I’d be away from Range­man. I stuffed my­self in­to my sweat­shirt, swiped a cou­ple gra­nola bars from the kitchen, and took the el­eva­tor to the garage. Traf­fic was light at mid-​morn­ing. Gray sky. The tem­per­ature was in the fifties. It felt cold for Septem­ber.

      I parked in front of the bonds of­fice be­hind a truck that was re­pair­ing the front win­dow. Con­nie was in­side, and Lu­la was nowhere to be seen.

      “She called a cou­ple min­utes ago,” Con­nie said. “She said she was hav­ing a wardrobe is­sue, but she’d solved it, and she was com­ing in to work.”

      The door banged open, and Lu­la wad­dled in dressed in a flak vest and ri­ot hel­met. “Is it all safe in here?” she asked. “You checked the back room and all, right? I’m not tak­ing no chances un­til those Chipo­tle killers are caught.”

      “Did you drive here dressed like that?” I asked her.

      “Yeah. And it wasn’t easy. I’m sweat­ing like a pig in this. And this hel­met is gonna ru­in my hair­do, but it’s bet­ter than hav­ing my head ven­ti­lat­ed with bul­let holes.”

      “Did you talk to Morel­li this morn­ing?”

      “I did. Jeez Louise, he was in a mood. That man needs to get some. He was cranky.”

      I tried not to look too hap­py about that. “Have they made any progress find­ing the killers?”

      “He said they had an out-​of-​town lead.”

      “Are you go­ing to take that hel­met off, or are you wear­ing it all day?” Con­nie asked.

      “I guess I could take it off in here.”

      “I’m look­ing for Ernie Dell to­day,” I said to Lu­la. “Do you want to ride shot­gun?”

      “Is he the fire­bug?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’m in.”

      “I don’t mind if you wear the flak vest,” I told her, “but I’m not rid­ing around with you in the hel­met. You look like Darth Vad­er.”

      “Okay, but I’m gonna hold you re­spon­si­ble if I get killed.”

      Ernie lived alone in a large house on State Street. No one knew how he got the house, since no one could ev­er re­mem­ber Ernie hav­ing a job. Ernie al­ter­nate­ly claimed to be a movie pro­duc­er, a stock­bro­ker, a race­car driv­er, and an alien. I thought alien was a good pos­si­bil­ity.

      I idled in front of his house, and Lu­la and I craned our necks and gaped up at it. It was on about a half acre, on a hill high above the street. Shin­gles had blown off the roof and lay sprin­kled across the yard. Win­dow frames were down to bare wood and were splin­tered and split. The clap­board sid­ing was char­coal gray. I wasn’t sure if it was wa­ter stain, bat­tle­ship paint, or mold.

      “Holy crap,” Lu­la said. “Are you shit­ting me? Some­one lives in that? It’s falling apart. And there must be a hun­dred steps to get up the hill. I’ll get shin splints climb­ing those steps.”

      “There’s an al­ley be­hind the house. And there’s a back drive­way and a two-​car garage.”

      I drove around the block, took the al­ley, and parked in Ernie’s drive­way.

      “What’s the deal with this guy?” Lu­la asked. “Has he al­ways set fires?”

      I thought back to Ernie as a kid. “I can’t re­mem­ber him set­ting fires, but he did a lot of weird things. One time, he en­tered a tal­ent show and tried to burp “The Star-​Span­gled Ban­ner,” but he was hauled off the stage halfway through. And then he went through a pe­ri­od where he was sure he could make it rain, and he’d start chant­ing strange things in the mid­dle of arith­metic. Oowah doowah moo moo hooha.”

      “Did it rain?”

      “Some­times.”

      “What else did he do? I’m start­ing to like this guy.”

      “He took a goat to the prom. Dressed it up in a pink bal­le­ri­na out­fit. And he went through a fire­works stage. You’d wake up at two in the morn­ing and fire­works would be go­ing off in your front yard.”

      We got out of the Es­cort, and I trans­ferred cuffs from my purse to my back pock­et for eas­ier ac­cess.

      “We don’t want to spook him if he’s home,” I said to Lu­la. “We’re just go­ing to walk to the back door and be calm and friend­ly. Let me do the talk­ing.”

      “Why do you get to do the talk­ing?”

      “I’m the ap­pre­hen­sion agent.”

      “What am I then?”

      “You’re my as­sis­tant.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to be the as­sis­tant. Maybe I want to be the ap­pre­hen­sion agent.”

      “You have to talk to Vin­nie about that. Your name has to be on the doc­umen­ta­tion.”

      “We could write me in. I got a pen.”

      “Good grief.”

      “How about if I just say hel­lo.”

      “Fine. Ter­rif­ic. Say hel­lo.”

      I knocked on the back door, and Ernie an­swered in his un­der­wear.

      “Hel­lo,” Lu­la said.

      Ernie looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. His thin­ning sandy blond hair was ev­ery which way on his head. “What’s up?” he asked.

      “You missed your court date,” I said. “You need to go down­town with me and resched­ule.”

      “Sure,” he said. “Wait in the front room while I get dressed.”

      We fol­lowed him through the kitchen that was cir­ca 1942, down a hall with peel­ing, fad­ed wall­pa­per, and in­to the liv­ing room. The liv­ing room floor was bare, scarred wood. The fur­ni­ture was min­imal. A lumpy sec­ond­hand couch. Two fold­ing chairs with the fu­ner­al home’s name en­graved on the back. A rick­ety end ta­ble had been placed be­tween the two fold­ing chairs. No lamps. No tele­vi­sion.

      “I’ll be right back,” Ernie said, head­ing for the stairs. “Make your­self com­fort­able.”

      Lu­la looked around. “How are we sup­posed to get com­fort­able?”

      “You could sit down,” I told her.

      Lu­la sat on one of the fold­ing chairs, and it col­lapsed un­der her weight.

      “Fuck,” she said, spread-​ea­gle on the floor with the chair smashed un­der her. “I bet I broke a bone.”

      “Which bone did you break?”

      “I don’t know. Pick one. They all feel broke.”

      Lu­la strug­gled to her feet and felt around, test­ing out her bones. Ernie was still up­stairs, get­ting dressed, but I didn’t hear him walk­ing over­head.

      I went to the bot­tom of the stairs and called. “Ernie?”

      Noth­ing. I climbed the stairs and called his name again. Si­lence. Four rooms, plus a bath­room, led off the cen­ter hall. One room was emp­ty. One room was filled with bizarre junk. Store man­nequins with bro­ken arms, gal­lon cans of cook­ing oil, stacks of bun­dled news­pa­pers, box­es of fire­crack­ers and rock­ets, gal­lon cans of red paint, a wood­en crate of rust­ed nails, a bird­cage, a bike that looked like it had been run over by a truck, and God on­ly knows what else. The third room housed a six­ty-​inch plas­ma tele­vi­sion, an elab­orate com­put­er sta­tion, and a movie house pop­corn ma­chine. A new leather La-​Z-​Boy re­clin­er sat in the mid­dle of the room and faced the tele­vi­sion. The fourth room was his bed­room. A sleep­ing bag and pil­low had been thrown on­to the floor of the fourth room. Clothes were scat­tered around in no spe­cial or­der. Some looked clean and some looked like they’d been worn a lot.

      The win­dow was open in the bed­room, and two large hooks wrapped over the win­dowsill. I crossed the room to the win­dow and looked down. Rope lad­der. The sort you might stash in a room as a fire pre­cau­tion.

      I ran down­stairs and head­ed for the kitchen. “He’s gone.”

      Lu­la and I reached the back door just as an en­gine caught in the garage, and a ba­by di­ar­rhea green VW bug chugged out to the al­ley. We ran for the Es­cort, jumped in, and took off. I could see the bug two blocks away. Ernie turned right and I floored it, bounc­ing along the pot-​holed ser­vice road. I turned right and caught a flash of green a block away. I was gain­ing on him.

      “Do you smell some­thing?” Lu­la asked.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s not good.”

      I was con­cen­trat­ing on driv­ing and not on smelling. Ernie was go­ing in cir­cles. He was driv­ing a four-​block grid.

      “It’s like a cat was burn­ing,” Lu­la said. “I nev­er ac­tu­al­ly smelled a cat burn­ing, but if I did, it would smell like this. And do you think it’s get­ting smokey in here?”

      “Smokey?”

      “Yow!” Lu­la said. “Your back­seat is on fire. I mean, it’s a in­fer­no. Let me out of this car. Pull over. I wasn’t meant to be ex­tra crispy.”

      I screeched to a stop, and Lu­la and I scram­bled out of the car. The fire raced along the up­hol­stery and shot out the win­dows. Flames licked from the un­der­car­riage and Vrooosh! The car was a fire­ball. I looked up the street and saw the pea green VW lurk­ing at the cor­ner. The car idled for a few mo­ments and se­date­ly drove away.

      “How long do you think it’s gonna take the fire trucks to get here?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “Not long. I hear sirens.”

      “This is gonna be em­bar­rass­ing. This is the sec­ond thing we burned up this week.”

      I di­aled Ranger. “Did I wake you?” I asked.

      “No. I’m up and func­tion­ing. I just got a re­port that the GPS unit we at­tached to your car stopped work­ing.”

      “You know how when you toast a marsh­mal­low it catch­es fire and gets all black and melt­ed?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That would be my car.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, but I’m strand­ed,” I told him.

      “I’ll send Tank.”

      _______

      I WATCHED THE fire truck dis­ap­pear down the street, fol­lowed by the last re­main­ing cop car. What was left of my Es­cort was on a flatbed.

      “Where do you want me to take this?” the flatbed guy asked me.

      “Dump it in the riv­er.”

      “You got it,” he said. And he climbed in­to the cab and rum­bled away.

      “Guess you got­ta be care­ful when you’re go­ing af­ter some­one who likes fire,” Lu­la said.

      I had a shiny new black Porsche Cayenne wait­ing for me. Tank had dropped it off, made sure I didn’t need help, and re­turned to Range­man. The car was one of sev­er­al in Ranger’s per­son­al fleet. It was im­mac­ulate in­side, with no trace of Ranger oth­er than a se­cret draw­er un­der the driv­er’s seat. The draw­er held a load­ed gun. All cars in Ranger’s per­son­al fleet had guns hid­den un­der the seat.

      I re­mot­ed the car open, and Lu­la and I got in.

      “Now what?” Lu­la said.

      “Lunch.”

      “I like that idea. And I think we should take some­thing to Lar­ry on ac­count of he’s still work­ing on your kitchen.”

      “It sounds like things went okay last night.”

      “One thing you learn when you’re a ’ho is there’s all kinds in this world. Bein’ a ’ho is a broad­en­ing ex­pe­ri­ence. It’s not just all hand jobs, you know. It’s lis­tenin’ to peo­ple some­times and tryin’ to fig­ure out how to make them hap­py. That’s why I was a good ’ho. I didn’t charge by the hour.”

      “And Lar­ry fits in there some­where.”

      “Yeah. He’s a re­al in­ter­est­ing per­son. He was a pro­fes­sion­al wrestler. His pro­fes­sion­al name was La­dy Death, but he was one of them niche mar­ket wrestlers, and his feel­ings got hurt when the fans didn’t like him in his pink out­fits. So he quit, and he got a job as a fire­man. Turns out he’s a hot­tie, too. He likes wear­ing ladies’ clothes, but he isn’t gay.”

      We de­cid­ed Lar­ry was prob­ably tired of chick­en, so we got ham and cheese and hot pep­per subs and brought them back to my apart­ment.

      “Boy, that’s great of you to bring me lunch,” Lar­ry said. “I’m starv­ing.”

      He was still wear­ing the Dol­ly Par­ton num­ber. It had a fit­ted bodice with spaghet­ti straps and a swirly chif­fon skirt, and there was a lot of chest hair and back hair stick­ing out of the top of the dress. There was al­so a lot of armpit hair, leg hair, and knuck­le hair. He’d ac­ces­sorized the dress with heels and rub­ber gloves.

      “I know this looks fun­ny,” he said, “but I like to feel pret­ty when I clean.”

      “Go for it,” I told him. And I meant it. I didn’t care what he was wear­ing as long as I was get­ting bar­be­cue sauce re­moved from my walls.

      My cell phone buzzed, and I rec­og­nized Morel­li’s num­ber.

      “I’m try­ing to find Lu­la,” he said. “I called the of­fice, and they said she was with you.”

      “Why didn’t you just call her cell?”

      “She’s not an­swer­ing her cell.”

      “Do you want to talk to her?”

      “I need to show her a pho­to­graph. Where are you?”

      “We’re in my apart­ment.”

      “Stay there. I’m a cou­ple min­utes away.”

      “That was Morel­li,” I said to Lu­la. “He’s com­ing here with a pho­to­graph he wants you to look at. He said you’re not an­swer­ing your cell phone.”

      “It’s out of juice. I for­got to plug it in.”

      Five min­utes lat­er, I opened my door to Morel­li. He looked at me in my Range­man clothes, and the line of his mouth tight­ened. “Why don’t I just lie down in the park­ing lot and let you run over me a cou­ple times. It would be less painful.”

      “Been there, done that,” I said.

      The bright red splotch­es in my kitchen caught his at­ten­tion. “Re­mod­el­ing?” he asked.

      “Pres­sure cook­er full of bar­be­cue sauce.”

      That got a smile. “Where’s Lu­la?”

      “Eat­ing lunch in the din­ing room.”

      The smile widened when Morel­li walked in­to the din­ing room and eye­balled Lu­la in her flak vest and Lar­ry in his cock­tail dress.

      “This here’s Lar­ry,” Lu­la said to Morel­li. “He’s Mis­ter Clucky.”

      “I’m a fire­man full-​time,” Lar­ry said. “Be­ing Mis­ter Clucky is my part-​time job.”

      Morel­li ex­tend­ed his hand. “Joe Morel­li. Isn’t it ear­ly in the day for a cock­tail dress?”

      “I guess,” Lar­ry said, “but I stayed over, and this was all I had to wear.”

      Morel­li cut his eyes to me. “He stayed over?”

      “It’s com­pli­cat­ed.”

      “I bet.”

      “Are those pic­tures you’re hold­ing for me?” Lu­la asked. “You need to be fig­ur­ing this out, be­cause I’m get­tin’ tired of this kill Lu­la bull­shit.”

      Morel­li gave her the pho­tos, and Lu­la flipped through them.

      “This one,” Lu­la said. “This guy with the bad hair­cut and a nose like Cap­tain Hook. He’s one of the killers. He’s the one with the meat cleaver.”

      “That’s Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac,” Morel­li said.

      “Oh shit,” Lu­la said. “I got a killer named Ma­ni­ac. Where’s my hel­met? I need my hel­met. I think I left it at the of­fice.”

      “His pro­file fi­nal­ly popped out of the sys­tem,” Morel­li said. “He’s from Chica­go. Works as a butch­er, but he makes spare change by chop­ping off fin­gers and toes of peo­ple who an­noy the Chica­go Mob. Most­ly gets off on in­suf­fi­cient ev­idence, but did some time a cou­ple years ago. I don’t know how he’s con­nect­ed to Chipo­tle. I’m as­sum­ing it was a con­tract hit, but we don’t re­al­ly know.”

      “You’re gonna ar­rest him, right?” Lu­la said.

      “As soon as we find him.”

      “Well, what are you do­ing stand­ing here!” Lu­la said. “You got­ta mo­bi­lize or some­thing. Put out one of them APB things. I need all my fin­gers and toes. I got some Via Spi­ga san­dals that aren’t gonna look right if I on­ly got nine toes. And what about the guy with the gun? Why don’t you got a pic­ture of him?”

      “We’re work­ing on it,” Morel­li said.

      “Work­ing on it, my ass,” Lu­la said. “I’m get­tin’ the runs. I need a dough­nut.”

      Morel­li grabbed my wrist and tugged me to the door. “I need to talk to you alone,” he said, mov­ing me in­to the hall and down to­ward the el­eva­tor.

      “I don’t want to ar­gue about Range­man,” I told him.

      “I don’t care about Range­man,” Morel­li said, his voice crack­ing with laugh­ter. “I want to know about the guy in the dress. What the heck is that about?”

      “Lu­la ex­plod­ed the bar­be­cue sauce in my kitchen and didn’t want to clean it up, so she told this cross-​dress­er he could wear her dress if he scrubbed the sauce off the walls and ceil­ing.”

      “And he spent the night?”

      “Lu­la’s guest.”

      “The crime lab got to her apart­ment first thing this morn­ing. She can change out that door any­time she wants.”

      “I’m not sure she’ll go back there. She’s re­al­ly freaked.”

      “From what I can tell, Mar­co is an an­imal with a very small brain. He’s dan­ger­ous and dis­gust­ing but not smart. At the risk of sound­ing in­sen­si­tive, Lu­la is a large tar­get, and any­one else would have killed her by now.”

      “So you think she shouldn’t be wor­ried?”

      “I think she should be ter­ri­fied. If this goes on long enough, Mar­co is go­ing to get lucky, and Lu­la is go­ing to lose a lot more than a toe.” He punched the el­eva­tor but­ton. “Is that Ranger’s Cayenne in your park­ing lot?”

      A small sigh es­caped be­fore I could squelch it. “I tried to cap­ture Ernie Dell, but he torched my car and got away. Ranger gave me a loan­er.”

      The el­eva­tor doors opened, and Morel­li stepped in­side.

      “How close are you to catch­ing Mar­co?” I asked him.

      “Not close enough.”

      I re­turned to the apart­ment and fin­ished my lunch.

      “We should have got dessert,” Lu­la said. “I don’t know what we were think­ing about, not get­ting dessert.”

      “You have to stop ob­sess­ing about food,” I told her. “You’re go­ing to weigh four hun­dred pounds.”

      “Are you sayin’ I’m fat? Be­cause I think I’m just a big and beau­ti­ful wom­an.”

      “You’re still beau­ti­ful,” I said. “But I think the big is get­ting a lit­tle big­ger.”

      “That’s a valid point,” Lu­la said. She locked on to Lar­ry. “Do you think I’m fat?”

      Lar­ry was deer in head­lights. He’d al­ready trav­eled this road. “Well, you’re not too fat,” he said.

      “Not too fat for what?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “For me. For this dress. I’m sure you look much bet­ter in this dress than I do.”

      “Damn right,” Lu­la said. “Take that dress off and I’ll show you. This dress fits me per­fect.”

      Lar­ry stood and reached for the zip­per, and I clapped my hands over my eyes.

      “It’s okay,” Lar­ry said to me. “I’m wear­ing box­ers. I didn’t have any nice lin­gerie with me.”

      “It doesn’t mat­ter,” I said. “I don’t want to see Lu­la, ei­ther. Tell me when it’s over.”

      “Well, what the heck is wrong with this dress?” Lu­la said a cou­ple min­utes lat­er. “I can’t get this thing to­geth­er.”

      I opened my eyes, and Lu­la had the dress on, but it wasn’t zipped. There was fat bulging out ev­ery­where, and Lar­ry had his knee against Lu­la’s back and was two-​hand­ing the zip­per, try­ing to pull it up.

      “Suck it in,” Lar­ry said. “I have this prob­lem some­times, too.”

      “I’m all sucked,” Lu­la said. “I can’t suck no more.”

      Veins were stand­ing out in Lar­ry’s tem­ples and bulging in his neck. “I’m get­ting it,” he said. “I can press two hun­dred pounds, and there’s no rea­son why I can’t get this zip­per closed.”

      The heck there wasn’t. The dress wasn’t made out of span­dex. And even span­dex had lim­its.

      “I’ve al­most got it,” Lar­ry said, sweat drip­ping off his flushed face, run­ning in rivers down his chest. “I’ve got an inch to go. One lousy, moth­er­fuck­ing, cock­suck­ing inch.”

      Lu­la was stand­ing tall, not mov­ing a mus­cle.

      “Yeah, ba­by!” Lar­ry said. “I got it! Woohoo! Yeah!” He stepped back and pumped his fist and did a white boy shuf; e in his box­ers.

      Lu­la still wasn’t mov­ing. Her eyes were all wide and bulging, and she was look­ing not so brown as usu­al.

      “Can’t breathe,” Lu­la whis­pered. “Feel faint.”

      And then POW, the zip­per let loose, and Lu­la flopped on­to the floor, gasp­ing for air.

      Lar­ry and I peered down at her.

      “Maybe I could use to lose a pound or two,” Lu­la said.

      We got Lu­la out of the dress and back in­to her marigold yel­low stretch slacks, match­ing scoop-​neck sweater, and black flak vest. And nei­ther of us men­tioned that she looked like a gi­ant bum­ble­bee.

      “Are you okay?” Lar­ry asked her.

      “Pret­ty much, but I need a dough­nut.”

      “No dough­nuts!” Lar­ry and I said in uni­son.

      “Oh yeah,” Lu­la said. “I for­got.”

      “I have to get back to work,” I said to Lu­la. “Are you com­ing with me?”

      “I guess,” Lu­la said. “But we got­ta stop at your ma­ma’s house. Your granny was sup­posed to cook up a recipe I gave her.”
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      ELEVEN

      MY MOTH­ER AND Grand­ma Mazur were in the kitchen. My moth­er was at the stove, stir­ring red sauce, and Grand­ma was at the sink, dry­ing pots stacked in the Rub­ber­maid dish drain­er.

      “I made up the recipe just like you said,” Grand­ma told Lu­la. “And then I put the sauce on some pulled pork. It’s in the casse­role dish in the re­frig­er­ator.”

      “How does it taste?” Lu­la asked. “What do you think of it?”

      “It tastes okay, but I got the trots as soon as I ate it. I’ve been in the bath­room ev­er since. I got hem­or­rhoids on hem­or­rhoids.”

      “Get it out of the re­frig­er­ator be­fore your fa­ther gets hold of it,” my moth­er said to me. “Bad enough I’ve got your grand­moth­er run­ning up­stairs ev­ery ten min­utes. I don’t want to have to lis­ten to the two of them fight­ing over who gets in first.”

      I took the casse­role dish out of the re­frig­er­ator and lift­ed the lid. It looked good, and it smelled great.

      “Do you want to try some?” I asked Lu­la.

      “Or­di­nar­ily,” Lu­la said. “But I’m on a di­et. Maybe you should taste it.”

      “Not in a hun­dred years,” I told her.

      “It could just be a fluke that your granny got the trots,” Lu­la said. “It could be one of them anemones.”

      “I think you mean anoma­ly.”

      “Yeah, that’s it.”

      “We’re hav­ing ham tonight,” my moth­er said to me. “And pineap­ple up­side-​down cake. You should bring Joseph to din­ner.”

      “I’m not see­ing him any­more.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since weeks ago.”

      “Do you have a new boyfriend?”

      “No. I’m done with men. I have a ham­ster. That’s all I need.”

      “That’s a shame,” my moth­er said. “It’s a big ham.”

      “I’ll come to din­ner,” I said. “I love ham.”

      “No Joseph?”

      “No Joseph. I’ll take his share home and eat it for lunch to­mor­row.”

      “I know what we can do with this casse­role,” Lu­la said. “We can take it to the of­fice and feed it to Vin­nie. He don’t care what he puts in his mouth.”

      I thought that sound­ed like a de­cent idea, so I cart­ed the pulled pork out to Ranger’s Porsche and care­ful­ly set it on the floor in the back. Lu­la and I buck­led our­selves in, and I head­ed for Hamil­ton Av­enue.

      “Holy cats,” Lu­la said, half a block away from the of­fice. “You see that car parked on the oth­er side of the street? It’s the bushy-​head­ed killer. It’s Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac. He’s sit­ting there wait­ing to kill me.”

      “Don’t pan­ic,” I said. “Get his li­cense plate. I’m di­al­ing Morel­li.”

      “It’s them or me,” she said, launch­ing her­self over the con­sul on­to the back­seat, pow­er­ing the side win­dow down. “This is war.”

      “Stay calm! Are you get­ting the li­cense num­ber?”

      “Calm, my ass.” And she stuck her Glock out the win­dow and squeezed off about fif­teen shots at the two guys in the car. “Eat lead,” she yelled, “you sons of bitch­es!”

      Bul­lets ric­ocheted off met­al wheel cov­ers and bit in­to fiber­glass, but clear­ly none hit their in­tend­ed mark be­cause the car took off and was do­ing about eighty miles an hour be­fore it even got to the cor­ner. I hung a U-​turn in front of the bonds of­fice, send­ing on­com­ing cars scram­bling on­to curbs, screech­ing to a stop.

      Lu­la had dis­card­ed the flak vest, rammed her­self through the side win­dow, and was half in and half out, still shoot­ing at the car in front of us.

      “Stop shoot­ing,” I yelled at her. “You’re go­ing to kill some­one.”

      The car turned left on­to Old­en, and I was pre­vent­ed from fol­low­ing by heavy traf­fic.

      “Get back in­to the car,” I said to Lu­la. “I’ve lost them.”

      “I can’t get back,” Lu­la said. “I’m stuck.”

      I looked over my shoul­der at Lu­la. All I could see was bright yel­low ass. The rest of her was out the win­dow.

      “Stop fool­ing around,” I told her.

      “I’m not fool­ing. I’m stuck!”

      Cars were pass­ing and honk­ing.

      “Your ass,” Lu­la said to the cars.

      I checked her out in my side mir­ror and saw that not on­ly was she stuck, but her boobs had fall­en out of the scoop-​neck sweater and were blow­ing in the wind. I turned on­to a side street and pulled to the curb to take a look. By the time I got out of the car, I was laugh­ing so hard tears were rolling down my cheeks and I could hard­ly see.

      “I don’t see where this is so fun­ny,” Lu­la said. “Get me out of the win­dow. I’m about freez­ing my nip­ples off. It’s not like it’s sum­mer or some­thin’.”

      Short of lub­ing Lu­la up with goose grease, I didn’t know where to be­gin.

      “Do you think it’s bet­ter if I pull or push?” I asked her.

      “I think you should pull. I don’t think I’m gonna get my tit­ties and my bel­ly back through the win­dow. I think my ass is small­er. And I don’t want no wise­crackin’ com­ment on that, nei­ther.”

      I latched on to her wrists, plant­ed my feet, and pulled, but she didn’t budge.

      “I’m los­ing cir­cu­la­tion in my legs,” Lu­la said. “You don’t get me out of here soon, I’m gonna need am­pu­ta­tion.”

      I went around to the oth­er side, got in­to the back­seat, and al­most faint­ed at the sight of the big yel­low butt in front of me. I broke in­to a ner­vous gig­gle and in­stant­ly squashed it. Get it to­geth­er, I told my­self. This is se­ri­ous stuff. She could lose the use of her legs.

      I put my hands on her ass and shoved. Noth­ing. No progress. I put my shoul­der to her and leaned in­to it. Dit­to. Still stuck. I got out of the Porsche and went around to take an­oth­er look from the front.

      “Maybe I should call road­side as­sis­tance,” I said to Lu­la. “Or the fire de­part­ment.”

      “I don’t feel so good,” Lu­la said. And she fart­ed.

      “Jeez Louise,” I said. “Could you con­trol your­self? This is Ranger’s Porsche.”

      “I can’t help it. I’m just a big gas­bag. I still got left­over bar­be­cue gas.” She squeezed her eyes shut tight and did a full minute-​long fart. “Ex­cuse me,” she said.

      I was hor­ri­fied and im­pressed all at the same time. It was a record-​break­ing fart. On my best day, I couldn’t come near to fart­ing like that.

      “I feel a lot bet­ter,” Lu­la said. “Look at me. I got room in the win­dow open­ing.” She wrig­gled a lit­tle and eased her­self back in­to the SUV. “I’m not so fat af­ter all,” she said. “I was just all swelled up.”

      My cell phone buzzed, and I saw from the screen that it was Morel­li.

      “Did I miss a call from you?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Mar­co and his part­ner were parked in front of the bonds of­fice. They were in a black Lin­coln Town Car. I didn’t get their li­cense. I fol­lowed them to Old­en and then lost them.”

      “I’ll put it on the air.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, Lu­la and I trudged in­to the of­fice with the casse­role and came face-​to-​face with Joyce Barn­hardt.

      Joyce had been a pudge when she was a kid, but over the years the fat had shift­ed to all the right places. Plus, she’d had some sucked out and added some here and there. Truth is, most of the orig­inal equip­ment had been al­tered one way or an­oth­er, but even I had to ad­mit the end re­sult was an­noy­ing­ly spec­tac­ular. She had a lot of flame-​red hair that she did up in waves and curls. Hard to tell which of it was hers and which was bought. Not that it mat­tered when she swung her ass down the street in spike-​heeled boots, skintight low-​rid­er jeans, and a black satin busti­er. She wore more eye make­up than Tam­my Faye and had lips that were in­flat­ed to burst­ing.

      “Hel­lo, Joyce,” I said. “Long time no see.”

      “I guess you could say that to Morel­li, too,” Joyce said.

      Lu­la cut her eyes to me. “You want me to shoot her? ’Cause I’d re­al­ly like to do that. I still got a few bul­lets left in my gun.”

      “Thanks, but not to­day,” I said to Lu­la. “Some oth­er time.”

      “Just let me know when.”

      “So what are you do­ing here in the slums?” I asked her.

      “Ask Con­nie.”

      “Vin­nie hired her again,” Con­nie said. “He de­cid­ed you weren’t bring­ing the skips in fast enough, so he brought Joyce in to take up the slack.”

      “I don’t take up slack,” Joyce said. “I take the cream off the top.”

      From time to time, Joyce had worked for Vin­nie, most­ly be­cause she was good with a whip and once in a while Vin­nie felt like a very bad boy.

      “What’s in the casse­role?” Joyce asked.

      I opened the lid. “It’s bar­be­cue. Grand­ma Mazur made it for me for din­ner. She knows how I love this recipe.”

      Joyce spit on the pulled pork. “Just like old times,” she said. “Re­mem­ber when I used to spit on your lunch in school?”

      “How about now?” Lu­la asked. “Can I shoot her now?”

      “No!”

      Joyce took the casse­role dish from me. “Yum,” she said. “Din­ner.” And then she sashayed out of the bonds of­fice, got in­to her black Mer­cedes, and roared off down the street with the bar­be­cue.

      “I got a dilem­ma here now,” Lu­la said. “I don’t know whether I want her to like my bar­be­cue sauce or get the squirts from it.”

      Vin­nie stuck his head out of his of­fice. “Where is she? Did she leave? Christ, she scares the crap out of me. Still, there’s no get­ting around it. She’s a man-​eater. She’ll clean up the list.”

      Con­nie and Lu­la and I did a col­lec­tive eye roll be­cause Joyce had tried her hand at boun­ty hunt­ing be­fore and the on­ly man she ate was Vin­nie.

      “Am I fired?” I asked Vin­nie.

      “No. You’re the B team.”

      “You can’t have an A team and a B team go­ing af­ter the same skips. It doesn’t work.”

      “Make it work,” Vin­nie said.

      “We should have saved the bar­be­cue for Vin­nie,” I said to Lu­la.

      “Wasn’t me that gave Barn­hardt the bar­be­cue,” Lu­la said. “I want­ed to shoot her.”

      I hiked my bag on­to my shoul­der. “I’m out of here. I’m go­ing to see if My­ron Ka­plan is home.”

      “I’m with you,” Lu­la said. “I’m not stay­ing here with this Barn­hardt-​hir­ing id­iot.”

      “What about the fil­ing?” Vin­nie yelled at Lu­la. “There’s stacks of files ev­ery­where.”

      “File my ass,” Lu­la said.

      AC­CORD­ING TO THE in­for­ma­tion Con­nie had giv­en me, My­ron Ka­plan was sev­en­ty-​eight years old, lived alone, was a re­tired phar­ma­cist, and two months ago, he robbed his den­tist at gun­point. My­ron’s book­ing pho­to was most­ly nose. Sev­er­al oth­er pho­tos tak­en when bail was writ­ten showed My­ron to be slight­ly stooped, with sparse, wild gray hair.

      “There it is,” Lu­la said, check­ing house num­bers while I crept down Carmichael Street. “That’s his house with the red door.”

      Carmichael was a qui­et lit­tle side street in the cen­ter of the city. Res­idents could walk to shops, restau­rants, cof­fee­hous­es, cor­ner gro­ceries, and in My­ron’s case . . . his den­tist. The street was en­tire­ly res­iden­tial, with nar­row brick-​faced two-​sto­ry row hous­es.

      I parked at the curb, and Lu­la and I walked to the small front stoop. I rang the bell, and we both stepped aside in case My­ron de­cid­ed to shoot through his door. He was old, but he was known to be armed, and we’d been shot at a lot late­ly.

      The door opened, and My­ron looked at me and then fo­cused on Lu­la in the yel­low stretch suit and black flak vest.

      “What the heck?” My­ron asked.

      “Don’t mess with me,” Lu­la said. “I’m off dough­nuts, and I feel mean as a snake.”

      “You look like a big bum­ble­bee,” My­ron said. “I thought I slept through Oc­to­ber, and it was Hal­loween.”

      I in­tro­duced my­self and ex­plained to My­ron he’d missed his court date.

      “I’m not go­ing to court,” My­ron said. “I al­ready told that to the la­dy who called on the phone. I got bet­ter things to do.”

      “Like what?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “Like watch tele­vi­sion.”

      My­ron had a cigarette hang­ing out of his mouth. He was gum­ming it around, suck­ing in smoke and blow­ing it out, all at the same time.

      “That’s dis­gustin’,” Lu­la said. “You shouldn’t be smok­ing. Didn’t your doc­tor tell you not to smoke?”

      “My doc­tor’s dead,” My­ron said. “Ev­ery­body I know is dead.”

      “I’m not,” Lu­la said.

      My­ron con­sid­ered that. “You’re right. You want to do knicky-​knacky with me? It’s been a while, but I think I can still do it.”

      “You bet­ter be talkin’ about some kind of card game,” Lu­la told him.

      “We need to go now,” I said. “I’m kind of on a sched­ule.”

      “Lis­ten, mis­sy,” My­ron said. “I’m not go­ing. What part of not go­ing don’t you un­der­stand?”

      I hat­ed cap­tur­ing old peo­ple. If they didn’t co­op­er­ate, there was no good way to bring them in. No mat­ter how pro­fes­sion­al and re­spect­ful I tried to act, I al­ways looked like a jerk when I dragged their car­cass out the door.

      “It’s the law,” I said. “You’re ac­cused of a crime, and you have to go be­fore a judge.”

      “I didn’t com­mit a crime,” My­ron said. “I just got a re­fund. This quack den­tist made me false teeth. They didn’t fit. I want­ed my mon­ey back.”

      “Yes, but you got it back at gun­point.”

      “That’s be­cause I couldn’t get an ap­point­ment to see him un­til Jan­uary. Couldn’t get past his snip­py re­cep­tion­ist. When I went in with the gun, I got to see him right away. It’s not like I have for­ev­er to wait for mon­ey. I’m old.”

      “What about the teeth?” Lu­la asked him. “Where’s the teeth?”

      “I left them with the den­tist. I got my mon­ey back, and he got his teeth back.”

      “Sounds fair to me,” Lu­la said.

      “The court de­cides what’s fair,” I said. “You have to go to court.”

      My­ron crossed his arms over his chest and nar­rowed his eyes. “Make me.”

      “This is gonna get ug­ly,” Lu­la said. “We should have left this for Barn­hardt.”

      “I’ll make a deal,” I said to My­ron. “If you come with me, I’ll get you a date with my grand­moth­er. She’s re­al cute.”

      “Does she put out for knicky-​knacky?”

      “No!”

      “Crim­iny,” Lu­la said to My­ron. “What’s with you and the knicky-​knacky? Do it by your­self and get it over with just like the rest of us.”

      “He’s not re­al big,” I said to Lu­la. “Prob­ably about a hun­dred and six­ty pounds. If we hog-​tie him, we should be able to cart him out to the car.”

      “Yeah, and he don’t have no teeth, so we don’t have to wor­ry about him bit­ing us.”

      “You can’t do that to me,” My­ron said. “I’m old. I’ll have a heart at­tack. I’ll pee my pants.”

      Lu­la was hands on hips. “I hate when they pee their pants. It’s a hu­mil­iat­ing ex­pe­ri­ence. And it ru­ins the up­hol­stery.”

      I cut my eyes to My­ron. “Well? How do you want us to do this?”

      “I got­ta go to the bath­room be­fore you hog-​tie me,” My­ron said. “Or else I’ll pee for sure.”

      “You’ve got three min­utes,” I said to him.

      “I can’t go in three min­utes. I’m old. I’ve got a prostate the size of a bas­ket­ball.”

      “Just go!”

      My­ron trot­ted off to the bath­room, and Lu­la and I wait­ed in the front room. Five min­utes passed. Ten min­utes. I went to the bath­room door and knocked. No an­swer.

      “My­ron?”

      Noth­ing. I tried the door. Locked. I called again and rapped loud­er. Shit!

      “I need some­thing to pop the lock,” I said to Lu­la. “Do you have a safe­ty pin? Chick­en skew­er? Knit­ting nee­dle?”

      “I got a bob­by pin.”

      Lu­la bent the pin open, shoved it in the lit­tle hole in the knob, and the door un­locked and we peeked in. No My­ron in the bath­room. Open win­dow.

      “He gets around, for bein’ he’s so old,” Lu­la said, look­ing out the win­dow.

      This was the sec­ond time to­day I’d lost a skip through a win­dow. I couldn’t even cat­ego­rize my­self as in­com­pe­tent. I had to go with pa­thet­ical­ly stupid.

      “Now what are we gonna do?” Lu­la asked.

      Or­di­nar­ily, I’d walk the neigh­bor­hood and try to fer­ret out my skip. Prob­lem was, I had Lu­la in her yel­low span­dex, and we were way too vis­ible. You could prob­ably see Lu­la from the space shut­tle.

      “I’m go­ing to drop you at the of­fice, and I’m go­ing back to work for Ranger,” I said. “Morel­li told me the crime lab was done with your apart­ment. Is your land­lord re­plac­ing your door?”

      “I don’t know. I got­ta call and find out.”

      I DROVE PAST the bonds of­fice twice be­fore pulling to the curb to let Lu­la out.

      “I don’t see any­thing sus­pi­cious,” I said to her. “I think you’re safe.”

      “This has been an­oth­er dis­turbin’ day, what with those two ass­holes lookin’ to kill me, and find­in’ out that I’m fat. I might go back on that ba­con di­et.”

      “The ba­con di­et is un­healthy. And you had packs of dogs chas­ing you down the street when you were on the ba­con di­et. All you need to do is con­trol your por­tions. Stay away from the dough­nuts and on­ly eat one piece of chick­en or one pork chop or one ham­burg­er at a meal.”

      “That’s ridicu­lous,” Lu­la said. “No­body eats just one pork chop. I’d get weak and die.”

      “Lots of peo­ple on­ly eat one pork chop.”

      “Who?”

      “Me.”

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said. “That’s un-​Amer­ican. How am I sup­posed to stim­ulate the econ­omy when I’m on­ly eat­ing one plain-​ass pork chop? Prob­ably I can’t even have gravy on that pork chop.”

      I made sure Lu­la got in­to the of­fice with­out get­ting shot or de­cap­itat­ed, and then I pulled my map out of my hand­bag and start­ed an­oth­er run through Ranger’s ac­counts.

      Morel­li called a lit­tle af­ter four. “We found the Town Car,” he said. “It was parked on a side street near the Bank Cen­ter. Easy to spot, since it had a bunch of bul­let holes in it. No blood in­side. I don’t know how she al­ways man­ages to miss her tar­get. It’s un­can­ny.”

      “Own­er?”

      “It was stolen from a car ser­vice last night. The lab guys are do­ing their thing, but that car has been han­dled by half of New Jer­sey.”

      “Thanks. I’ll pass this on to Lu­la.”

      “Is she with you?”

      “No. I dropped her at the bonds of­fice. I’m rid­ing a cir­cuit for Ranger right now.”

      “Word around town is that he’s los­ing ac­counts. Hav­ing a Range­man se­cu­ri­ty sys­tem has turned in­to a li­abil­ity.”

      “He’s work­ing on it.”

      I WAS HALFWAY through my ac­count route, and I re­al­ized it was al­most six o’clock. I took Old­en to Hamil­ton, turned in­to the Burg, and slid to a stop in front of my par­ents’ house pre­cise­ly on time.

      I could smell the ham the minute I stepped in­to the foy­er. It was an in­tox­icat­ing aro­ma of warm, salty good­ness and spe­cial oc­ca­sions. My fa­ther was al­ready at the ta­ble, wait­ing to stab in­to the first piece of ham. My grand­moth­er was al­so seat­ed. And a strange man sat be­side Grand­ma.

      “This is Made­lyn Mooney’s boy, Mil­ton,” my moth­er said to me, set­ting the green bean casse­role on the ta­ble. “He just moved back to Tren­ton.”

      “Yep,” Grand­ma said. “We thought we’d fix you up with some hot­ties since it’s ka­put with Morel­li.”

      “I’m not in­ter­est­ed in get­ting fixed up,” I said.

      “You’re not get­ting any younger,” Grand­ma said. “You wait too long, and all the good ones get tak­en.”

      I looked over at Mil­ton. He was a sand­bag. Over­weight, slumped in his chair, pasty white skin, bad com­plex­ion, bald­ing or­ange hair. I was guess­ing mid-​thir­ties. Not to be judg­men­tal, but he wasn’t at the top of the list when God was hand­ing stuff out.

      “Mil­ton used to work in the au­to in­dus­try,” Grand­ma said. “He had a re­al good job on the line at the fac­to­ry.”

      “Yeah,” Mil­ton said. “It was sweet un­til I got fired. And then the bank fore­closed on my house, and my wife left me and took the dog. And now I’m hound­ed by col­lec­tion agen­cies.”

      “That’s aw­ful,” I said. “So what are you do­ing?”

      “Noth­ing.”

      “He’s liv­ing with his moth­er,” Grand­ma said. “Un­til he gets on his feet.”

      “I guess it’s hard to get a job these days.”

      “I’m not ac­tu­al­ly look­ing for a job,” Mil­ton said. “The doc­tor who treat­ed me af­ter I had the ner­vous break­down and set fire to my house said I should take it easy for a while.”

      “You set fire to your house?”

      “Tech­ni­cal­ly, it wasn’t my house any­more. It was the bank’s house, and be­tween you and me, I think they were hap­py I burned it down. They were re­al nice to me while I was in the men­tal hos­pi­tal.” He speared a piece of ham, stud­ied it, and turned his at­ten­tion back to me. “My out­pa­tient ad­vi­sor tells me I need to get out of my moth­er’s house, so that’s why I’m con­sid­er­ing mar­ry­ing you. I was told you have your own apart­ment.”

      My fa­ther picked his head up and paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Good God,” he said.

      “I bet a big, strap­ping young guy like you has a lot of spe­cial tal­ents,” Grand­ma said to Mil­ton.

      “I can make French toast,” Mil­ton said. “And I can whis­tle.”

      “Isn’t that some­thing,” Grand­ma said. “Whistling’s a lost art. You don’t find many whistlers any­more.”

      Mil­ton whis­tled “Camp­town Races” and “Dan­ny Boy.”

      “That’s pret­ty good,” Grand­ma said. “I wish I could whis­tle like that.”

      My fa­ther shot my moth­er a look like he was in in­tense pain.

      “Pass the pota­toes to your fa­ther,” my moth­er said to me. “And give him more ham.”

      I tried to sneak an in­con­spic­uous peek at my watch.

      “Don’t even think about it,” my moth­er said. “You leave now, and you don’t get dessert . . . ev­er.”
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      TWELVE

      MIL­TON LEFT AT eight o’clock so he could get home in time to take his meds. I helped my mom with the dish­es, had an ex­tra piece of choco­late cake, and said good night at nine, pulling away from my par­ents’ house re­con­sid­er­ing my feel­ings to­ward Morel­li. Af­ter two hours of Mil­ton, I was think­ing Morel­li might be worth a sec­ond look.

      I drove two blocks down, hooked a left, and turned in­to his neigh­bor­hood. This was blue-​col­lar Tren­ton at its best. Hous­es were small, cars were large, green re­ferred to dol­lars in the bank. At eight o’clock, kids were do­ing home­work and par­ents were in front of the tele­vi­sion. At ten o’clock, the hous­es were dark. This neigh­bor­hood got up ear­ly five morn­ings out of sev­en and went to work.

      Morel­li lived in a row house he in­her­it­ed from his Aunt Rose. He was grad­ual­ly mak­ing it his own, but Rose’s cur­tains still hung in most of the win­dows. Hard to ex­plain, but I liked the com­bi­na­tion of Morel­li and his aunt. There was some­thing about the mix of gen­er­ations and gen­ders that felt right for the house. And I thought it said some­thing good about Morel­li that he didn’t have to en­tire­ly erase the house’s his­to­ry.

      I cruised down Morel­li’s street and had a mo­ment of breath­less pan­ic at find­ing Barn­hardt’s Mer­cedes parked in front of Morel­li’s green SUV. The mo­ment passed, and I con­tin­ued on to the cor­ner. I made a U-​turn and parked on the op­po­site side three hous­es down, tak­ing some time to col­lect my­self. In the past, this sort of dilem­ma would have sent me straight to the near­est 7-Eleven, where I’d clean them out of Reese’s Peanut But­ter Cups and Snick­ers bars. Since I’d just had three pieces of my moth­er’s cake, a bag of can­dy wasn’t where I want­ed to go.

      I did some deep breath­ing and told my­self slash­ing tires nev­er re­al­ly solved any­thing. And be­sides, here I was sit­ting in Ranger’s car, sleep­ing in his bed, wear­ing his stupid uni­form, and I was all bent out of shape be­cause Barn­hardt was in Morel­li’s house. I rolled my eyes and thun­ked my fore­head against the steer­ing wheel. Jeez Louise, I was a mess.

      Morel­li’s front door opened, and Barn­hardt made a the­atri­cal ex­it, blow­ing kiss­es and smil­ing. She got in­to her Mer­cedes and drove off, rolling past me, nev­er notic­ing that I was watch­ing.

      There were two oth­er ve­hi­cles parked by Morel­li’s house. A red F150 truck and a clunker Sub­aru. Now that my breath­ing was re­turn­ing to nor­mal and my brain was more or less func­tion­ing, I re­al­ized I rec­og­nized the car and truck. The truck be­longed to Morel­li’s broth­er, An­tho­ny. And the Sub­aru be­longed to Morel­li’s cousin Mooch.

      I got out of the Cayenne, crossed the street, crept up to Morel­li’s house, and care­ful­ly in­sert­ed my­self in­to the aza­lea bush­es plant­ed un­der his front win­dow. I stood on tip­toe and saw that Morel­li, Morel­li’s dog, Bob, and Mooch, and An­tho­ny were on the couch, watch­ing the game on tele­vi­sion. The cof­fee ta­ble in front of them was lit­tered with emp­ty beer cans, opened bags of chips, a card­board piz­za box from Pino’s, some plates with forks, and the casse­role dish Joyce had tak­en from me. The casse­role dish was emp­ty. Holy crap. Joyce had fed the tox­ic bar­be­cue to Morel­li.

      I ex­tri­cat­ed my­self from the bush­es and danced around, pump­ing my fist and think­ing, YEAH! Woohoo! Whoop­ie! Af­ter about thir­ty sec­onds of this, I re­al­ized I looked stupid, and it would be be­yond em­bar­rass­ing for Morel­li to come out and find me on his lawn. And be­yond that, I prob­ably shouldn’t have been so hap­py about three men and a dog get­ting di­ar­rhea, but the truth is, the on­ly one I felt bad about was Bob. Bob was a big, shag­gy-​haired, en­tire­ly lov­able beast. And he didn’t de­serve di­ar­rhea. I stopped danc­ing and skulked back to the Cayenne.

      I put the Cayenne in gear and drove to my apart­ment build­ing. I pulled in­to the lot and found Lu­la’s Fire­bird parked next to Mr. Macko’s Cadil­lac, and light shin­ing from my apart­ment win­dows. I’d been hop­ing to find my apart­ment dark and de­sert­ed. I loved Ranger’s apart­ment, but it wasn’t home. Look­ing up at my win­dows, I wasn’t sure that was home, ei­ther. I’m in lim­bo, I thought. My whole frig­gin’ life is in lim­bo.

      I thought I should go in to see the kitchen progress and ver­ify that Lu­la was stay­ing the night. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, that might in­volve more of Lar­ry in the blue cock­tail dress. Or even worse, Lar­ry in his shorts. I felt like I’d had enough weird for one day, so I ma­neu­vered the Cayenne out of the lot and head­ed for Range­man.

      I WAS SOUND asleep when the bed­side phone rang.

      “He just hit two ac­counts,” Ranger said. “They phoned in min­utes apart. Both of the hous­es were on your high-​risk list. Tank is wait­ing for you in the garage. I want you to take a look at these hous­es from the in­side.”

      I looked at the clock. It wasn’t quite mid­night. I took a mo­ment to come awake, and ten min­utes lat­er, the phone woke me up a sec­ond time.

      “Tank has a key,” Ranger said. “And he’ll come in and get you if you’re not in the garage in five min­utes.”

      I man­aged to get my­self out of bed and ver­ti­cal, but I wasn’t fir­ing on all cylin­ders. I was wear­ing Ranger’s T-​shirt as a night­shirt, and I left the shirt on, tugged on car­go pants, socks, sneak­ers, and a sweat­shirt and grum­bled my way to the el­eva­tor and down to the garage.

      “Whoa!” Tank said when he saw me.

      I nar­rowed my eyes. “What?”

      “Noth­in’,” Tank said. “Guess you were asleep. You just took me by sur­prise, with the hair and all.”

      I rolled my eyes up to the top of my head, but I couldn’t see my hair.

      “I’m feel­ing grouchy,” I said to Tank.

      “Do you want to see a pic­ture of my cat?” Tank asked. “That al­ways makes me hap­py.”

      I climbed in­to Tank’s Range­man SUV, buck­led my seat belt, and looked at the pic­ture of his cat.

      “Cute,” I said.

      “Do you feel hap­py?”

      “No.” Crawl­ing back in­to bed would make me feel hap­py.

      Both hous­es were north of town in a high-​rent neigh­bor­hood by the riv­er. The first house Tank took me to looked like Mount Ver­non if Mount Ver­non was built in 2008. It was Faux Ver­non. Tank drove in­to a cir­cu­lar drive­way and parked be­hind Ranger’s Porsche. A po­lice car and an­oth­er Range­man SUV were in front of Ranger. The front door was open and ev­ery light was on in the house. We walked in and met Ranger in the foy­er.

      “Why was this house on your at risk list?” he asked me.

      “It had some things in com­mon with the hous­es that were al­ready hit. All hous­es are sin­gle fam­ily on large lots. All hous­es have at­tached garages that open off a side drive court. All hous­es have trees and bush­es that throw shad­ows and par­tial­ly screen the house. None of the hous­es are on streets with on-​street park­ing.”

      “Our guy likes to have cov­er,” Ranger said.

      “Ex­act­ly.”

      “Look through the house and see if you come up with any­thing. I’m send­ing Tank with you so you’re not mis­tak­en for a va­grant and ar­rest­ed.”

      I flipped Ranger the bird.

      Ranger smiled at me. “Cute.”

      “That’s what I said about Tank’s cat.”

      “He made you look at his cat pic­ture?”

      “I thought it would make her hap­py,” Tank said.

      Ranger’s smile widened. “Did it make you hap­py?” he asked me.

      “A lit­tle.”

      I sus­pect­ed I was to Ranger what Tank’s cat was to Tank.

      “Take good care of her,” Ranger said to Tank.

      Ranger left for the sec­ond break-​in, and Tank and I set off on our ex­plo­ration. The ex­plo­ration didn’t take long. I was get­ting to know what to ex­pect. Start with the door lead­ing from the garage and take the short­est route to the mas­ter bed­room. Check out the home of­fice, the den, the kids’ rooms. Pro­ceed to the front door or pos­si­bly back door. Lo­cate the key­pads.

      I felt like the key­pads held the an­swer to the mys­tery. There were three key­pads in this house. One in the mas­ter bed­room, one on a wall by the front door, and one by the door to the garage. None of the key­pads were vis­ible from a win­dow.

      Tank and I had gone through the house and re­turned to the door lead­ing to the garage. We were stand­ing in a small hall­way be­hind the kitchen. The laun­dry room and a half bath opened off the hall­way.

      “I think this guy is get­ting the code from the key­pad,” I said to Tank.

      “I’ve been think­ing that, too. It’s like when peo­ple watch you at the ATM and they get your bank code. It’s like some­one’s look­ing through walls.”

      We left Faux Ver­non and went to house num­ber two. The sec­ond house was on­ly three blocks away in the same neigh­bor­hood. It was a huge red­brick box with white columns and a porte cochere.

      Ranger met us at the door. “The drill is the same. Cash and jew­el­ry tak­en from the up­stairs mas­ter.”

      “Are the po­lice mak­ing any progress on these rob­beries?”

      “Not that I can tell. Not a lot of tal­ent as­signed to this desk.”

      “It’s odd that these two hous­es were hit to­geth­er.”

      “Both clients were at the same din­ner par­ty,” Ranger said. “Some­how, our ban­dit knew the hous­es would be emp­ty. Orig­inal­ly, I thought he ran­dom­ly hit hous­es that were dark. Now I think he plans ahead. We need to go over the orig­inal re­port tak­en af­ter each break-​in to see if there’s a com­mon ser­vice provider. Some­one who might have talked to the home­own­er. And we prob­ably want to go back and rein­ter­view all of the clients who were robbed.”

      “That still doesn’t tell us how he got the codes.”

      “Trust me, if I catch this guy, he’ll tell me how he got the codes.”

      THE FIRST THING I no­ticed when I woke up was that I wasn’t alone. Ranger was in bed with me. And he was asleep. I re­viewed the night, and I couldn’t re­mem­ber any­thing amaz­ing hap­pen­ing. Tank had driv­en me back to Range­man around two in the morn­ing. Ranger hadn’t come back with us. It was now nine o’clock. I checked around and de­ter­mined I was wear­ing all the clothes I was sup­posed to be wear­ing. Panties and T-​shirt. I slipped out of bed, and Ranger woke up.

      “When did you get home?” I asked him.

      “A lit­tle af­ter five.”

      “I’m sur­prised I’m not naked.”

      “You weren’t in the mood,” Ranger said. “You told me you’d shoot me with my own gun if I touched you.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I got up and locked my gun in the safe. You were asleep when I came back to bed.”

      “I was tired.”

      “Are you tired now?”

      “No, but I’m go­ing to work. I have three skips to catch. I need to check in on Lu­la. And I want to go over the re­ports from your break-​ins.”

      “The re­ports are on my desk,” Ranger said.

      A half hour lat­er, I rolled out of the garage in Ranger’s Cayenne and di­aled Lu­la.

      “What’s go­ing on to­day?” I asked her. “And where are you?”

      “I’m get­ting ready to leave your apart­ment. Your kitchen is all clean, and they’re putting my new door up this morn­ing. I’m hav­ing brunch with Mis­ter Clucky, and then I’m go­ing to your ma­ma’s house to cook with your granny. You could have brunch at Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et with me if you want.”

      “Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et has brunch?”

      “On­ly on Sun­day. You get or­ange juice and bis­cuits and a buck­et of nuggets.”

      “How is that dif­fer­ent from ev­ery oth­er day?”

      “It’s the or­ange juice. Usu­al­ly, you get a so­da.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll meet you at Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et.”

      I’d grabbed a to-​go cup of cof­fee from the fifth-​floor kitchen be­fore I left Range­man, but I hadn’t both­ered with break­fast, so bis­cuits and or­ange juice sound­ed good.

      I drove through the cen­ter of the city and reached Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et just as Lu­la was pulling in­to the lot. Mis­ter Clucky was danc­ing around in front of the build­ing, and the hideous im­paled chick­en was spin­ning over­head.

      “Yoohoo, Mis­ter Clucky, hon­ey,” Lu­la called, get­ting out of her Fire­bird and wav­ing.

      “Boy, you must re­al­ly like him,” I said.

      “He’s an ex­cel­lent scrub­ber, and be­sides, it’s not ev­ery­body gets to know Mis­ter Clucky per­son­al­ly. He’s one of them mi­nor celebri­ties.”

      Mis­ter Clucky was sur­round­ed by kids, so we by­passed him and put our or­der in.

      “I’m go­ing to try my luck with Ernie Dell again,” I said to Lu­la. “Are you in?”

      “As long as it don’t take too long. Lar­ry gave me his bar­be­cue recipe, and Granny and me are try­ing it out this af­ter­noon.”

      I got an or­ange juice and two bis­cuits. Lu­la got an or­ange juice, a buck­et of bis­cuits, and a buck­et of nuggets.

      “Crick­ey,” I said, look­ing at her tray. “I thought you were cut­ting back on the food.”

      “You said on­ly have one pork chop and one burg­er and one steak. So I on­ly got one buck­et of bis­cuits and one buck­et of nuggets. You got a prob­lem with that?”

      “You could feed a fam­ily of six on that food.”

      “Not in my neigh­bor­hood. I live in a three-​pork-​chop neigh­bor­hood.”

      Mis­ter Clucky came in­side danc­ing and singing his Mis­ter Clucky song, go­ing ta­ble by ta­ble.

      “I know him per­son­al­ly,” Lu­la said to the wom­an at the ta­ble next to her.

      Lu­la was still wear­ing the flak vest. She ate half the buck­et of nuggets, and she re­leased the Vel­cro straps to give her­self more room.

      “Is that a bul­let­proof vest?” the wom­an next to Lu­la asked.

      “Yep,” Lu­la said. “And it’s hard to make a fash­ion state­ment in this on ac­count of it don’t come in a lot of col­ors. I got­ta wear it be­cause there’s a cou­ple guys tryin’ to kill me.”

      The wom­an gave a gasp and hus­tled her two kids out the door.

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said. “She just up and left. She didn’t even fin­ish her Clucky Burg­er.”

      “Next time, say you’re wear­ing a back brace.”

      We fin­ished eat­ing, Lu­la said good-​bye to Mis­ter Clucky, and we sad­dled up. We left Lu­la’s Fire­bird in the lot, and I drove.

      “I love this car,” Lu­la said. “My per­son­al­ity don’t fit a SUV, but this car is still ex­cel­lent. It got but­tons all over the place. What’s this but­ton do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Lu­la pushed the but­ton and my GPS screen went blank. “Oops,” Lu­la said.

      The car phone rang, and I opened the con­nec­tion.

      “This is Hal in the con­trol room,” a voice said on the hands-​free phone. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You just dropped off my screen. Did you dis­able your GPS?”

      “It was an ac­ci­dent. How do I fix it?”

      “Push the but­ton again.”

      “Where’s that voice comin’ from?” Lu­la want­ed to know. “It sounds like the voice of God, float­in’ around in space.”

      I dis­con­nect­ed Hal, re­con­nect­ed the GPS, and turned off Hamil­ton.

      “This time we’ll cov­er all ex­its,” I said. “You take the front door, and I’ll take the back door.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Who’s go­ing in first?”

      “I’ll go in first. You don’t go in at all un­less I yell for you. You keep your eyes open in case he goes out a front win­dow.”

      I drove a cou­ple blocks in­to Ernie’s neigh­bor­hood, found the al­ley that ran past the back of his house, and crept along un­til I reached his drive­way. I pulled in and an­gle-​parked be­hind the garage, block­ing his ex­it.

      “I’ll give you time to walk around the house, and then I’m go­ing in,” I said to Lu­la. “Just stay put un­til you hear from me.”

      Lu­la checked the Vel­cro on her vest to make sure ev­ery­thing was se­cure. “Gotcha.”

      We left the Cayenne and went our sep­arate ways. I count­ed off two min­utes and knocked on the back door. No an­swer. I knocked again and tried the door. Un­locked. I stepped in­to the kitchen and lis­tened. No sound. “Bond en­force­ment!” I yelled. “Ernie, are you in here?” Noth­ing. I walked through the house, stood at the bot­tom of the stairs and called out again. I climbed the stairs and went room by room. No Ernie. I re­turned to the first floor and opened the door to Lu­la.

      “He’s not here,” I said. “I’ll try again lat­er.”

      We walked through the house and let our­selves out.

      “There’s some­thing wrong here,” Lu­la said, stand­ing on the back stoop. “I get the feel­ing some­thing’s not right. What is it?”

      A wave of nau­sea swirled through my stom­ach. “It’s Ranger’s Cayenne,” I said. “It’s gone.”

      “Yep,” Lu­la said. “That’s it, all right. There’s a big emp­ty space where the car used to be.”

      I di­aled Range­man and got Hal. “Is Ranger on the floor yet?”

      “No,” Hal said. “I haven’t seen him. Would you like me to trans­fer you?”

      “No. I don’t want to both­er him. Is the GPS still work­ing on the Cayenne?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe you could send some­one af­ter it, since it’s been sort of . . . stolen.”

      There was a beat of si­lence. “Stolen?” Hal said. “Some­one stole Ranger’s Cayenne?”

      I blew out a sigh. “Yes.”

      “Uh-​oh,” Lu­la said, star­ing off in­to the dis­tance. “I don’t like the looks of this.”

      I fol­lowed her line of sight and felt my heart skip a cou­ple beats. Black smoke bil­lowed sky­ward about a quar­ter mile away.

      “Has the car stopped?” I asked Hal.

      “Yes.”

      “No rush,” I told him. “It’s go­ing to be there for a while.”

      “Now what?” Lu­la asked when I got off the phone.

      I want­ed to get on a plane and leave the coun­try. Get a job in St. Bart’s and nev­er come back.

      “Hal’s send­ing a car to pick us up,” I said.

      Ten min­utes lat­er, a black SUV rolled in­to the drive­way. Ra­mon was at the wheel.

      “I need to get my car at Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et,” Lu­la told him. “I got­ta go cook up bar­be­cue.”

      Ra­mon glanced over at me. “Ranger would like me to take you back to Range­man.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Drop Lu­la at the Buck­et and take me to the Bat­cave.”

      RANGER WAS IN the show­er when I got to the apart­ment. I flopped on­to the couch, pulled a pil­low over my head, and hoped when he came out he wouldn’t no­tice me ly­ing there.

      Pre­tend you’re in a good place, I told my­self. You’re on a beach. Hear the waves swoosh­ing in and out. Hear the seag­ulls.

      The pil­low got lift­ed off my face and Ranger looked down at me. “You can run, but you can’t hide,” he said.

      “Just shoot me and get it over with.”

      “Talk to me.”

      “Ernie Dell.”

      Ranger yanked me to my feet, pulled me in­to the hall and out the door. “He needs to find an­oth­er hob­by.”

      Ranger is a mas­ter of con­trol. He can low­er his heart rate at will and walk past a bak­ery and nev­er be tempt­ed. On the sur­face, Ranger would ap­pear to have no emo­tion. It’s any­one’s guess what rages be­low the sur­face. What I do know about Ranger is that he’s most dan­ger­ous when he’s dead calm. And right now he was pret­ty calm, ex­cept for hav­ing his hand clamped around my wrist.

      Nei­ther of us said a word in the el­eva­tor. Ranger guid­ed the Tur­bo out of the garage, and I gave him di­rec­tions to Ernie’s house. He looked re­laxed at the wheel. No an­gry lit­tle lines in his fore­head. No tense mus­cles work­ing in his jaw. He al­so wasn’t talk­ing. He was in his zone.

      We drove down the al­ley be­hind Ernie’s house and parked in his drive­way, Ranger still not say­ing any­thing, look­ing at the wreck of a haunt­ed man­sion in front of him. We got out of the Porsche and walked to the build­ing’s back door. Ranger lis­tened for a mo­ment and knocked. No an­swer. Ranger knocked again.

      There was a sound over­head like a win­dow be­ing raised. I looked up to see and Splooosh. I was doused head to foot with red paint.

      Ranger was stand­ing inch­es from me, and he didn’t have a drop on him. He was in black Range­man tac­ti­cal gear of T-​shirt, car­go pants, and wind­break­er, and he was pris­tine. He looked at me and did a small I can’t be­lieve these things al­ways hap­pen to you ges­ture with his hands.

      “If you so much as crack a smile, that’s the end of our friend­ship,” I said to him.

      The cor­ners of his mouth twitched a lit­tle, and I knew he was smil­ing in­side.

      “Babe,” he said.

      “I’m a mess.”

      “Yes, but we’re go­ing to have fun wash­ing this paint off you when we get back to my apart­ment.” He un­hol­stered his gun and hand­ed it to me. “Stay here and don’t move from this spot. If you see Ernie Dell, shoot him.”

      “What if he isn’t armed?”

      “He’ll be armed by the time the po­lice get here.”

      Ranger dis­ap­peared in­side the house, leav­ing the kitchen door open. A minute lat­er, I heard some­thing crash over­head. The crash was ac­com­pa­nied by a loud grunt, as if the air had been knocked out of some­one. I’d seen Ranger in ac­tion on oth­er man­hunts, and I sus­pect­ed this was Ernie Dell get­ting thrown against a wall. There was a mo­ment of si­lence and then more thump­ing and crash­ing. I looked in­side, past the kitchen, and saw Ernie sprawled on the floor at the foot of the stairs. Ranger hauled him to his feet and wran­gled him to the back door.

      “What was all that crash­ing?” I asked Ranger.

      “He slipped on the stairs.”

      Ernie’s hands were cuffed be­hind his back, and he wasn’t look­ing hap­py. I was re­lieved to have cap­tured Ernie, but it was an­noy­ing that it was so easy for Ranger to ex­ecute a take down and next to im­pos­si­ble for me.

      “You have oth­er tal­ents,” Ranger said, read­ing my thoughts.

      “Such as?”

      He tucked my hair be­hind my ear so it wouldn’t drip paint on my face. “You’re smart. You’re in­tu­itive. You’re re­silient.” He thought about it for a beat. “You’re stub­born.”

      “Stub­born is a good thing?”

      “Not nec­es­sar­ily. I ran out of good things.”

      A Range­man SUV glid­ed in­to the drive­way and parked. Tank and Ra­mon got out and went pale when they saw me.

      “It’s paint,” Ranger said to them. “Mr. Dell was feel­ing play­ful.”

      Tank clapped a hand to his heart.

      “Sweet Moth­er of God,” Ra­mon said.

      Ranger hand­ed Ernie over to Tank. “I’ll get the pa­per­work for you, and you can turn him in for Stephanie. And I need a ther­mal blan­ket from the emer­gen­cy kit for her.”

      Five min­utes lat­er, Ernie was shack­led to the floor in the back­seat of the Range­man SUV and trun­dled off to the po­lice sta­tion. This left me with two open files, and as far as I was con­cerned, Joyce was wel­come to both of them. I kicked my shoes off at car-​side, wrapped my­self in the alu­minum blan­ket from the emer­gen­cy kit, and eased my­self in­to the Tur­bo, next to Ranger.

      “I’m try­ing not to drip,” I said to him.

      “I saw the can in the up­stairs bed­room. It’s wa­ter-​based. It should wash off.”

      “Why don’t you have any paint on you? It’s al­ways me. Why isn’t it ev­er you?”

      “I don’t know,” Ranger said. “But I like it this way.”

      Ranger backed out of the drive­way and drove to­ward Old­en. I was soaked through with paint and wrapped in an alu­minum foil blan­ket like a baked pota­to. I’d left my shoes in the drive­way, and my feet were get­ting cold.

      “Take me to my apart­ment,” I said to Ranger.

      “Isn’t Lu­la there?”

      “No. She’s cleared out.”
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      I LET MY­SELF in­to my apart­ment and went to my kitchen first thing. It was sparkling clean, with on­ly a few pale pink stains in the ceil­ing paint and a small chunk of the ceil­ing chipped away from the lid im­pact. The liv­ing room and din­ing room were nice and neat. No sign of Lu­la. Yay. Yippee.

      The bed­room wasn’t near­ly so hap­py. Lu­la’s clothes were still there. Okay, don’t pan­ic, I told my­self. Maybe she was in a hur­ry to go to brunch and just hasn’t come back to col­lect her clothes. I was hold­ing a big plas­tic garbage bag that I’d tak­en from the kitchen. I stripped down and put ev­ery­thing, in­clud­ing the dis­pos­able alu­minum blan­ket, in­to the garbage bag. There was a lim­it to how much paint you could wash out of a shirt, and my clothes were way be­yond the lim­it.

      I stepped in­to the show­er and, af­ter a lot of scrub­bing and sham­poo­ing, fi­nal­ly emerged red-​free. I fluffed my hair out with the dry­er, swiped some mas­cara on my lash­es, and dressed in a rat­ty T-​shirt, washed-​out jeans, and a den­im jack­et. Not a high-​fash­ion day, since my laun­dry bas­ket with all my clean clothes was still at my moth­er’s house.

      I’d promised to test-​drive more bar­be­cue sauce tonight at my par­ents’ house. I called Lu­la for a ride and went down to the park­ing lot to wait for her.

      Most­ly se­niors on fixed in­comes lived in my build­ing. There were a cou­ple His­pan­ics and a young sin­gle mom with two kids, but ev­ery­one else had a sub­scrip­tion to AARP The Mag­azine. It was al­most five, and half of my build­ing was out tak­ing ad­van­tage of the ear­ly bird spe­cials at the din­er, and the oth­er half was in front of the tele­vi­sion, eat­ing a de­frost­ed en­trée.

      Lu­la bar­reled in­to the lot and came to a sharp stop in front of me. “Hop in,” she said. “I got­ta get back to help your granny. We’re in the mid­dle of saucin’ up some chick­en.”

      “Is this Mis­ter Clucky’s recipe?”

      “Yeah, and I think it’s a good one. His se­cret in­gre­di­ent is black­ber­ry jel­ly. Leave it to a cross-​dress­er to come up with some­thing re­al cre­ative like that.”

      Lu­la was wear­ing a stretchy or­ange sweater with a low V-​neck and short sleeves, and a match­ing or­ange-​and-​black tiger-​striped skirt. No flak vest.

      “What hap­pened to the flak vest?” I asked her.

      “I was al­ways sweat­ing un­der it and it gave me a rash. I just got­ta be on a more vig­ilant out­look for those id­iot killers. If I get rid of the rash in time, I might wear the vest to the cook-​off. Al­though I hate for it to in­ter­fere with my chef out­fit.”

      “Do you still think Chipo­tle’s killers will be at the cook-​off?”

      “They’ll be there,” Lu­la said. “And we’ll catch them and be rich. I got a bracelet all picked out at the jew­el­ry store. And I’m go­ing on a cruise down to the Pana­ma Canal. I al­ways want­ed to see the Pana­ma Canal.”

      I agreed with Lu­la. I thought there was a good chance the killers would be at the cook-​off. They were stick­ing around, and the cook-​off seemed to be the log­ical rea­son. Al­though for me, it wouldn’t have been rea­son enough. If I whacked some­one’s head off and was wor­ried about be­ing rec­og­nized, I’d get out of town. These guys didn’t seem to be all that smart. They were fo­cused on get­ting rid of the wit­ness, and in the bar­gain they were get­ting more wit­ness­es.

      Lu­la parked at the curb in front of my par­ents’ house and looked around be­fore get­ting out of the car.

      “I guess the coast is clear,” she said. “I don’t see no killers any­where.”

      Ev­ery­thing was busi­ness as usu­al in my par­ents’ house. My dad was in his chair in front of the tele­vi­sion. My mom and Grand­ma Mazur were in the kitchen.

      “I got all the chick­en soak­ing in the sauce,” Grand­ma said. “I got bat­ter for bis­cuits, and we made some coleslaw.”

      “I got Lar­ry comin’ over as soon as he’s off his shift,” Lu­la said. “He’s gonna show us how to do the grillin’. He should be here any minute.”

      The door­bell chimed, and Grand­ma went to open the door.

      “Well, look­it you,” I heard Grand­ma say. “You must be Lar­ry. Come on in. We’re all in the kitchen wait­ing for you. And this here’s my son-​in-​law, Frank.”

      “For the love of ev­ery­thing holy,” my fa­ther said. “What the hell are you sup­posed to be?”

      “This is from my Ju­lia Child col­lec­tion,” Lar­ry said. “I know she didn’t bar­be­cue, but I just love the sim­plic­ity of her clothes and the com­plex­ity of her dish­es.”

      I stuck my head out the kitchen door and looked be­yond the din­ing room in­to the liv­ing room. Lar­ry was wear­ing a curly brown wig, a laven­der-​and-​pink flow­er-​print blouse, navy skirt, and navy pumps with very low heels. There ac­tu­al­ly was a fright­en­ing re­sem­blance to Ju­lia Child.

      My fa­ther mut­tered some­thing that might have sound­ed like flam­ing fruit­cake and went back to read­ing his pa­per.

      Lar­ry fol­lowed Grand­ma in­to the kitchen, and Grand­ma in­tro­duced him to my moth­er.

      “Very nice to meet you,” my moth­er said. And then she made the sign of the cross and reached for the liquor bot­tle in the cup­board next to the stove.

      “We had a mishap with the grill a cou­ple days ago,” Lu­la said to Lar­ry. “But we got it put to­geth­er again and we’re pret­ty sure it’ll work. It’s out back.”

      “And here’s the chick­en,” Grand­ma said. “We got it sit­ting in the sauce just like you told us.”

      “Lookin’ good, ladies,” Lar­ry said. “Let’s bar­be­cue.”

      Lu­la grabbed the tray with the chick­en. My moth­er had her hand wrapped around a high­ball glass. And my grand­moth­er had a broom.

      “What’s the broom for?” Lar­ry want­ed to know.

      “Dogs,” Grand­ma said.

      We went out­side, Lar­ry ap­proached the grill, and the rest of us hung back. Not that we didn’t trust Lar­ry’s man­ly abil­ity to ig­nite a grill; more that we sus­pect­ed this was the grill from hell.

      Af­ter a cou­ple min­utes of fid­dling around, Lar­ry got the grill up and run­ning. He ad­just­ed the flame just so, and he ar­ranged the chick­en.

      “Good thing you got the night off from be­ing Mis­ter Clucky,” Grand­ma said.

      “I nev­er get the Sun­day night shift,” Lar­ry said. “Sun­day night is dead. All the ac­tion takes place for the brunch and the ear­ly-​din­ner crowd. They al­ways give those times to me be­cause I’m the best Mis­ter Clucky.”

      “You’re a pret­ty good Ju­lia Child, too,” Grand­ma said. “I bet you’re fun on Hal­loween.”

      At six o’clock, my fa­ther took his seat at the ta­ble and we all hus­tled in­to the din­ing room with the food. We took our seats and I re­al­ized there was an ex­tra plate set.

      “You didn’t do what I think you did,” I said to my moth­er.

      “He seemed like a nice young man,” my moth­er said. “I met him in the su­per­mar­ket. He helped me pick out a grape­fruit. And it turned out he’s re­lat­ed to Bid­dy Gurkin.”

      The door­bell rang and Grand­ma jumped out of her chair. “I’ll get it. I like when we have a new man at the din­ner ta­ble.”

      “You have to stop do­ing this,” I said to my moth­er. “I don’t want a new man.”

      “I’ll be dead some­day,” my moth­er said. “And then what? You’ll wish you had some­one.”

      “I have a ham­ster.”

      “This here is Pe­ter Peck­er,” Grand­ma said, lead­ing a tall, bald, red-​faced guy in­to the room.

      Lu­la spewed wa­ter out of her nose, and my fa­ther choked on a piece of bread.

      “Sor­ry,” Lu­la said. “I nev­er met any­one named Pe­ter Peck­er be­fore.”

      “And he looks just like one, too,” Grand­ma said. “Did any­one else no­tice that? Isn’t that some­thing?”

      My moth­er drained her high­ball glass and looked to the kitchen.

      “Sit here and have a piece of chick­en,” Grand­ma said to Pe­ter Peck­er. “We made it spe­cial.”

      Peck­er sat down and looked across the ta­ble at Ju­lia Child. “I thought you died.”

      “It’s not re­al­ly Ju­lia Child,” Grand­ma said. “It’s Lar­ry all dressed up. Ear­li­er to­day, he was Mis­ter Clucky.”

      “That’s weird,” Pe­ter said.

      “Not as weird as be­ing named Pe­ter Peck­er,” Lar­ry said.

      “I can’t help it if that’s what I’m named, ass­hole.”

      “Who are you call­ing an ass­hole?”

      “You, Mis­ter Fruity Tut­ti.”

      “You must have heard wrong,” Grand­ma said. “He’s not Mis­ter Fruity Tut­ti. He’s Mis­ter Clucky.”

      “Bis­cuits,” my fa­ther said. “Where the hell are the bis­cuits?”

      My moth­er and grand­moth­er and I snapped to at­ten­tion and passed the bis­cuits to my fa­ther.

      “What do you do at the su­per­mar­ket?” Grand­ma asked Peck­er.

      “I’m as­sis­tant man­ag­er for pro­duce. I’m the veg­etable spe­cial­ist.”

      “That sounds like a re­al good job,” Grand­ma said.

      “I know all the veg­eta­bles,” Peck­er said. “And I know all about fruits, too.” He looked across the ta­ble to Lar­ry. “Noth­ing per­son­al.”

      “What’s that sup­posed to mean?” Lar­ry asked. “Are you call­ing me a fruit?”

      “If the high heel fits.”

      “You’re a jerk.”

      “Hey, pal, I’m not the one wear­ing ladies’ panties.”

      “This is the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica,” Lar­ry said. “I can wear what­ev­er kind of pants I want.”

      “You should stop pickin’ on him,” Lu­la said to Pe­ter Peck­er. “You don’t watch your step, and I’ll put my foot up your runty butt.”

      “Oh, I’m so scared,” Peck­er said. “Now the fat chick’s go­ing to pro­tect the pussy-​boy.”

      Lu­la was on her feet. “Did some­one call me a fat chick? I bet­ter not have heard that.”

      “Fat, fat, fat,” Peck­er said.

      “Peck­er head, peck­er head, peck­er head,” Lar­ry said.

      “No­body calls me peck­er head and lives,” Peck­er said. And he launched him­self across the ta­ble and tack­led Ju­lia Child.

      The two men went to the floor, punch­ing and grunt­ing, rolling around locked to­geth­er.

      “Look at that,” Grand­ma said, lean­ing across the ta­ble. “He is wear­ing ladies’ panties.”

      My fa­ther kept his head down, shov­el­ing in but­tered bis­cuits and bar­be­cued chick­en, and my moth­er went to the kitchen to re­fill her glass.

      Lu­la hauled her Glock out of her purse and fired off a round at the ceil­ing. A small chunk of plas­ter fell down on­to the ta­ble, and Lar­ry and Peck­er stopped goug­ing each oth­er’s eyes out long enough to look around.

      “We got chick­en on the ta­ble,” Lu­la said, point­ing the gun at the two men. “And I want some re­spect for it. What the hell are you think­ing, rolling around on the floor like that at din­ner hour? You need to get your ass­es in­to your chairs and show some man­ners. It’s like you two were born in a barn. Not to men­tion I got a con­test com­ing up, and I need to know if this is gonna give you all di­ar­rhea on ac­count of ev­ery­thing I’ve cooked so far has gone through peo­ple like goose grease.”

      Lar­ry right­ed his chair and sat down, and Peck­er went to his side of the ta­ble. Peck­er’s nose was bleed­ing a lit­tle, and Lar­ry had a bruise de­vel­op­ing on his cheek­bone.

      “I hope this chick­en’s okay,” Grand­ma said, spoon­ing coleslaw on­to her plate. “I’m hun­gry.”

      Ev­ery­one looked to my fa­ther. He’d been shov­el­ing food in­to his face non­stop, in­clud­ing the chick­en.

      “What do you think of the chick­en?” my moth­er asked him.

      “Pass­able,” my fa­ther said. “It would be bet­ter if it was roast­ed.”

      Peck­er test­ed out a leg. “This is pret­ty good,” he said, reach­ing for an­oth­er piece.

      “It’s Lar­ry’s recipe,” Grand­ma said.

      Peck­er looked over at Lar­ry. “No kid­ding? How do you get that sweet but spicy taste?”

      “Black­ber­ry jel­ly,” Lar­ry said. “You add a dab to the hot sauce.”

      “I would nev­er have thought of that,” Peck­er said.

      I ate a bis­cuit and nib­bled at the chick­en. Peck­er was right. The chick­en was good. Re­al­ly good. I didn’t have any delu­sions about win­ning the con­test, but at least we might not poi­son any­one.

      My fa­ther reached for the but­ter and no­ticed the chunk of plas­ter in the mid­dle of the ta­ble. “Where’d that come from?” he asked.

      No one said any­thing.

      My fa­ther looked up to the ceil­ing and spot­ted the hole. “I knew when we hired your cousin to do the plas­ter­ing it wasn’t go­ing to hold,” my fa­ther said to my moth­er.

      “He plas­tered that ceil­ing thir­ty years ago,” my moth­er said.

      “Well, some of it fell down. Call him af­ter din­ner and tell him he bet­ter fix it.”

      “I heard some in­ter­est­ing news to­day,” Grand­ma said.

      “Ar­line Sweeney called and said they were go­ing to hold the Chipo­tle fu­ner­al here in Tren­ton.”

      “Why would they do that?” Lu­la asked.

      “I guess he had three ex-​wives who didn’t want him in their plot. And his sis­ter didn’t want him in her plot. So the bar­be­cue com­pa­ny de­cid­ed to take charge and bury him here since that’s where his head is. And he’s gonna be at the fu­ner­al home on Hamil­ton. Right here in the Burg.”

      “That’s weird,” Lu­la said. “Are they go­ing to have a view­ing?”

      “Ar­line didn’t know any­thing about that, but I guess they’d have a view­ing. There’s al­ways a view­ing.”

      “Yeah, but they on­ly got a head,” Lu­la said. “How do they have a view­ing with just a head? And what about the cas­ket? Would they put just the head in a whole big cas­ket?”

      “Seems like a waste,” Grand­ma said. “You could just put the head in a hat­box.”

      AN HOUR LAT­ER, Grand­ma waved good-​bye to Lar­ry and Peck­er and closed the front door. “That went well,” she said. “We need to have com­pa­ny to din­ner more of­ten.”

      I was hold­ing my laun­dry bas­ket of clean clothes and the keys to my Un­cle San­dor’s ba­by blue and white ’53 Buick. He’d be­queathed it to Grand­ma Mazur when he went in­to the nurs­ing home, but Grand­ma Mazur didn’t drive it. Grand­ma didn’t have a li­cense. So I got to bor­row the gas-​guz­zling be­he­moth when I had a trans­porta­tion emer­gen­cy. The car was a lot like my apart­ment bath­room, not near­ly what I would choose but ut­ter­ly in­de­struc­tible.

      “What’s the deal with your apart­ment?” I asked Lu­la. “Is your door fixed?”

      “Yeah, and I’m mov­ing back in. I just have to stop at your place to get my clothes. I’ll be over in a lit­tle while. I got­ta get some gro­ceries first.”

      I cart­ed my laun­dry out to the Buick and slumped a lit­tle when con­front­ed with the re­al­ity of my life. I would have pre­ferred a new Porsche Tur­bo, but my car bud­get was old bor­rowed Buick. And the truth is, I was lucky to have any­thing at all. I put the bas­ket in the trunk, slid on­to the couch-​like bench seat, gripped the wheel, and turned the key in the ig­ni­tion. The en­gine rum­bled in front of me. Testos­terone shot out the ex­haust pipe. Big, wide-​eyed head­lights blinked on.

      I slow­ly backed out of the garage and chugged down the street. With­out think­ing too much about it, I turned down Adams Street and af­ter a cou­ple blocks found my­self in Morel­li’s neigh­bor­hood. On nights like this, af­ter suf­fer­ing through din­ner with a guy dressed up like Ju­lia Child and a guy who looked like an ad for erec­tile dis­func­tion reme­dies, I found my­self miss­ing Morel­li. He wasn’t per­fect, but at least he didn’t look like a pe­nis.
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      FOURTEEN

      I THOUGHT I would qui­et­ly cruise by Morel­li’s house un­no­ticed, but it turned out Morel­li was stand­ing in his small front yard and spot­ted me half a block away. Hard to miss me in the Buick. I pulled to the curb and he walked over to me.

      “What’s go­ing on?” I asked. As if I didn’t know. Bob was hunched on the lawn, head down, tail up.

      “Bob’s got prob­lems,” Morel­li said.

      “Must have eat­en some­thing that dis­agreed with him.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got the same prob­lem,” Morel­li said. “Mooch and An­tho­ny came over to watch the game and I think we got some bad food.”

      “Bum­mer.”

      “I thought you were driv­ing Ranger’s Cayenne.”

      “It sort of burned up.”

      “Sort of?”

      “To­tal­ly.”

      Morel­li gave a bark of laugh­ter. “That’s the first thing I’ve had to smile about all day. No one was hurt?”

      “No. Ernie Dell stole it and torched it.”

      “I bet that went over big with Ranger.”

      “He went af­ter Ernie and root­ed him out like a rat in his nest.”

      “I don’t al­ways like Ranger, but I have to ad­mit he gets the job done.”

      Bob had tak­en to drag­ging his butt on the ground, go­ing in cir­cles around the yard.

      “Maybe he needs to go to the vet,” I said to Morel­li.

      “This is noth­ing,” Morel­li said. “Re­mem­ber when he ate your red thong? And the time he ate my sock?”

      “That was my fa­vorite thong.”

      “Mine, too,” Morel­li said. His face broke out in a cold sweat, and he bent at the waist. “Oh man, my in­testines are in a knot. I have to go in­side and lie down in the bath­room.”

      “Do you need help? Do you want me to get you Pep­to-​Bis­mol or some­thing?”

      “No, but thanks for the of­fer.” Morel­li waved me away, col­lect­ed Bob, and they shuf­fled in­to the house.

      Okay, that was sad. I thought it might be sat­is­fy­ing, but it wasn’t at all. I drove on au­topi­lot to my apart­ment build­ing, sur­prised when I re­al­ized I was parked in the lot. I hauled my laun­dry bas­ket to the sec­ond floor, let my­self in, and lis­tened to the si­lence of my emp­ty apart­ment. The si­lence felt lone­ly. Rex was still with Ranger. I wasn’t greet­ed by rustling pine bed­ding or the squeak of Rex’s wheel. I cart­ed the bas­ket in­to my bed­room, set it on the floor, and my cell phone rang.

      “Bitch,” Joyce Barn­hardt said when I an­swered.

      “Do you have a prob­lem?”

      “You poi­soned me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about.”

      “Don’t play dumb. You knew ex­act­ly what you were do­ing when you forced that pork on me.”

      “Gee, I’d re­al­ly like to talk to you, Joyce, but I have to go do some­thing.”

      “I’ll get you for this . . . as soon as I can leave the bath­room.”

      I hung up with Joyce, and I heard the front door open.

      “I hope you don’t mind I let my­self in,” Lu­la called from the foy­er. “I still got the key you gave me.”

      “No prob­lem,” I said, and I came out to meet her.

      There was a BANG from the park­ing lot, fol­lowed by the sound of glass break­ing.

      “That sound­ed like a win­dow next door,” Lu­la said.

      We stuck our heads out the din­ing room win­dow and looked down at the lot. Two guys were stand­ing there, and one had some sort of shot­gun. They were wear­ing masks like Zor­ro, but they were still rec­og­niz­able be­cause one of them was gig­gling. They were the Chipo­tle killers.

      “Im­be­cile,” the one guy yelled at the oth­er guy. “You can’t even shoot a stupid fire­bomb in­to the right win­dow. You’re a to­tal screw-​up. You nev­er do any­thing right.”

      “You said she lived in the apart­ment on the end.”

      “I said next to the end.”

      “Looks to me like there’s smoke comin’ from your neigh­bor’s apart­ment,” Lu­la said.

      The fire alarm went off next door, and I could hear doors open­ing and clos­ing in the hall and peo­ple shout­ing. I turned my at­ten­tion back to the lot and saw the small­er of the two men shoul­der the gun.

      “Uh-​oh,” Lu­la said. “Duck!”

      We went flat to the floor, and BANG! A small black ball sailed past us, crashed against the far wall, and burst in­to flames. The flames raced across the car­pet and the cur­tains caught.

      “Fire!” Lu­la yelled. “Fire! Fire! We’re gonna die. We’re gonna burn up like we was in hell.”

      I ran to the kitchen, got the fire ex­tin­guish­er from un­der the sink, and ran back to the din­ing room with it. By now, the fire had spread to the liv­ing room, and the couch was on fire. I shot some foam at the couch and the liv­ing room cur­tains, and then I turned tail and ran for the door. I grabbed my purse on the way out, re­lieved that Rex was at Range­man.

      Lu­la was al­ready in the hall, along with Dil­lon Rud­dick, the build­ing su­per. Dil­lon had a fire hose work­ing on my neigh­bor’s apart­ment. Mr. Macko was help­ing him. Lu­la and I stum­bled down the smoke-​filled hall to the stairs.

      “I don’t know if we should go out,” Lu­la said when we got to the ground floor. “What if they’re still there?”

      Good point. I opened the door and peeked out in­to the small lob­by. A bunch of ten­ants were milling around. Red and blue lights from cop cars and fire trucks flashed from the park­ing lot. A bunch of fire­men in boots and gear en­tered the build­ing and clomped past us, tak­ing the stairs to the sec­ond floor. I looked out again and saw that the po­lice were clear­ing the lob­by.

      “They’re go­ing to make us leave the build­ing,” I said to Lu­la.

      “No way,” Lu­la said. “I’m here to stay. There’s crazy-​ass Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac out there.”

      “I’m sure he’s gone by now. The park­ing lot is crawl­ing with cops.”

      “Some of those cops aren’t re­al smart.”

      “Even the dimmest bulb would be sus­pi­cious of two guys wear­ing Zor­ro masks.”

      “How’d they find me here any­way?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “They’ve prob­ably been fol­low­ing your Fire­bird.”

      “Well, I’m not driv­in’ it no more. I’m leav­ing it here, and I’m call­ing a cab. And I’m not go­ing home, nei­ther. I’d be sit­ting there wait­ing for them to set me on fire.”

      “Where are you go­ing?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t fig­ured that out.”

      We left the stair­well and in­sert­ed our­selves in­to the mid­dle of a clump of dis­placed ten­ants. Lu­la called for a cab, and I called Morel­li.

      “Are you out of the bath­room yet?” I asked him.

      “Yeah, but it’s prob­ably tem­po­rary.”

      “How’s Bob do­ing?”

      “He’s look­ing bet­ter.”

      “Our two hit men, dumb and dumb­er, just fire­bombed my apart­ment. I think they must have been fol­low­ing Lu­la and fig­ured out that she was liv­ing here.”

      “Was any­one hurt?”

      “I don’t think so. The fire­men are here. And a bunch of cops. Ev­ery­one’s out of the build­ing, and I don’t see the EMTs treat­ing any­one. Mar­co and his part­ner are so in­ept, they shot the first fire­bomb in­to my neigh­bor’s win­dow by mis­take.”

      “Were they cap­tured?”

      “No. Lu­la and I heard the shot and went to the win­dow. We saw them in the lot, and they saw us in the win­dow, and next thing, there was a fire­bomb in my din­ing room.”

      “How bad is the fire?”

      “I think it was con­fined to the two apart­ments. I don’t see any more flames com­ing out the win­dows, so I’m think­ing it’s un­der con­trol. I won’t know how much dam­age was done for a while.”

      “I’d of­fer to come res­cue you, but I’m not sure I can drag my­self to the car.”

      “Thanks for the thought, but I’m okay. I’ll fill you in on the de­tails to­mor­row.”

      I dis­con­nect­ed and Ranger called.

      “Babe,” Ranger said.

      “You heard?”

      “The con­trol room picked the call up on the po­lice scan­ner.”

      “It was my apart­ment, but I’m not hurt. I think most of the fire is out, but the fire­men are still work­ing in the build­ing.”

      “Hal is sit­ting just out­side your lot in case you need help.”

      “Thanks.”

      The park­ing lot was clogged with emer­gen­cy ve­hi­cles and fire trucks fight­ing for space around the parked cars. Fire hoses snaked over the pave­ment and it was dif­fi­cult to see past the glare of spot­lights and strobe lights.

      “The cab’s gonna pick me up on the road,” Lu­la said. “It’ll nev­er get in­to the lot.”

      I walked through the tan­gle of trucks and gawk­ers with Lu­la, keep­ing alert for the Chipo­tle killers. Hard to be­lieve they’d still be around, but they were so stupid it was hard to pre­dict what they’d do. We reached the street run­ning par­al­lel to the lot. The Range­man SUV was parked about twen­ty feet away. I waved to Hal and he waved back at me. Af­ter a cou­ple min­utes, the cab ar­rived.

      “I’m gonna have this guy take me to Dunkin’ Donuts,” Lu­la said. “I need a bag of dough­nuts.”

      “No! You’re sup­posed to be off dough­nuts.”

      “Oh yeah. I for­got. I’ll have him take me to the su­per­mar­ket, and I’ll get a bag of car­rots.”

      “Re­al­ly?”

      “No, not re­al­ly. You think I’m gonna feel bet­ter eatin’ a car­rot? Get a grip. There’s two id­iots out there try­ing to kill me, and you think I’m gonna waste my last breath on a veg­etable?”

      Lu­la climbed in­to the cab, and I re­turned to the park­ing lot. Wa­ter dripped down the side of the build­ing and pooled on the black­top. Some of the ten­ants were be­ing al­lowed to re­turn to their apart­ments. Dil­lon Rud­dick was talk­ing to a cou­ple cops and the fire chief. I walked over to join them.

      “I knew it would on­ly be a mat­ter of time be­fore we met again,” the chief said to me, re­fer­ring to the fact that this wasn’t the first time my apart­ment had been fire-​bombed. Or maybe he was talk­ing about the two cars that just got toast­ed.

      “Not my fault,” I said, think­ing that cov­ered all the pos­si­bil­ities.

      “What can you tell me about this?” he said to me.

      Morel­li was the prin­ci­pal on the Chipo­tle case, and I didn’t know how much he want­ed di­vulged, so I didn’t say much. I de­scribed the fire­bomb and left it at that.

      I looked up at my smoke-​stained win­dow. “How bad is it?”

      “Some dam­age in the din­ing room and liv­ing room. Most­ly rugs and cur­tains. The couch is gone. Some wa­ter dam­age and smoke dam­age. You should be able to get in to­mor­row to look around, but you’re not go­ing to want to live in it un­til a clean­ing crew goes through.”

      “What about the bath­room?”

      “It didn’t reach the bath­room.”

      I’d been hop­ing the bath­room was de­stroyed. I re­al­ly need­ed a bath­room re­mod­el.

      It was an­oth­er hour be­fore the fire trucks rum­bled out of my lot and I was able to move the Buick. Hal was still at curb­side. I rolled my win­dow down and told him he could go back to Range­man.

      “I’m go­ing to spend the night at my par­ents’ house,” I said.

      “Do you want me to fol­low?”

      “No. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      I drove down Hamil­ton, cut in­to the Burg, and parked in front of my par­ents’ house. The house was dark. No lights shin­ing any­where. Ev­ery­one had turned in for the night.

      There are three small bed­rooms and one bath on the sec­ond floor. My par­ents share a room, Grand­ma has a room, and the third room was mine when I lived at home. It hasn’t changed much over the years. A new bed­spread and new cur­tains that look ex­act­ly like the old ones. I qui­et­ly crept up the stairs, care­ful­ly opened the door to my room, and had a cou­ple beats of ut­ter con­fu­sion. Some­one was in my bed. Some­one huge. Some­one snor­ing! It was like Goldilocks, but re­versed. The moun­tain of quilt-​cov­ered flesh turned and faced me. It was Lu­la!

      I was dumb­struck.

      When she said she’d find a place to stay, it nev­er oc­curred to me it would be with my par­ents, in my bed. I was torn be­tween haul­ing her out of my room and silent­ly skulk­ing away in­to the night. I de­bat­ed it for a mo­ment, took a step back, and closed the door. Let’s face facts, there was no way I could haul Lu­la any­where. I tip­toed out of the house, got in­to the Buick, and drove to Range­man.

      RANGER WAS IN his apart­ment when I walked in. He was in the kitchen, stand­ing at the counter and eat­ing a sand­wich.

      “Sor­ry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to barge in on you. I didn’t re­al­ize you were here.”

      “I wouldn’t have giv­en you a key if I felt I need­ed pri­va­cy,” Ranger said. “You can come and go as you please.”

      “Any more sand­wich­es?”

      “In the re­frig­er­ator.”

      I took a sand­wich, un­wrapped it, and bit in­to it. “It’s been a long night.”

      “I can see that,” Ranger said. “You look like you’ve been dragged through a swamp fire.”

      My sneak­ers were soaked, my jeans had wicked wa­ter up to my knees, and I was head-​to-​toe soot.

      “The Chipo­tle killers fire­bombed my apart­ment. I saw them in the park­ing lot. I think they were af­ter Lu­la.”

      “Is Morel­li mak­ing any progress?”

      “He’s got a name for one of them.” I went to the fridge and found a beer. “I thought you’d be on pa­trol.”

      “My route took me through town, so I de­cid­ed to take a break and get some­thing to eat.” Ranger fin­ished his sand­wich and washed it down with a bot­tle of wa­ter. “I’m go­ing back out.”

      I walked him to the door and watched him take a key from the sil­ver serv­er on the break­front. Ranger al­ways kept three cars for his per­son­al use. The Porsche Tur­bo, a Mer­cedes sedan, and a Porsche Cayenne. He used to have a truck that he loved, but it went to truck heav­en and was nev­er re­placed. The key he chose tonight was for a Cayenne.

      “Re­placed al­ready?” I asked him.

      “It would have been here soon­er, but they had to in­stall the lock­box un­der the seat.”

      “I guess you’re all about in­stant grat­ifi­ca­tion.”

      Ranger grabbed me and kissed me. “If I was all about in­stant grat­ifi­ca­tion, you’d be naked and in bed.”

      And he left.

    

  
    
      Stephanie Plum 15 - Finger Lickin Fifteen

    

    
      FIFTEEN

      I OPENED MY eyes and looked at the bed­side clock. Al­most six in the morn­ing. I heard keys clink on­to the sil­ver serv­er in the hall, and I knew Ranger was home. I va­cat­ed the bed and sleep­walked in­to the dress­ing room. Not a lot of va­ri­ety to my cloth­ing choic­es. Black ev­ery­thing. Life was sim­ple at Range­man, and this was a good thing at this hour be­cause I wasn’t ca­pa­ble of com­pli­cat­ed thoughts, such as red shirt or blue shirt.

      I grabbed some clothes and hus­tled in­to the bath­room. When I came out, Ranger was eat­ing break­fast at the small din­ing room ta­ble.

      “It looks like El­la’s been here,” I said to him.

      “She brought you cof­fee and an omelet.”

      There was al­so a bread­bas­ket, plus a fresh fruit plat­ter with rasp­ber­ries, black­ber­ries, and ki­wi. Ranger had a bagel with cream cheese and smoked salmon.

      “How was your night?” I asked him.

      “Un­event­ful. And yours?”

      “Un­event­ful once I got here,” I said.

      Ranger pushed back from the ta­ble and stood.

      “What are your plans for to­day?”

      “I want to take an­oth­er stab at cap­tur­ing My­ron Ka­plan. I’m hop­ing to get in­to my apart­ment to at least look around. And we have to sign in for the bar­be­cue cook-​off this af­ter­noon. To­mor­row is the big day.”

      “I hate to point out the ob­vi­ous, but so far as I know, you can’t cook.”

      “It’s about bar­be­cue sauce,” I said. “You take some ketchup and add pep­per, and you’ve got sauce.”

      Ranger grinned down at me. “And this is why I love you.” He kissed me on the top of my head. “I need to get some sleep. Take what­ev­er car you want.”

      I fin­ished my omelet, had a sec­ond cup of cof­fee, and head­ed out, grab­bing the keys to the new Cayenne. It would be fun to drive the Tur­bo, but it wasn’t prac­ti­cal for haul­ing felons back to jail. I stepped in­to the el­eva­tor, pushed the but­ton for garage lev­el, and waved at the lit­tle cam­era in the cor­ner up by the ceil­ing, know­ing some­one was man­ning a mon­itor, look­ing at me. And that’s when it hit me. The cam­era.

      I got to the garage and hit the but­ton to go back to the sev­enth floor. I let my­self in­to Ranger’s apart­ment and yelled out to him. “I’ve got it!”

      “I’m in the bed­room,” Ranger said.

      “Are you naked?”

      “Do you want me to be?”

      “No.” That was a to­tal lie, but I was too chick­en to say yes. Even if a wom­an was sworn off men for life, she’d still want to see Ranger naked. And I was on­ly sworn off men for the time be­ing.

      He walked out to see me. “What do you have?”

      “Sup­pose our man gets in­to the house un­der some pre­text. Like maybe he’s check­ing phone lines or ca­ble lines. And then he plants a small cam­era in such a way that it gets a video of the own­er punch­ing in the code. And then a cou­ple days lat­er, he comes back and gets the cam­era. Or maybe the cam­era sends the video out to an ex­te­ri­or lo­ca­tion and then he gets the cam­era when he com­mits the rob­bery. Could he do that?”

      “I sup­pose it could be done, but there’ve been a lot of break-​ins, and no one has no­ticed a cam­era.”

      “Yeah, but these cam­eras are small. And maybe they get placed along­side oth­er de­vices like smoke de­tec­tors or mo­tion sen­sors.”

      “I like it,” Ranger said. “Run with it.”

      “Would you mind if I went to some of your ac­counts and did a fast check of the ar­eas where touch pads have been in­stalled?”

      “Make sure you show them your Range­man ID and tell them you’re a tech.”

      I ROLLED OUT of the garage and re­al­ized it was bare­ly sev­en o’clock. What on earth is a per­son sup­posed to do at this hour? I could go to break­fast at the din­er, but I’d just eat­en. My par­ents would be get­ting up around now, and it might be fun to see ev­ery­one fight­ing over the bath­room. But then, maybe not. I drove past the of­fice. No lights on. Con­nie nev­er came in this ear­ly. I cruised past Morel­li’s house. No one on the front lawn. His SUV parked at curb­side. A sin­gle light on up­stairs. Morel­li was most like­ly mov­ing a lit­tle slow this morn­ing. I avoid­ed my apart­ment build­ing. It was too soon to get in, and I knew the sight of the fire-​black­ened win­dows would make me feel sad.

      That left me with My­ron Ka­plan. I re­turned to the cen­ter of the city and parked across the street from Ka­plan’s house. It was Mon­day morn­ing and some hous­es showed signs of life, but not Ka­plan’s. If I was a tele­vi­sion boun­ty hunter, I’d kick the door down and go in guns drawn to catch Ka­plan by sur­prise. I elect­ed not to do this be­cause it seemed like a mean thing to do to a guy who just want­ed to re­turn his teeth, I wasn’t any good at kick­ing doors down, and I didn’t have a gun. My gun was home in my cook­ie jar, and it wasn’t load­ed, any­way.

      So I hung out in Ranger’s brand-​new Cayenne, watch­ing Ka­plan’s house, telling my­self I was do­ing surveil­lance. Truth is, I was snooz­ing. I had the seat re­clined and was feel­ing very com­fy in­side the big car with the dark tint­ed win­dows.

      I woke up a lit­tle af­ter nine and saw move­ment be­hind Ka­plan’s front win­dow. I got out of the car and rang Ka­plan’s bell.

      “Oh jeez,” Ka­plan said when he saw me. “You again.”

      “I’ll make a deal,” I said. “I’ll take you to break­fast if you go to the po­lice sta­tion with me when you’re done.”

      “I don’t want to go to break­fast. I haven’t got any teeth. I have to gum ev­ery­thing to death. And if I swal­low big chunks of stuff, I get in­di­ges­tion. Can’t eat ba­con at all.”

      “You got your mon­ey back. Why don’t you go to an­oth­er den­tist and get new teeth?”

      “I called some oth­er den­tists and couldn’t get an ap­point­ment. I think they’re all in ca­hoots. I’m on a black­list.”

      “Den­tists don’t have black­lists.”

      “How do you know? Are you sure they don’t have black­lists?”

      “Pret­ty sure.”

      “Pret­ty sure doesn’t cut it, chick­ie.”

      “Okay, we’ll go to plan B. Let’s pay a vis­it to your old den­tist.”

      “The quack?”

      “Yeah. Let’s talk to him about your teeth.”

      “Do you have a gun?”

      “No.”

      “Then it’s a waste of time,” My­ron said. “You’ll nev­er get in.”

      “Trust me, I’ll get in.”

      WILLIAM DUFFY, DDS, had an of­fice suite on the fifth floor of the Kreger Build­ing. The wait­ing room was stan­dard fare. Durable car­pet, leatherette chairs, a cou­ple end ta­bles hold­ing art­ful­ly ar­ranged stacks of dog-​eared mag­azines. A re­cep­tion­ist desk presid­ed over one wall and guard­ed the door that led to Duffy.

      “That’s her,” My­ron said. “Miss Snip­pi­ty.”

      Miss Snip­pi­ty was in her for­ties and looked pleas­ant enough. Short brown hair, min­imal make­up, blue den­tal of­fice smock with the name Tam­my em­broi­dered on it.

      “Don’t come any clos­er,” Tam­my said. “I’m call­ing Se­cu­ri­ty.”

      “That’s not nec­es­sary,” I told her. “We aren’t armed.” I glanced over at My­ron. “We aren’t, right?”

      “My daugh­ter took my gun away,” My­ron said.

      “We’d like to talk to Dr. Duffy,” I said to Tam­my.

      “Do you have an ap­point­ment?”

      “No.”

      “Dr. Duffy on­ly sees by ap­point­ment.”

      “Yes,” I said, “but you just opened for the day and there’s no one in the wait­ing room.”

      “I’m sor­ry. You’ll have to make an ap­point­ment.”

      “Fine,” I said. “I’d like an ap­point­ment for now. Do you have that avail­able?”

      “Dr. Duffy doesn’t see pa­tients un­til 10 A.M.”

      “Okay. Give me an ap­point­ment at 10 A.M.”

      “That’s not avail­able,” she said, thumb­ing through her ap­point­ment book. “The next avail­able ap­point­ment would be three weeks from now.”

      “Here’s the deal,” I said to her. “Poor Mr. Ka­plan has no teeth. He’s get­ting in­di­ges­tion, and he can’t eat ba­con. Can you imag­ine a life with­out ba­con, Tam­my?”

      “I thought Mr. Ka­plan was Jew­ish.”

      “There’s all kinds of Jew­ish,” Mr. Ka­plan said. “You sound like my daugh­ter. Maybe you want to tell me to get a colonoscopy, too.”

      “Oh my good­ness, you haven’t had a colonoscopy?”

      “No one’s stick­ing a cam­era up my rump,” Mr. Ka­plan said. “I nev­er like the way I look in pic­tures.”

      “About Mr. Ka­plan’s teeth,” I said to Tam­my.

      “I have no ap­point­ments,” Tam­my said. “If I break the rule for Mr. Ka­plan, I have to break the rule for ev­ery­one.”

      Tam­my was start­ing to an­noy me.

      “Just this once,” I said. “No one will know. I know Dr. Duffy is in. I can hear him talk­ing on the phone. We want five min­utes of his time. We just want to talk to him. Five min­utes.”

      “No.”

      “I told you,” Mr. Ka­plan said to me. “She’s snip­pi­ty.”

      I put palms down on Tam­my’s desk and I leaned in re­al close to her. Nose to nose. “If you don’t let me in, I’m go­ing to pick­et this build­ing and let ev­ery­one know about the shod­dy work Dr. Duffy is do­ing. And then I’m go­ing to run a per­son­al com­put­er check on you and get the names of all your high school class­mates and tell them you have re­la­tions with ponies and large dogs.”

      “You don’t scare me,” Tam­my said.

      So that was when I went to plan C and broke in­to my im­ita­tion of Julie An­drews, singing, “The hills are alive, with the sound of mu­sic. . . .”

      Dr. Duffy al­most im­me­di­ate­ly stuck his head out the door. “What the heck?”

      “We’d like to talk to you for a mo­ment,” I said. “Mr. Ka­plan is very sor­ry he held you up, and he’d like to dis­cuss his teeth.”

      “I’m not sor­ry,” Mr. Ka­plan said. “This of­fice gives me a pain in my be­hind.”

      “You aren’t armed, are you?” Dr. Duffy asked.

      “No.”

      “Come back to my of­fice. I have a few min­utes un­til my first ap­point­ment.”

      My­ron stuck his tongue out at Tam­my, and we fol­lowed Dr. Duffy down a short cor­ri­dor, past den­tal tor­ture rooms.

      “What would you like to dis­cuss?” Dr. Duffy said, set­tling him­self be­hind his desk.

      “Do you still have My­ron’s teeth?”

      “The po­lice have them. They’re ev­idence.”

      “Can they be fixed so they fit him and they’re com­fort­able?”

      “They seemed to fit him when he left my of­fice.”

      “They were fine, and then a week lat­er, they were ter­ri­ble,” My­ron said.

      “You should have made an ap­point­ment to get them rechecked,” Dr. Duffy said.

      “I couldn’t get an ap­point­ment,” My­ron said. “Your snip­pi­ty sec­re­tary wouldn’t give me one.”

      “It would be re­al­ly great if you could drop the charges against Mr. Ka­plan and fix his teeth,” I said to Duffy. “He’s not a bad guy. He just wants teeth. And for the record, your sec­re­tary is snip­pi­ty.”

      “I know she’s snip­pi­ty,” Duffy said. “She’s my wife’s first cousin, and I can’t get rid of her. I’ll see what I can do about get­ting the charges dropped, and I’ll call you as soon as the po­lice re­lease your teeth.”

      “That would be re­al nice of you,” My­ron said. “I’m get­ting tired of oat­meal.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, we were in front of the court­house. “I have to check you in,” I said to My­ron, “but Con­nie is on her way to bail you out again. And hope­ful­ly, you’ll be cleared of charges soon.”

      “That’s okay,” My­ron said. “I didn’t have any­thing to do to­day, any­way.”

      I HAD MY map and a sum­ma­ry of Ranger’s ac­counts in front of me. My plan was to take a look at those ac­counts I’d tagged as high risk and those ac­counts that had al­ready been hit. The first two hous­es were high risk. Each of the hous­es had a touch pad by the front door and a touch pad by the garage en­trance. I couldn’t find any ev­idence of film­ing de­vices in the touch-​pad ar­eas. The next stop was the on­ly com­mer­cial ac­count on my list. It was the in­sur­ance com­pa­ny that had been bur­gled four days ago.

      I went di­rect­ly to the rear-​en­trance touch pad and looked to find pos­si­ble lines of sight. Range­man had in­stalled a mo­tion sen­sor over the door. This was the spot I’d choose if I want­ed to snoop on the touch pad. I’d set the cam­era above the mo­tion sen­sor, and it would look like it be­longed there. There was no cam­era there now, but it looked to me like some of the paint above the mo­tion sen­sor had flaked off.

      I asked build­ing main­te­nance to get me a steplad­der. I climbed up, took a clos­er look, and I was pret­ty sure some­thing had been taped there. When the tape was re­moved, the paint had peeled away with it. I took a pic­ture with my cell phone and thanked the main­te­nance guy for the lad­der.

      “No prob­lem,” he said. “The guy last week need­ed a lad­der, too.”

      “What guy?”

      “The Range­man guy. What is it that you peo­ple keep check­ing?”

      “Do you re­mem­ber ex­act­ly when he was here?”

      “Yeah, he was here twice. Mon­day morn­ing and Wednes­day morn­ing.”

      “Can you de­scribe him?”

      “Sure. He was young. Maybe eigh­teen or nine­teen. Slim.

      About my height. I’m five ten. Brown hair, brown eyes. Sort of dark skin. Nice-​look­ing kid. Is some­thing wrong?”

      “No, but I’ll check with the of­fice to make sure we’re not both do­ing the same route. Did you get his name?”

      “No. He didn’t tell me his name. At least, I can’t re­mem­ber.”

      I had to work hard not to run out of the build­ing. I was so ex­cit­ed, I could bare­ly con­cen­trate on driv­ing. I screeched to a stop in the Range­man garage and danced in the el­eva­tor all the way to the sev­enth floor. I ran through Ranger’s apart­ment, rushed in­to his bed­room, and jumped on the bed.

      “I’ve got it! I know how the rob­beries were done and I know what the guy looks like!”

      I was strad­dling Ranger, who for­tu­nate­ly was un­der a quilt, be­cause from what I could see, he looked de­li­cious­ly naked.

      Ranger put his hands on my waist. “You’ve got my at­ten­tion.”

      “I no­ticed the paint was flaked away near a mo­tion sen­sor that was op­po­site the touch pad at the in­sur­ance com­pa­ny. So I asked for a lad­der, and sure enough, you could see where some­thing had been taped to the wall.”

      “Keep talk­ing.”

      “Are you sure you’re lis­ten­ing? Your hand just moved to my breast.”

      “You’re so soft,” Ranger said, his thumb brush­ing across my nip­ple.

      I got a rush, fol­lowed by a lot of de­sire spread all over the place. “Oh,” I heard my­self mur­mur. “That feels good.” No! Wait a minute. Get a grip. “Jeez,” I said. And I scram­bled off the bed.

      “I al­most had you,” Ranger said.

      “I’m not ready for you. I’m cur­rent­ly off men.”

      “Tak­ing a hia­tus.”

      “Some­thing like that.”

      “Tell me more about my break-​in ex­pert.”

      “The main­te­nance man said a Range­man em­ploy­ee had been in twice to check on the same mo­tion sen­sor. I fig­ure, once to in­stall the cam­era and once to re­move it. He said the tech was eigh­teen or nine­teen years old. Around five ten. Brown hair, brown eyes, sort of dark skin. Nice-​look­ing.”

      “I don’t have any­one that young,” Ranger said, “but I have sev­er­al men who would fit the rest of the de­scrip­tion and might look younger than they ac­tu­al­ly are.”

      “So we’re back to some­one in-​house. That’s ug­ly.”

      Ranger slipped out of bed. “I’m go­ing to take a show­er, and then I’ll fol­low up on this.”

      I stared at him. He was naked, all right.

      “You’re star­ing,” he said, smil­ing.

      “I like to look.”

      “Nice to know,” Ranger said, “but we should be able to do bet­ter than that for you.”

      I rum­maged through Ranger’s re­frig­er­ator while he took a show­er. Fresh fruit, low-​fat cot­tage cheese, or­ange juice, non­fat milk, white wine. No left­over piz­za. No birth­day cake. Ranger was hot, but he didn’t know much about food.

      I went down to the fifth floor, got an as­sort­ment of sand­wich­es and sides, and brought it all back to Ranger’s apart­ment.

      Ranger strolled in and took a turkey club. “Did you get the name of the main­te­nance guy?”

      “Mike. He’ll be there un­til three o’clock to­day.”

      “Do you want to ride with me?”

      “I can’t. I need to check on my fire dam­age and see if Lu­la needs help with the cook-​off.”

      “How are you do­ing with FTAs?”

      “I have one open. I saved the worst for last. Cameron Man­fred. Armed rob­bery. Con­nie has him liv­ing in the projects. Works for Bar­bara Truck­ing.”

      “I can go out with you tonight,” Ranger said.

      I PULLED THE Cayenne in­to the park­ing lot to my build­ing and looked up at my win­dows. One win­dow was bro­ken. Looked like it was board­ed over from the in­side. All were ringed with black soot. Grimy wa­ter stains streaked down the yel­low brick ex­te­ri­or. Wa­ter still pooled in the park­ing lot. What looked like the re­mains of my couch sat black and sod­den along­side the Dump­ster. Some­times it was good not to have a lot of ex­pen­sive stuff. Less to feel bad about when it got fire-​bombed.

      I took the stairs and stepped in­to the sec­ond-​floor hall. Dil­lon had a cou­ple gi­ant fans work­ing at dry­ing the car­pet. The door to my apart­ment was open, and Dil­lon was in­side.

      Dil­lon was around my age, and he’d been the build­ing su­per for as long as I could re­mem­ber. He lived in the bow­els of the build­ing in a free but tomb­like ef­fi­cien­cy. He was a nice guy who’d do any­thing for a six-​pack of beer, and he was al­ways mel­low, in part from the small cannabis farm in his bath­room. He was a lit­tle slop­py in a hip su­per-​ca­su­al kind of way, and he tend­ed to show some butt-​crack when he came up to fix your plumb­ing, but you didn’t ac­tu­al­ly mind be­cause his butt-​crack was kind of cute.

      “I hope it’s okay I’m in your apart­ment,” Dil­lon said. “I want­ed to get some of the wa­ter­logged stuff out, and I have an in­sur­ance agent due any minute.”

      “Fine by me,” I said. “I ap­pre­ci­ate the help with the fur­ni­ture.”

      “It was a lot worse last time you were fire­bombed,” Dil­lon said. “Most of the dam­age this time is from wa­ter and smoke. It didn’t touch your bed­room at all. And it didn’t get to your bath­room.”

      I blew out a sigh.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’m sor­ry it didn’t get to your bath­room. I thought about spread­ing some gaso­line around and light­ing a match in there, but I was afraid I’d blow my­self up. On the bright side, I’m sure this isn’t the last time you’ll ev­er get fire­bombed, so maybe you’ll have bet­ter luck next time.”

      “There’s a cheery thought.”

      “Yeah, I’m a glass is half full kind of guy.”

      “Speak­ing of glass­es. I could use a beer.”

      “I put some in your fridge. I fig­ured you’d need a cold one.”

      I cracked open a beer and slogged through my apart­ment. The cur­tains were his­to­ry. The couch I al­ready knew about. The rugs were sort of melt­ed and wa­ter­logged. No big­gie on the rugs. They weren’t won­der­ful to be­gin with, and the build­ing would re­place them. My din­ing room ta­ble and chairs were grimy but prob­ably would clean up okay. Ev­ery­thing in my bed­room smelled like smoke. Dil­lon had an­oth­er fan work­ing in there.

      “How long be­fore I can move in?” I asked him.

      “I’ve got pro­fes­sion­al clean­ers com­ing in lat­er to­day. The car­pet’s been or­dered. I’ll bring a cou­ple of my bud­dies in, and we’ll do the paint­ing. If all the moons line up right, I’d say a week.”

      Oh boy. An­oth­er week with Ranger. And once he solved his break-​in prob­lem, he’d stop work­ing nights, and he’d go to bed ear­ly . . . with me. My first thought was YUM! My sec­ond thought was Help!

      I stuffed Lu­la’s clothes in­to a plas­tic garbage bag, cart­ed it out to the Cayenne, and drove it to the of­fice. Con­nie was out when I ar­rived, and Lu­la was at Con­nie’s desk, an­swer­ing phones.

      “Vin­cent Plum Bail Bonds,” she said. “What do you want?” There was a pause, and Lu­la said, “Un-​hunh, un­hunh, un-​hunh.” An­oth­er pause. “What did you say your name was? Did I hear Louanne Har­mon? Be­cause I’m not bailin’ out no Louanne Har­mon. I sup­pose there’s some good Louanne Har­mons out there, but the one I know is a skank ’ho. The Louanne Har­mon I know told my cus­tomers I was over­char­gin’ for my ser­vices when I was workin’ my cor­ner. Is this that same Louanne Har­mon?” An­oth­er pause. “Well, you can kiss my ass,” Lu­la said. And she hung up.

      Vin­nie stuck his head out of his of­fice. “What was that?”

      “Wrong num­ber,” Lu­la said. “They want­ed the DMV.”

      “Where’s Con­nie?” I asked.

      “She went to write bond for your Mr. Ka­plan, and she didn’t come back yet.”

      “Any word from Joyce?”

      “Con­nie called and told her there was on­ly one open file, and she told Con­nie you had breast im­plants and one of them dis­eases that you get from the toi­let seat. I for­get what it was.”

      Ter­rif­ic. “It looks like you’re do­ing okay.”

      “Yeah, I’m not dead. No­body’s even shot at me to­day. I think this is my lucky day. I bet we’re gonna win that cook-​off to­mor­row and catch the Chipo­tle killers and be on easy street. I even stopped by the trav­el agen­cy and got a brochure for my Pana­ma Canal cruise. It’s one of them boats that had a virus epi­dem­ic and ev­ery­one got sick and now their rates are re­al low. I have a chance to get a good deal. Not that I need it any­more.”

      “So you’re still plan­ning on en­ter­ing the cook-​off.”

      “Damn skip­py, I’m gonna en­ter. We got­ta go to the Goos­er Park and sign in this af­ter­noon. And I got­ta get my car, too. I was hop­ing you could give me a ride to your park­ing lot as soon as Con­nie gets back.”

      AN HOUR LAT­ER, I was back in my park­ing lot with Lu­la.

      “There’s my ba­by,” Lu­la said. “Good thing I parked way at the end of the lot where no­body else parks. It didn’t hard­ly get any soot on it. And it was out of the wa­ter spray. I’m gonna take it to get de­tailed this af­ter­noon, so it looks fine when I win the con­test and cap­ture the bad guys. I’ll prob­ably be on tele­vi­sion.”

      I pulled up next to the Fire­bird, Lu­la got out, un­locked her car, and slid be­hind the wheel. I wait­ed for the en­gine to catch, and then I put the Cayenne in gear and drove out of the lot. I re­al­ized Lu­la was still sit­ting there, so I re­turned to the lot, parked next to her, and got out.

      “Some­thing wrong?”

      “It’s mak­ing a fun­ny sound. You hear it?”

      “Are any of the warn­ing lights on?”

      “No. I’m gonna take a look un­der the hood.”

      “Do you know any­thing about cars?”

      “Sure I know about cars. I know there’s an en­gine up there. And lots of oth­er shit, too.”

      Lu­la popped the hood, and we took a look.

      “What are we sup­posed to be look­ing for?” I asked her.

      “I don’t know. Some­thing un­usu­al. Like I once had a neigh­bor who found a cat in his car. At least, he thought it used to be a cat. It was some­thing with fur. It might have been a rac­coon or a big rat or a small beaver. It was hard to tell.”

      “What’s that pack­age wrapped in cel­lo­phane with the wires?” I asked her.

      “I don’t know,” Lu­la said, lean­ing clos­er. “I think that might be the prob­lem, though, on ac­count of it’s tick­ing.”

      “Tick­ing?”

      “Oh shit!” Lu­la said.

      We jumped back and ran for all we were worth and hid be­hind the Dump­ster. Noth­ing hap­pened.

      Lu­la stuck her head out. “Maybe that was the car­bu­re­tor, and it was sup­posed to tick,” she said. “Do car­bu­re­tors tick?”

      BA­BOOOM! Lu­la’s car jumped five feet in the air. The doors and hood flew off in­to space, and the car burst in­to flames. There was a sec­ond ex­plo­sion, the Fire­bird rolled over on­to Ranger’s Cayenne, and the Cayenne caught. In a mat­ter of min­utes, there was noth­ing left of ei­ther car but smok­ing, twist­ed, charred met­al.

      Lu­la’s mouth opened, but no words came out. Her eyes got huge, rolled back in­to her head, and she keeled over in a dead faint. By the time the fire trucks ar­rived, the fire had played it­self out. Lu­la was sit­ting propped against the Dump­ster, still not mak­ing sense.

      “It . . . and . . . my . . . how?” she asked.

      I was numb. These id­iots were still try­ing to kill Lu­la, and I’d just de­stroyed an­oth­er Cayenne. I’d been in­volved in so many fires in the past week, I’d lost count. I had no place to live. I had no idea what I want­ed to do about my per­son­al re­la­tion­ships. And I still couldn’t get all the red paint out of my hair. I was a dis­as­ter mag­net.

      I sud­den­ly felt warm, and all the lit­tle hairs stood up on my arms. I turned and bumped in­to Ranger.

      “This has to be a record,” he said. “I’ve had that car for twen­ty-​four hours.”

      “I’m sor­ry,” I said. And I burst in­to tears.

      Ranger wrapped his arms around me and cud­dled me in­to him. “Babe. It’s just a car.”

      “It’s not just the car. It’s me,” I wailed. “I’m a mess.”

      “You’re not a mess,” Ranger said. “You’re just hav­ing one of those emo­tion­al girl mo­ments.”

      “Unh,” I said. And I punched him in the chest. “Feel bet­ter?”

      “Yeah, sort of.”

      He stepped back and looked at Lu­la. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She’s in a state. Her Fire­bird got blown up.”

      “She spends all this time with you, and she’s not used to cars get­ting blown up?”

      “They aren’t usu­al­ly hers.”

      “Does she need help?”

      “I think she’ll come around,” I said. “She’s breath­ing now. And her eyes have most­ly gone back in­to their sock­ets.”

      I looked past Ranger and saw Morel­li come on the scene. He picked me out of the crowd of by­standers and jogged over.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me. “What’s with Lu­la?”

      “One of those cars used to be her Fire­bird.”

      “And the oth­er used to be my Cayenne,” Ranger said.

      Morel­li looked down at Lu­la. “Does she need a medic?”

      “Some­one’s gonna pay,” Lu­la said. And she fart­ed.

      Morel­li and Ranger smiled wide, and we all took a step back.

      “That should help,” I said.

      “Yep,” Morel­li said, still grin­ning. “Al­ways makes me feel bet­ter.”

      “I have to get back to the of­fice,” Ranger said. “Ra­mon is in a car on the street if you need any­thing.”

      Morel­li watched him walk away. “It’s like he’s Spi­der-​Man with Spidey sense. Some­thing hap­pens, and he sud­den­ly ap­pears. And then when the dis­as­ter is con­tained, he van­ish­es.”

      “His con­trol room lis­tens to the scan­ners.”

      “That was my sec­ond guess,” Morel­li said.

      “It was some sort of bomb,” I said to Morel­li. “It was next to the en­gine, and it ticked. We were lucky we weren’t killed.”

      “It ticked? Bombs don’t tick any­more. Where did they get their ma­te­ri­al, WWI sur­plus?”

      “Maybe it was some­thing rub­bing against a mov­ing part. I don’t know any­thing about this stuff. It was mak­ing a noise that sound­ed like tick­ing. Any­way, these guys aren’t smart.”

      “I no­ticed. It makes it all the more an­noy­ing that we can’t catch them.”

      “How’s Bob?” I asked.

      “Bob is fine. His in­testines are squeaky clean.”

      “How are you?”

      “I’m clean, too.”

      And then I couldn’t help my­self. The bitch part of me sneaked out. “How’s Joyce?”

      “Joyce is Joyce,” Morel­li said.

      Lu­la hauled her­self to her feet. “I’m in a bad mood,” she said. “I’m in a mood to get me some Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac. I’ve had it with this shit. It’s one thing to kill me, but blowin’ up my Fire­bird is goin’ too far.” She looked at her watch. “We got­ta get to the park. We got­ta sign in.”

      “We haven’t got a car. The Buick is parked at Range­man.”

      “I’ll call Con­nie. She can take us.”
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      SIXTEEN

      CON­NIE DROVE A sil­ver Cam­ry with rosary beads hang­ing from her rear view mir­ror and a Smith & Wes­son stuck un­der the driv­er’s seat. No mat­ter what went down, Con­nie was cov­ered.

      I was in the back­seat with Grand­ma, and Lu­la was next to Con­nie. We were in the park­ing lot ad­ja­cent to the field where the cook-​off was to be held, and we were watch­ing com­peti­tors pull in, drag­ging ev­ery­thing from mo­bile pro­fes­sion­al kitchens to U-​hauls car­ry­ing grills and work­ta­bles.

      “I didn’t ex­pect this,” Grand­ma said. “I fig­ured we come with a jar of sauce, and they’d have some chick­en for us.”

      “We got a grill,” Lu­la said, get­ting out of the Cam­ry. “We just didn’t bring it yet.”

      “Did you get a set of rules when you reg­is­tered?” Con­nie asked Lu­la.

      “No. I did the ex­press reg­is­ter, bein’ that the or­ga­niz­er was un­der some duress. And on top of that, I didn’t have to pay no reg­is­tra­tion fee, so he might have been try­ing to save on pa­per.”

      A reg­is­tra­tion ta­ble had been set up at the edge of the lot. Com­peti­tors were sign­ing in, tak­ing a set of in­struc­tions, and leav­ing with a tray.

      “What’s with the tray?” Lu­la asked the guy in line in front of us.

      “It’s the of­fi­cial com­pe­ti­tion tray. You put the food that’s go­ing to be judged on the tray.”

      “Imag­ine that,” Grand­ma said. “Isn’t that some­thing?”

      We got our tray and our rules, and we stepped aside to read through the in­struc­tions.

      “It says here that we can’t use a gas grill,” Con­nie said. “We need to cook on wood or char­coal. And we have to pick a cat­ego­ry. Ribs, chick­en, or brisket.”

      “I’m think­ing ribs,” Lu­la said. “Seems to me it’s hard­er to poi­son some­one with ribs. I guess there’s al­ways that trichi­nosis thing, but you don’t know about that for years. And I’m gonna have to get a dif­fer­ent grill.”

      “All these peo­ple got tents and ta­bles and signs with their name on it,” Grand­ma said. “We need some of that stuff. We need a name.”

      “How about Vin­cent Plum Bail Bon­dettes,” Con­nie said.

      “I’m not be­ing noth­in’ as­so­ci­at­ing me with Vin­cent Plum,” Lu­la said. “Bad enough I got­ta work for the lit­tle per­vert.”

      “I want a sexy name,” Grand­ma said. “Like Hot Vagi­na.”

      “Flamin’ Ass­holes would be bet­ter,” Lu­la said. “That’s what hap­pens when you eat our sauce. Can you say Flamin’ Ass­holes on tele­vi­sion?”

      “This is big,” I said, look­ing out over the field. “There are ; ags with num­bers on them all over the place. Ev­ery team is as­signed a num­ber.”

      “We’re num­ber twen­ty-​sev­en,” Lu­la said. “That don’t sound like a good num­ber to me.”

      “What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s not mem­orable,” Lu­la said. “I want to be num­ber nine.”

      My eye was start­ing to twitch, and I had a dull throb at the base of my skull. “Prob­ably, they gave us Chipo­tle’s num­ber,” I said.

      “Do you think?”

      “Ab­so­lute­ly. He got de­cap­itat­ed, and you reg­is­tered late, so you got his num­ber.”

      I hoped she bought this baloney, be­cause I didn’t want to hang out while Lu­la pulled a gun on the reg­is­tra­tion la­dy.

      “That makes sense,” Lu­la said. “I guess it’s okay then. Let’s find our spot.”

      We walked down rows of flags and fi­nal­ly found twen­ty-​sev­en. It was a lit­tle patch of grass be­tween the red-​and-​white-​striped canopy of Bert’s BBQ and the brown canopy of The Bull Stops Here. Our neigh­bors had set up shop and tak­en off. From what I could see, that was the rou­tine. Stake out your ter­ri­to­ry, get your canopy and ta­ble ready to go. Hang your sign. Leave for the day.

      “The in­struc­tions say we can get back in here at eight o’clock to­mor­row morn­ing,” Con­nie said. “We can start cook­ing any­time we want af­ter that. The judg­ing is at six in the evening.”

      “We got a lot of stuff to get to­geth­er,” Lu­la said. “To start, we got­ta find one of them canopies and a grill.”

      “Not ev­ery­body has a canopy,” Grand­ma said.

      “Yeah, but the canopy is classy, and it keeps the sun off the top of your head, so you don’t get a sun­burn,” Lu­la said.

      We all looked at the top of Lu­la’s head. Not much chance of sun­burn there. Not a lot of sun­light reached Lu­la’s scalp.

      “I’ve got a cou­ple hours free this af­ter­noon,” I said to Lu­la. “We can go around and try to col­lect some of the es­sen­tials. We just have to stop by Range­man, so I can get the Buick.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Grand­ma said.

      “THE FIRST THING we got­ta do is get us a truck,” Lu­la said. “This Buick isn’t gonna hold a grill and all. I bet we could bor­row a truck from Pookey Brown. He owns that junk­yard and used-​car lot at the end of Stark Street. He used to be a steady cus­tomer of mine when I was a ’ho.”

      “Boy,” Grand­ma said. “You had lots of cus­tomers. You know peo­ple ev­ery­where.”

      “I had a re­al good cor­ner. And I nev­er had a busi­ness man­ag­er, so I was able to keep my prices down.”

      I didn’t want to drive the length of Stark, so I cut across on Old­en and on­ly had to go two blocks down to the junk-​yard. The name on the street sign read C.J. SCRAP MET­AL, but Pookey Brown ran it, and scrap met­al was too lofty a de­scrip­tion for Pookey’s busi­ness. Pookey was a junk col­lec­tor. He ran a pri­vate dump. Pookey had al­most two acres of bro­ken, rust­ed, un­want­ed crap­ola. Even Pookey him­self looked like he was ex­pired. He was thin as a reed, frizzy haired, gaunt fea­tured, and his skin tone was gray. I had no clue to his age. He could be forty. He could be a hun­dred and ten. And I couldn’t imag­ine what Pookey would do with a ’ho.

      “There’s my girl,” Pookey said when he saw Lu­la. “I nev­er get to see you any­more.”

      “I keep busy work­ing at the bond of­fice,” Lu­la told him. “I need a fa­vor. I need to bor­row a truck un­til to­mor­row night.”

      “Sure,” Pookey said. “Just take your­self over to the truck sec­tion and pick one out.”

      If you had a junker car or truck, and some­how you could man­age to get it to C.J. Scrap, you could park it there and walk away. Some of them even had li­cense plates at­tached. And ev­ery now and then, one got parked with a body in the trunk. There were thir­teen cars and three pick­up trucks in Pookey’s “used car” lot to­day.

      “Any of these trucks run?” Lu­la asked.

      “The red one got a cou­ple miles left,” Pookey said. “I could put a plate on for you. You need any­thing else?”

      “Yeah,” Lu­la said. “I need a grill. Not one of them gas grills, ei­ther.”

      “I got a good se­lec­tion of grills,” Pookey said. “Do you need to cook in it?”

      “I’m en­tered in the bar­be­cue con­test at the park to­mor­row,” Lu­la said.

      “So then you need a bar­be­cu­ing grill. That nar­rows the field. How about eat­ing? Are you gonna per­son­al­ly eat any of the bar­be­cue?”

      “I don’t think so. I think the judges are eat­ing the bar­be­cue.”

      “That gives us more se­lec­tion,” Pookey said.

      By the time Lu­la was done shop­ping at C.J. Scrap, she had a grill and a card ta­ble load­ed in­to her truck. The plate on the truck was ex­pired, but you could hard­ly tell for the mud and rust. I fol­lowed her down Stark and parked be­hind her when she stopped at May­nard’s Fu­ner­al Home.

      “I got­ta make a pick­up here, too. You stay and guard the truck,” Lu­la said, stick­ing her head in the Buick’s win­dow. “Bad as it is, if I leave it alone for ten min­utes in this part of town, it’ll be miss­ing wheels when I get back.” She looked at Grand­ma, sit­ting next to me. “Do you have your gun?”

      “You betcha,” Grand­ma said. “I got it right here in my purse. Just like al­ways.”

      “Shoot who­ev­er comes near,” Lu­la said to Grand­ma. “I won’t be long.”

      I looked over at Grand­ma. “If you shoot any­one, I’m telling my moth­er on you.”

      “How about those three guys com­ing down the street? Can I shoot them?”

      “No! They’re just walk­ing down the street.”

      “I don’t like the looks of them,” Grand­ma said. “They look shifty.”

      “Ev­ery­one looks like that on Stark Street.”

      The three guys were in their ear­ly to mid-​twen­ties, do­ing the ghet­to strut in their ridicu­lous over­size pants. They were wear­ing a lot of gold chains, and one of them had a bot­tle in a brown pa­per bag. Al­ways a sign of a classy dude.

      I rolled my win­dow up and locked my door, and Grand­ma did the same.

      They got even with the Buick and looked in at me.

      “Nice wheels,” one of them said. “Maybe you should get out and let me drive.”

      “Ig­nore them,” I said to Grand­ma. “They’ll go away.”

      The guy with the bot­tle took a pull on it and tried the door han­dle. Locked.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to shoot him?” Grand­ma asked.

      “No. No shoot­ing.”

      They tried to rock the car, but the Buick was a tank. It would take more than three scrawny homies to rock the Buick. One of them dropped his pants and pressed his bare ass against the driv­er’s side win­dow.

      “You’re gonna have to Windex that win­dow when we get home,” Grand­ma said.

      I was look­ing at the fu­ner­al home, send­ing men­tal telepa­thy to Lu­la to get her­self out to her truck, so we could leave, and I heard the back door to the Buick get wrenched open. I hadn’t thought to lock the back door.

      One of the men climbed on­to the back­seat, and an­oth­er reached around and un­locked the driv­er’s door. I reached for the ig­ni­tion key, but my door was al­ready open, and I was get­ting pulled out of the car. I hooked my arm through the steer­ing wheel and kicked one of the guys in the face. The guy in the back was grab­bing at me, and the third guy had hold of my foot.

      “We’re gonna have fun with you and the old la­dy,” the guy in the back­seat said. “We’re gonna do you like you’ve nev­er been done be­fore.”

      “Shoot!” I said to Grand­ma.

      “But you said . . .”

      “Just fuck­ing shoot some­one!”

      Grand­ma car­ried a gun like Dirty Har­ry’s. I caught sight of the mas­sive bar­rel in my pe­riph­er­al vi­sion and BANG.

      The guy hold­ing my foot jumped back and grabbed the side of his head, blood spurt­ing through his fin­gers. “Son of a bitch!” he yelled. “Son of a fuckin’ bitch! She shot off my ear.”

      I knew what he was say­ing be­cause it was easy to read his lips, but I wasn’t hear­ing any­thing but a high-​pitched ring­ing in my head.

      The guy in the back­seat scram­bled out of the Buick and helped drag the guy with one ear down the street.

      “Do you think he’ll be all right?” Grand­ma asked.

      “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

      The door to the fu­ner­al home opened, and Lu­la and a moun­tain of a guy came out car­ry­ing a bun­dle of what looked like alu­minum poles par­tial­ly wrapped in fad­ed green can­vas. They threw the bun­dle in­to the back of the truck, and the guy re­turned to the fu­ner­al home. Lu­la said some­thing to Grand­ma and me, but I couldn’t hear.

      “What?” I said.

      “HOME!” Grand­ma yelled.

      I fol­lowed Lu­la to my par­ents’ house and dropped Grand­ma off. I think Grand­ma said they were go­ing to put the truck in the garage, so no one would steal the grill. Per­son­al­ly, I didn’t think she had to wor­ry about any­one want­ing the grill.

      I drove through town to Range­man and went straight to Ranger’s apart­ment. I kicked my shoes off and flopped on­to his bed. When I woke up, I was cov­ered with a light blan­ket, and I could see Ranger at his desk in the den. The ring­ing wasn’t near­ly so loud in my head. It was down to mosquito lev­el.

      I rolled out of bed and went in­to the den.

      “Tough day?” Ranger asked.

      “You don’t even want to know. How was your day?”

      “In­ter­est­ing. I showed your main­te­nance man Mike file pic­tures of all Range­man em­ploy­ees re­mote­ly fit­ting his de­scrip­tion, and he couldn’t iden­ti­fy any of them. Our bad guy wears a Range­man uni­form but doesn’t work here.”

      “Could he be a for­mer em­ploy­ee?”

      “There were on­ly two pos­si­bil­ities, and I got a neg­ative on them.”

      “Now what?”

      “I have some­one check­ing all the ac­counts for ev­idence of touch-​pad surveil­lance. He’s al­so cat­alogu­ing Range­man vis­its on those ac­counts.”

      “It wouldn’t be dif­fi­cult to du­pli­cate a Range­man uni­form. Black car­go pants and a black T-​shirt with Range­man em­broi­dered on it.”

      “My men all know to show their ID when en­ter­ing a house, but the ac­counts are lax at ask­ing. Most peo­ple see the uni­form and are sat­is­fied.”

      I was sud­den­ly starv­ing, and there was a won­der­ful smell drift­ing in from the kitchen. “What’s that smell?”

      El­la brought din­ner up a half hour ago, but I didn’t want to wake you. I think we’ve got some kind of stew.”

      We went to the kitchen and dished out the stew.

      “I’ve got a fix on Cameron Man­fred,” Ranger said. “Dur­ing the day, he works for a truck­ing com­pa­ny that’s a front for a hi­jack­ing op­er­ation. It would be awk­ward to make an ap­pre­hen­sion there. Lots of para­noid peo­ple with guns. Man­fred leaves the truck­ing com­pa­ny at five, goes to a neigh­bor­hood strip bar with his fel­low work­ers un­til around sev­en, and then heads for his girl’s apart­ment. He gives his ad­dress as the projects, but he’s nev­er there. It’s ac­tu­al­ly his moth­er’s ad­dress. We’re go­ing to have to hit him at the girl’s place tonight. If there isn’t enough cov­er to tag him on the street, we’ll have to let him set­tle and then go in af­ter him. I have to take a shift at eleven, but we should have this wrapped up by then.”

      _______

      WE WERE IN a Range­man-​is­sue black Ex­plor­er. Ranger was be­hind the wheel, and we were parked across from a slum apart­ment build­ing one block over from Stark Street, where Cameron Man­fred was holed up with his girl­friend. It was a lit­tle af­ter nine at night, and the street was dark. Busi­ness­es were closed, steel grates rolled down over en­trances and plate-​glass win­dows. There was a street­light over­head, but the bulb had been shot out.

      We’d been sit­ting at the curb for ten min­utes, not say­ing any­thing, Ranger in hunt mode. He was watch­ing the build­ing and the street, tak­ing the pulse of the area, his own heart rate prob­ably some­where around rep­til­ian.

      He punched a num­ber in­to his phone. A man an­swered, and Ranger dis­con­nect­ed. “He’s there,” Ranger said. “Let’s go.”

      We crossed the street, en­tered the build­ing, and silent­ly climbed to the third floor. The air was stale. The walls were cov­ered with graf­fi­ti. The light was dim. A small rat scut­tled across Ranger’s foot and dis­ap­peared in­to the shad­ows. I shud­dered and grabbed the back of his shirt.

      “Babe,” Ranger said, his voice bare­ly au­di­ble.

      There were two apart­ments on the third floor. Mau­reen Gon­za­les, Man­fred’s girl­friend, lived in 3A. I stood flat to the wall on one side of her door. Ranger stood on the oth­er side and knocked. His oth­er hand was on his hol­stered gun.

      A pret­ty His­pan­ic wom­an opened the door and smiled at Ranger. She was wear­ing a man’s shirt, un­but­toned, and noth­ing else. “Yes?” she said.

      Ranger smiled back at the wom­an and looked be­yond her, in­to the room. “I’d like to speak to Cameron.”

      “Cameron isn’t here.”

      “You don’t mind if I look around?”

      She held the shirt wide open. “Look all you want.”

      “Nice,” Ranger said, “but I’m look­ing for Cameron.”

      “I told you he’s not here.”

      “Bond en­force­ment,” Ranger said. “Step aside.”

      “Do you have a search war­rant?”

      There was the sound of a win­dow get­ting shoved up in the back room. Ranger pushed past Gon­za­les and ran for the win­dow. I turned and raced down the stairs and out the front door. I saw Man­fred burst out of the al­ley be­tween the build­ings and cross the street. I took off af­ter him, hav­ing no idea what I’d do if I caught him. My self-​de­fense skills re­lied heav­ily on eye-​goug­ing and tes­ti­cle re­ar­range­ment. Be­yond that, I was at a loss.

      I chased Man­fred to Stark and saw him turn the cor­ner. I turned a cou­ple beats be­hind him, and the side­walk was emp­ty in front of me. No Man­fred.

      The on­ly pos­si­bil­ity was the build­ing on the cor­ner. There was a piz­za place on the ground floor and what looked like two floors of apart­ments above it. The piz­za place was closed for the night. The door lead­ing to the apart­ments was open, the hall­way was dark. No light in the stair­well. I stood in the en­try and lis­tened for move­ment.

      Ranger came in be­hind me. “Is he up there?”

      “I don’t know. I lost him when he turned the cor­ner. I wasn’t that far away. I don’t think he had time to go far­ther than this build­ing. Where were you? I thought you’d be on top of him.”

      “The fire es­cape rust­ed out un­der­neath me at the sec­ond floor. It took me a minute to re­group.” He looked up the stairs. “Do you want to come with me, or do you want to keep watch here?”

      “I’ll stay here.”

      Ranger was im­me­di­ate­ly swal­lowed up by the dark. He had a flash­light, but he didn’t use it. He moved al­most with­out sound, creep­ing up the stairs, paus­ing at the sec­ond-​floor land­ing to lis­ten be­fore mov­ing on.

      I hid in the shad­ows, not want­ing to be seen from the street. God knows who was walk­ing the street. Prob­ably, I should car­ry a gun, but guns scared the heck out of me. I had pep­per spray in my purse. And a large can of hair spray, which in my ex­pe­ri­ence is al­most as ef­fec­tive as the pep­per spray.

      I was con­cen­trat­ing on lis­ten­ing for Ranger and keep­ing watch on the street, and was com­plete­ly tak­en by sur­prise when a door to the rear of the ground-​floor hall­way opened and Man­fred stepped out. He froze when he saw me, ob­vi­ous­ly just as shocked to find me stand­ing there as I was to see him. He whirled around and re­treat­ed through the door. I yelled for Ranger and ran af­ter Man­fred.

      The door opened to a flight of stairs that led to the cel­lar. I got to the bot­tom of the stairs and re­al­ized this was a store­room for the piz­za place. Stain­less-​steel rolling shelves marched in rows across the room. Bags of flour, cans of toma­to sauce, and gal­lon cans of olive oil were stacked on the shelves. A dim bulb burned over­head. I didn’t see Man­fred. Fine by me. Prob­ably the on­ly rea­son I wasn’t al­ready dead was that he’d left his girl’s house in such a rush, he’d gone out un­armed.

      I cau­tious­ly ap­proached one of the shelves, and Man­fred stepped out and grabbed me.

      “Give me your gun,” he said.

      My heart skipped a beat and went in­to ter­ror tem­po. Bang, bang, bang, bang, knock­ing against my rib cage.

      “I don’t have a gun,” I said.

      And then, with­out any help from my brain, my knee sud­den­ly con­nect­ed with Man­fred’s go­nads.

      Man­fred dou­bled over, and I hit him on the head with a bag of flour. He stag­gered for­ward a lit­tle, but he didn’t go down, so I hit him again. The bag broke, and flour went ev­ery­where. I was mo­men­tar­ily blind­ed, but I reached back to the shelf, grabbed a gal­lon can of oil, and swung blind. I con­nect­ed with some­thing that got a grunt out of Man­fred.

      “Fuckin’ bitch,” Man­fred said.

      I hauled back to swing again, and Ranger lift­ed the can from my hand.

      “I’m on it,” Ranger said, cuff­ing Man­fred.

      “Jail’s bet­ter than an­oth­er three min­utes with her,” Man­fred said. “She’s a fuckin’ an­imal. I’m lucky if I can ev­er use my nuts again. Keep her away from me.”

      “I didn’t see you come down the stairs,” I said to Ranger. “It was a white­out.”

      “Any spe­cial rea­son you grabbed the flour?”

      “I wasn’t think­ing.”

      Man­fred and I were head-​to-​toe flour. The flour sift­ed off us when we moved and float­ed in the air like pix­ie dust. Ranger hadn’t so much as a smudge. By the time we got to the Range­man SUV, some of the flour had been left be­hind as ghost­ly white foot­prints, but a lot of it re­mained.

      “I hon­est­ly don’t know how you man­age to do this,” Ranger said. “Paint, bar­be­cue sauce, flour. It bog­gles the mind.”

      “This was all your fault,” I said.

      Ranger glanced over at me and his eye­brows raised a frac­tion of an inch.

      “You could have tak­en him down in the apart­ment if you hadn’t spent so much time star­ing at his naked girl­friend.”

      Ranger grinned. “She wasn’t naked. She was wear­ing a shirt.”

      “You de­served to fall off that fire es­cape.”

      “That’s harsh,” Ranger said.

      “Did you hurt your­self?” I asked him.

      “Do you care?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Liar,” Ranger said. He ruf­fled my hair and flour sprang out in all di­rec­tions.

      Man­fred said some­thing to Ranger in Span­ish. Ranger an­swered him as he as­sist­ed him in­to the back­seat of the Ex­plor­er.

      “What did he say?” I asked Ranger. “He said if I let him go, I could have his girl.”

      “And your an­swer?”

      “I de­clined.”

      “You’ll prob­ably re­gret that as the night goes on,” I said to him.

      “No doubt,” Ranger said.

      RANGER AND I had Man­fred in front of the dock­et lieu­tenant. It was a lit­tle af­ter ten, and things were heat­ing up. Drunk drivers, abu­sive drunk hus­bands, and a cou­ple drug busts were mak­ing their way through the sys­tem. I was wait­ing for my body re­ceipt when Morel­li walked in. He nod­ded to Ranger and grinned at me in my white­ness.

      “I was at my desk, and Mick­ey told me I had to come out to take a look,” Morel­li said.

      “It’s flour,” I told him.

      “I can see that. If we add some milk and eggs, we can turn you in­to a cake.”

      “What are you do­ing here? I thought you were off nights.”

      “I came in to cov­er a shoot­ing. Fred was sup­posed to be on, but he got overex­cit­ed at his kid’s ball game and pulled a groin mus­cle. I was just fin­ish­ing up some pa­per­work.”

      Mick­ey Bolan joined us. Bolan worked Crimes Against Per­sons with Morel­li. He was ten years old­er than Morel­li and count­ing down to his pen­sion.

      “I wasn’t ex­ag­ger­at­ing, right?” Bolan said to Morel­li. “They’re both cov­ered with flour.”

      “I’d tell you about it,” I said to Bolan, “but it’s not as good as it looks.”

      “That’s okay,” Bolan said. “I got some­thing bet­ter, any­way. The rest of Stan­ley Chipo­tle just turned up at the fu­ner­al home on Hamil­ton.”

      We all stood there for a cou­ple beats, try­ing to pro cess what we’d just heard.

      “He turned up?” Morel­li fi­nal­ly said.

      “Yeah,” Bolan said. “Some­one ap­par­ent­ly dumped him on the doorstep. So I guess some­one should talk to the fu­ner­al guy.”

      “I guess that some­one would be me,” Morel­li said. He looked at his watch. “What the hell, the game’s over now, any­way.”

      “I need to get back to Range­man,” Ranger said to me. “If you have an in­ter­est in Chipo­tle, I can send some­one with a car for you.”

      “Thanks. I don’t usu­al­ly get ex­cit­ed about see­ing head­less dead men, but I wouldn’t mind know­ing more.”

      “I can give her a ride,” Morel­li said. “I don’t imag­ine this will take long.”
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      SEVENTEEN

      ED­DIE GAZARRA WAS stand­ing in the fu­ner­al home park­ing lot, wait­ing for Morel­li. Ed­die is mar­ried to my cousin Shirley-​the-​Whin­er. Ed­die is a pa­trol­man by choice. He could have moved up, but he likes be­ing on the street. He says it’s the uni­form. No choic­es to make in the morn­ing. I think it’s the free dough­nuts at Tasty Pas­try.

      “I was the first on the scene,” Gazarra said when we got out of Morel­li’s SUV. “The drop was made right af­ter view­ing hours. Mor­ton shut the lights off, and ten min­utes lat­er, some­one rang the door­bell. When Mor­ton came to the door, he found Chipo­tle stretched out and frozen sol­id.”

      Eli Mor­ton is the cur­rent own­er of the fu­ner­al home. For years, Con­stan­tine Sti­va owned the place. The busi­ness has changed hands a cou­ple times since Sti­va left, but ev­ery­one still thinks of this as Sti­va’s Fu­ner­al Home.

      “Where is he now?” Morel­li asked.

      “On the porch. We didn’t move him.”

      “Are you sure it’s Chipo­tle?”

      “He didn’t have a head,” Gazarra said. “We sort of put two and two to­geth­er.”

      “No ID?”

      “None we could find. Hard to get in­to his pock­ets, what with him be­ing a big Pop­si­cle.”

      We’d been walk­ing while we were talk­ing, and we’d got­ten to the stairs that led to the fu­ner­al home’s wide front porch. I rec­og­nized Eli Mor­ton at the top of the stairs. He was talk­ing to a cou­ple uni­formed cops and an old­er man in slacks and a dress shirt. A cou­ple guys from the EMT truck were up there, too. The body wasn’t vis­ible.

      “Maybe I’ll wait here,” I said. “It’s not so bad,” Gazarra told me. “He’s frozen stiff as a board. All the blood’s frozen, too. And the head was cut off nice and clean.”

      I sat down on the bot­tom step. “I’ll def­inite­ly wait here.”

      “I’ll get back to you,” Morel­li said, walk­ing the rest of the way with Gazarra.

      The med­ical ex­am­in­er’s truck rolled past and pulled in­to the lot. It was fol­lowed by a TV news truck with a dish. I saw Morel­li glance over at the news truck and move a cou­ple of the uni­formed guys from the porch to the lot to con­tain the me­dia.

      I sat on the step for about a half hour, watch­ing peo­ple come and go. Fi­nal­ly, Morel­li came back and sat along-​side me.

      “How’s it go­ing?” I asked him.

      “The foren­sic pho­tog­ra­pher just fin­ished, and the ME is do­ing his thing, and then we’re mov­ing the body in­side to a meat lock­er. He’s start­ing to de­frost.”

      “Is he stay­ing here for the fu­ner­al?”

      “Even­tu­al­ly. The body will have to go to the morgue for an au­top­sy first, and then it’ll get re­leased for buri­al. Right now, I need some­one to iden­ti­fy the body.”

      “Do you think it might not be Chipo­tle?”

      “This is a high-​pro­file case, and there was no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion on the body.”

      “Aren’t there tests for that sort of thing?”

      “Yeah, and they’ll do them when they do the au­top­sy. I just need some­one to eye­ball this guy for a pre­lim­inary ID.”

      “His sis­ter?”

      “We haven’t been able to reach her.”

      “One of his ex-​wives? His agent?”

      “They’re all over the place. As­pen, New York, L.A., Sante Fe.”

      “So who are you go­ing to get?”

      “Lu­la.”

      “You’re kid­ding.”

      “She saw him get mur­dered,” Morel­li said. “I’m hop­ing she re­mem­bers his clothes and enough of his build to give me an ID. I’ve got two tele­vi­sion trucks and a bunch of re­porters sit­ting in the lot. If I don’t give them some­thing, they’ll make some­thing up, so I’m go­ing to have to talk to them. Be­fore I do that, my chief wants an ID.”

      “Have you called Lu­la?”

      “Yeah. She’s on her way over.”

      There was ac­tiv­ity at the top of the porch, and Morel­li stood.

      “Looks like they’re get­ting ready to move the body,” he said. “I’m keep­ing it on ice here for Lu­la. I thought it was eas­ier than try­ing to get her to go to the morgue. I’d ap­pre­ci­ate it if you could wait here for her and bring her in when she ar­rives.”

      “Sure.”

      Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, I saw my fa­ther’s cab drive in­to the lot. The cab parked, and Lu­la got out and waved to the knot of news­men stand­ing by one of the trucks.

      “Yoohoo, I’m Lu­la,” she said to them. “I got called in to iden­ti­fy the body.”

      I jumped up and sprint­ed to the lot, in­ter­cept­ing the horde that rushed at her.

      “Lu­la will talk to you lat­er,” I told them, herd­ing Lu­la out of the lot. “She has to talk to the po­lice first.”

      “Do I look okay?” Lu­la asked me. “I didn’t have a lot of time to fix my hair. And I didn’t have my full wardrobe at my dis­pos­al.”

      “You look fine,” I said. “The sil­ver se­quined top and match­ing skirt is just right for an evening de­cap­ita­tion iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.”

      “You don’t think it’s too dressy?”

      On ev­ery­one but Lu­la and Tina Turn­er, yes. On Lu­la and Tina Turn­er, no. It was per­fect.

      “I thought there might be tele­vi­sion here,” Lu­la said. “You know how tele­vi­sion al­ways likes a lit­tle bling.”

      “Does my fa­ther know you have his cab?”

      “Ev­ery­one was asleep, and I didn’t want to both­er no one, so I helped my­self to the cab. I would have rather tak­en your moth­er’s car, but I couldn’t find the key.”

      We went up the stairs and in­to the foy­er. No prob­lem for me now. I was re­al brave once the body was re­moved.

      Morel­li am­bled over. “Thanks for com­ing out to do this,” he said to Lu­la.

      “Any­thing to help the po­lice,” Lu­la said. “Are the tele­vi­sion cam­eras in here? Is that a tabloid pho­tog­ra­pher over there?”

      “No tele­vi­sion cam­eras,” Morel­li said. “And the pho­tog­ra­pher is the de­part­ment’s foren­sics guy.”

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said. “Let’s get this over with then. It’s not like I was sit­ting around think­ing I’d like to go look at a dead guy with no head. I got sen­si­bil­ities, you know. The thing is, I hate dead guys.”

      “It’s just a fast look,” Morel­li said. “And then you can go home.”

      “Af­ter I talk to the tele­vi­sion peo­ple.”

      “Yeah,” Morel­li said. “What­ev­er. Fol­low me. We have the body in one of the freez­ers down­stairs.”

      “Say what? I’m not go­ing down­stairs to no freez­er com­part­ments. That’s too creepy. How many bod­ies does this guy have in his freez­er?”

      “I don’t know,” Morel­li said. “I didn’t ask, and I didn’t look. Would you rather see this body in the morgue?”

      “Hell no. On­ly way you’re get­ting me in a morgue is toes up.”

      “Can we get on with it?” Morel­li said. “I’ve had a long day and my in­testines are a mess.”

      “I hear you,” Lu­la said. “I got is­sues, too. I think there must be some­thing go­ing around.”

      “I’ll wait here,” I said. “No rea­son for me to tag along.”

      “The hell,” Lu­la said. “I’m need­ing moral sup­port. I wasn’t even gonna come un­til Morel­li told me you’d do this with me.”

      I cut a look at Morel­li. “You said that?”

      “More or less.”

      “You’re scum.”

      “I know,” Morel­li said. “Can we please go down­stairs now?”

      The fu­ner­al home had orig­inal­ly been a large Vic­to­ri­an house. It had been ren­ovat­ed, and rooms and garages had been added, but it still had the bones of the orig­inal struc­ture. We fol­lowed Eli Mor­ton down a hall­way off the lob­by. To our right was the kitchen. To our left was the door to the base­ment.

      A cou­ple years ago, the base­ment had been de­stroyed in a fire. It had all been re­built and was now nice­ly fin­ished off and di­vid­ed in­to rooms that opened off a cen­ter hall. Mor­ton led us to the room far­thest from the stairs.

      “I have three cold-​stor­age draw­ers and three freez­er draw­ers in here,” Mor­ton said. “I al­most nev­er use the freez­er draw­ers. They were put in by the pre­vi­ous own­er.”

      The floor was white tile, and the walls were paint­ed white. The fronts to the freez­er draw­ers were stain­less steel. Gazarra pulled a freez­er draw­er out, and it was filled with tubs of ice cream.

      “Cost­co had a sale,” Mor­ton said. “Your guy is in draw­er num­ber three.”

      He rolled num­ber three out, Lu­la gaped at the body with­out the head, and Lu­la faint­ed. Crash. On­to the white tile floor. I didn’t faint be­cause I didn’t look. I walked in star­ing at my feet, and I nev­er raised my eyes.

      “Crap,” Morel­li said. “Get her out of here. Some­one take her feet. I’ve got the top half.”

      Gazarra and Morel­li lugged Lu­la in­to the hall and stepped back. Lu­la’s eyes snapped open, and we all stared down at her.

      “You faint­ed,” I told her.

      “Did not.”

      “You’re on the floor.”

      “Well, any­body would have faint­ed. That was dis­gust­ing. Peo­ple aren’t sup­posed to be go­ing around with­out their head,” Lu­la said. “It’s not right.”

      “Was that Chipo­tle?” Morel­li asked.

      “Might have been,” Lu­la said. “Hard to tell with the frost on him, but it looked like the same clothes. I don’t know where they been keep­ing him, but he got freez­er burn.”

      Morel­li and Gazarra helped Lu­la to her feet.

      “Are you go­ing to be okay?” Morel­li asked her.

      “I could use a drink,” Lu­la said. “A big one.”

      “I have some whiskey,” Mor­ton said, lead­ing the way up the stairs and in­to the kitchen.

      Mor­ton poured out a tum­bler of whiskey for Lu­la and took a shot for him­self. The rest of us set­tled for a rain check.

      “Does that count as an ID?” I asked Morel­li.

      “Good enough for me.”

      “Where do you sup­pose Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac has been keep­ing the body? It was frozen straight out. That means it was kept in a com­mer­cial freez­er.”

      “There are com­mer­cial freez­ers all over the place.”

      “Still, it’s not like Mar­co and his part­ner are just hang­ing out around the house here. They know some­one well enough to let them store a dead guy in the freez­er.”

      “There are prob­ably dead guys in half the com­mer­cial freez­ers in Tren­ton,” Morel­li said.

      Lu­la chugged the whiskey. “This is good stuff,” she said. “I’m feel­ing much bet­ter. Maybe I need just a teen­sy bit more.”

      Morel­li got the bot­tle off the counter and poured out more for Lu­la. He draped an arm across my shoul­ders and brought me in­to the hall­way.

      “She’s go­ing to be in no shape to talk to the re­porters,” he said. “You’re go­ing to have to drive her di­rect­ly home.”

      “Gotcha.”

      He leaned in to me. “I could have whis­pered that in your ear in the kitchen, but I thought this was more ro­man­tic.”

      “You think this is ro­man­tic?”

      “No, but it’s all I’ve got,” Morel­li said. “This is the high­light of my week.”

      “I thought you were dat­ing Joyce.”

      “If I was dat­ing Joyce, I’d have fang marks in my neck and I’d be down a cou­ple quarts of blood.”

      “Not to change the sub­ject, but why would Mar­co take a chance by com­ing out and drop­ping the body off on the porch? Why not throw it in the riv­er, or bury it, or make it in­to ham­burg­er? He’s a butch­er, right?”

      “Good ques­tion. Of course, he’s known as Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac, so this might not have been a ra­tio­nal act.” Morel­li kissed me just above the col­lar of my T-​shirt. “Do you think we can over­look the fact that we’re in a fu­ner­al home for a mo­ment?”

      “No. For one thing, Gazarra is try­ing to get your at­ten­tion.”

      Gazarra was wav­ing from the front door. “Can the ME take over?” Gazarra hollered.

      “Yes,” Morel­li said. “I’m done with Chipo­tle for now.”

      “I’m go­ing to get the cab,” I told Morel­li. “I’ll bring it around to the front door, and you can hus­tle Lu­la in­to it.”

      I got the key from Lu­la’s purse and jogged to the lot. My fa­ther’s cab was white with CAB print­ed in red all over it. CAB was an acronym for a small com­pa­ny named Capi­tol Area Buslettes.

      I got in­to the cab, cranked it over, and drove out of the lot. I stopped in front of the fu­ner­al home, and an el­der­ly man got in the back­seat.

      “Ex­cuse me,” I said. “I’m off du­ty.”

      “Two Hun­dred El­dridge Road,” he said. “It’s one of the new high-​ris­es down by the riv­er.”

      “This is a pri­vate cab. You have to get out.”

      “But I called for a cab. And now here you are.”

      “You didn’t call for my cab.”

      Morel­li and Gazarra had their arms locked across Lu­la’s back. They whisked her down the stairs and across the side­walk with­out her feet touch­ing once. They came up to the cab parked at the curb and looked in­side.

      “What’s go­ing on?” Morel­li want­ed to know.

      “He thinks I’m driv­ing a cab.”

      “Cup­cake,” Morel­li said, “you are driv­ing a cab.”

      “Yes, but . . . oh hell, just dump Lu­la in with him.” Morel­li stuffed Lu­la in­to the back­seat with the man, leaned through the driv­er’s side win­dow and kissed me, and waved me away.

      “Who’s this?” Lu­la asked.

      “I’m Wes­ley,” the man said. “You can call me Wes­ley.”

      “How come I’m in a cab with you?”

      “I don’t know,” Wes­ley said. “This is a very strange cab com­pa­ny.”

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said.

      She slumped in her seat, put her head on Wes­ley’s shoul­der, and fell asleep. Fif­teen min­utes lat­er, I dropped Wes­ley at 200 El­dridge Road.

      “How much do I owe you?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s free.”

      “Thanks,” he said, giv­ing me a dol­lar. “Here’s a tip.”

      I turned around and drove Lu­la to my par­ents’ house. I made sure she got in the house and up the stairs, and then I drove to Range­man. I parked the cab next to the Buick and took the el­eva­tor to the sev­enth floor. I looked in at Rex and said hel­lo. Some­one had giv­en him fresh wa­ter and filled his food dish with nuts and veg­eta­bles and what looked like a tiny piece of piz­za. I went to the bed­room, dropped my clothes on the floor, and crawled in­to bed.

      I was just com­ing awake when a warm body slipped in­to bed next to me.

      “What time is it?” I asked him.

      “A lit­tle af­ter sev­en A.M.”

      He threw an arm and a leg over me and nuz­zled my neck.

      “I have just enough en­er­gy left to make both of us hap­py,” he said.

      He kissed my shoul­der and the pulse point in my neck. He got to my mouth and my cell phone rang.

      “Ig­nore it,” he said.

      It kept ring­ing.

      “I can’t ig­nore it,” I told him. “I can’t con­cen­trate.”

      “Babe, I’m go­ing to be so good to you, you won’t need to con­cen­trate.”

      I snatched at the phone. “What?”

      It was my fa­ther. “You’ve got the cab, and I’m sup­posed to pick up Melvin Mik­lows­ki at sev­en-​thir­ty.”

      “Use Mom’s car.”

      “I can’t use her car. I have to have the cab. And any­way, she’s at Mass.”

      “Have the com­pa­ny send an­oth­er cab.”

      “There are no oth­er cabs. Ev­ery­one has morn­ing pick­ups. That’s what we do. We take peo­ple to the train sta­tion. For three years, I’ve tak­en Melvin Mik­lows­ki to the train sta­tion pre­cise­ly at sev­en-​thir­ty, ev­ery Tues­day. He has a Tues­day meet­ing in New York, and he catch­es the train at eight A.M. He counts on me. He’s a reg­ular.”

      “I’m all the way across town at Range­man.”

      “Then you can pick him up. He’s down­town at 365 Front Street.”

      “Okay. Fine.”

      I hung up and blew out a sigh.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Ranger said.

      “It was my dad.”

      “Heart at­tack?”

      “Cab pick­up.”
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      EIGHTEEN

      I GOT TO 365 Front Street with five min­utes to spare. At 7:30, Melvin ex­it­ed his house and quick­ly walked to the cab.

      “I’m Frank’s daugh­ter,” I told him. “My fa­ther couldn’t make it.”

      “Do you drive a cab for a liv­ing, too?”

      “No. I’m a boun­ty hunter.”

      “Like on tele­vi­sion.”

      “Yeah.” It wasn’t at all like on tele­vi­sion, but it was eas­ier to go with it. Be­sides, peo­ple were al­ways dis­ap­point­ed when I told them what I did ev­ery day.

      “Are you packin’?” Melvin asked.

      “No. Are you?”

      “It would be cool if you were packin’. It would make a bet­ter sto­ry.”

      “You could pre­tend,” I said. “Who would know?”

      “Do you at least own a gun?”

      “Yeah. I have a Smith & Wes­son.”

      “Have you ev­er shot any­one?”

      “No.” That was a fib, too, but shoot­ing some­one isn’t some­thing you brag about.

      “What do I owe you?” Melvin said when I dropped him at the train sta­tion.

      “I don’t know,” I told him. “I don’t know how to work the me­ter. You can set­tle with my fa­ther next week.”

      I’d rushed out of Range­man with­out break­fast, and now I had some choic­es. I could re­turn to Range­man, I could go to Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et, or I could get my mom to make pan­cakes. My mom won by a mile.

      I drove to Hamil­ton and cut in­to the Burg. I reached my par­ents’ house and had lots of park­ing choic­es. The Buick wasn’t there. Lu­la’s Fire­bird wasn’t there. And I was in the cab.

      Lu­la was at my moth­er’s small kitchen ta­ble when I walked in. She was drink­ing cof­fee, and she looked like she was at death’s door.

      “That was an up­set­ting ex­pe­ri­ence last night,” she said. “Po­lice iden­ti­fi­ca­tions give me a headache.”

      “Maybe you should take more pills,” Grand­ma said. “You got­ta cook bar­be­cue to­day.”

      “I’ll be okay,” Lu­la said. “I’m feel­ing bet­ter now that I’ve got cof­fee.”

      “Have you had break­fast?” my mom asked me.

      “No.”

      “What would you like?”

      “Pan­cakes!”

      My mom has a spe­cial pan­cake bowl. It has a han­dle on one side and a pour spout on the oth­er. And it makes the world’s best pan­cakes. I helped my­self to a mug of cof­fee and sat across from Lu­la while my mom whipped up the bat­ter.

      “We’ve got lots of things to do this morn­ing,” Lu­la said. “Grand­ma and me are tak­ing the truck to the park to get our mo­bile kitchen go­ing. Con­nie said she’d get the ribs. And I thought you could go to the gro­cery store and get all the odds and ends.”

      “Sure.”

      “I even got a spe­cial sur­prise com­ing. I had this brain­storm yes­ter­day on mak­ing sure we got on tele­vi­sion. Lar­ry’s de­liv­er­ing it to the park lat­er this morn­ing.”

      My moth­er brought but­ter and pan­cake syrup to the ta­ble and set out knives and forks for ev­ery­one.

      “Where’s Dad?” I asked my moth­er. “I thought he’d be wait­ing for me to bring his cab back.”

      “He took my car to get ser­viced. He went ear­ly, since he didn’t have to pick Mr. Mik­lows­ki up.”

      Ter­rif­ic. That meant I was stuck with the cab un­til I got back to Range­man and swapped it for the Buick. And truth is, I couldn’t say which of them I hat­ed more.

      MY FIRST STOP was the su­per­mar­ket. Not bad this ear­ly in the morn­ing be­cause it takes the se­niors time to get up and run­ning. By ten, they’d start to roll in, clog­ging up the lot with their hand­icap-​tagged cars. Be­ing a se­nior cit­izen in Jer­sey is a lot like be­long­ing to the Mob. A cer­tain at­ti­tude is ex­pect­ed. If you don’t re­spect a Mob mem­ber in Jer­sey, you could get shot. If you don’t re­spect a se­nior, they’ll ram a shop­ping cart in­to your car, rear-​end you at a light, and de­lib­er­ate­ly block you from go­ing down the non­pre­scrip­tion meds aisle by idling in the mid­dle of it in their mo­tor­ized bas­ket­ed bumper cars while they pre­tend to read the la­bel on the Advil box.

      I worked my way through the list Lu­la had giv­en me. A gi­ant-​size ketchup, Tabas­co sauce, mo­lasses, cider vine­gar, or­ange juice, a bunch of spices, some hot sauce, M&Ms, alu­minum foil, a cou­ple dis­pos­able bak­ing pans, Pep­to-​Bis­mol, non­stick spray oil.

      “Looks to me like you’re mak­ing bar­be­cue,” the la­dy at the check­out said to me.

      “Yep.”

      “Did you hear about that bar­be­cue cook? The one who got his head cut off? It’s on the news that they found his body. It’s all ev­ery­one’s talk­ing about. I heard the To­day show is send­ing Al Ro­ker and a film crew to the cook-​off in the park to­day.”

      I load­ed ev­ery­thing in­to the trunk and drove to Tasty Pas­try to get dough­nuts for Lar­ry. I parked at the curb, ran in­side, and got a dozen dough­nuts. When I came out, there was a wom­an sit­ting in the back­seat of the cab.

      “I’m off du­ty,” I told her.

      “I’m on­ly go­ing a cou­ple blocks.”

      “I’m late, and I still have to go to the hard­ware store. You have to get out.”

      “What kind of a cab is this that doesn’t want to make mon­ey?”

      “It’s an off-​du­ty cab!”

      The wom­an got out and slammed the door. “I’m go­ing to re­port you to the cab au­thor­ity,” she said. “And I know who you are, too. And I’m telling your moth­er.”

      The hard­ware store was on Broad. I took a short­cut through the Burg, hit Broad, went one block, and parked in the small lot at­tached to the hard­ware store. I ran in­side and gath­ered to­geth­er a bag of char­coal, fire starter, and one of those me­chan­ical match things.

      “Is this to bar­be­cue?” the check­out kid asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “You should get a cou­ple bun­dles of the spe­cial wood we’ve got. You put it in the grill, and it makes ev­ery­thing taste great.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Give me a cou­ple bun­dles.”

      He swiped my cred­it card, and I start­ed to sweat. Bar­be­cu­ing was ex­pen­sive. Thank good­ness I had the ex­tra job with Range­man.

      I threw ev­ery­thing in­to the trunk along­side the gro­ceries and peeled out of the lot. I stopped for a light, and an old guy got in­to the back­seat.

      “Out!” I said. “I’m off du­ty.”

      “What?”

      “Off du­ty.”

      “I’m go­ing to the se­nior cen­ter on Mar­ket.”

      “Not in this cab you’re not.”

      “What?”

      “I’m off du­ty!” I yelled at him.

      “I don’t hear so good,” he said.

      “Read my lips. Get out.”

      “I got rights,” he said.

      The light turned, and the wom­an be­hind me gave me the fin­ger. I stepped on the gas, raced the half mile to the se­nior cen­ter, and came to a screech­ing stop at the wheelchair ramp. I jumped out of the cab and yanked the old guy out of the back­seat. I got back be­hind the wheel, made sure all the doors were locked, and took off. I looked in the rearview mir­ror and saw the old guy was stand­ing there, wav­ing mon­ey at me. I hooked a U-​turn, drove up to him, snatched the mon­ey out of his hand, and kept go­ing. Three dol­lars. Good deal. I’d put it to­ward my cred­it card.

      I had ev­ery­thing on the list, so I point­ed the cab to­ward Goos­er Park. The sun was strug­gling to shine through scat­tered clouds, and the air was crisp. Per­fect weath­er for a bar­be­cue.

      I TURNED IN­TO the park and cruised the lot, look­ing for a space close to the cook-​off area. If the event had been held on a week­end, the lot would have been packed to over­flow­ing by now. As it was, it was on­ly half full. I’d been told they sched­uled the event for a Tues­day to ob­tain bet­ter tele­vi­sion cov­er­age. Fine by me. I was hap­py not to have to bat­tle a cou­ple thou­sand peo­ple for a park­ing place and pri­vate time in a portable pot­ty.

      I did the best I could with the park­ing, load­ed my­self up with the gro­ceries, and set off for our as­signed space. All over the field, teams were work­ing at mari­nad­ing meat and chop­ping veg­eta­bles. The air smelled smoky from ap­ple­wood and hick­ory fires, and the bar­be­cue kitchens were col­or­ful with striped awnings and check­ered table­cloths. Ex­cept for our kitchen. Our kitchen looked like the Bev­er­ly Hill­bil­lies were get­ting ready to bar­be­cue pos­sum.

      The green awning over our area ad­ver­tised May­nard’s Fu­ner­al Home. The grill was rust­ed. The ta­ble was rick­ety. A hand­writ­ten sign with our team name was taped to the ta­ble. FLAMIN’. The rest of the name had been ripped off. I as­sume this was done by a hor­ri­fied cook-​off or­ga­niz­er. Grand­ma and Lu­la were at the ready, spat­ula and tongs in hand, all dressed in their white chef’s jack­ets and puffy white chef’s hats.

      I dumped my stuff on the rick­ety ta­ble. “I’ll be right back,” I said. “I have to go back for the char­coal. I couldn’t car­ry it all at once. Where’s Con­nie?”

      “She should be here any minute,” Lu­la said. “She got a late start on ac­count of she had to write bail for some drunk­en los­er who pissed on the may­or’s limo.”

      I walked back to the cab, got the rest of the stuff out of the trunk, and my cell phone rang.

      “We got lucky,” Ranger said. “We found a cam­era watch­ing a touch pad in one of the hous­es you tar­get­ed. I had Hec­tor in­stall a video sys­tem of the area, and we can mon­itor it from Range­man.”

      “It’s go­ing to be in­ter­est­ing to see who’s do­ing this. There’s a good chance it’s some­one you know.”

      “I just want the break-​ins stopped. It’s bad for busi­ness, and I’m tired of rid­ing surveil­lance ev­ery night. I as­sume you’re at the park?”

      “Yes. I’ll be here all af­ter­noon. The cook-​off ends at six to night with the judg­ing.”

      “You’re driv­ing a ve­hi­cle that isn’t mon­itored. We don’t have a blip for you on the screen.”

      “I’m still in my fa­ther’s cab.”

      “Be care­ful.” And he was gone.

      I lugged the char­coal and wood and fire starter stuff across the field to Lu­la and Grand­ma. Lu­la filled the bot­tom of the grill with char­coal and piled the wood on top. She poured ac­cel­er­ant on and used the giz­mo to light it. WHOOOSH! The ac­cel­er­ant caught, flames shot up, and the canopy caught fire. One of the guys in the kitchen next to us rushed over with a fire ex­tin­guish­er and put the canopy fire out.

      “Thanks,” Grand­ma said to him. “That was quick think­ing. Last time that hap­pened, it burned up Lu­la’s chef hat and cre­mat­ed our maple tree.”

      “You might want to move the canopy so it’s not over the grill,” the guy said. “Just a sug­ges­tion.”

      Con­nie hur­ried to the ta­ble and set two bags on it. “I saw the flames from the park­ing lot,” she said. “What hap­pened?”

      “The usu­al,” Grand­ma said. “No big­gie.”

      Con­nie, Lu­la, Grand­ma, and I each took a pole and moved the canopy back a few feet. There was a large black-​rimmed, smok­ing hole in the top and a small­er one in the front flap where the fu­ner­al home name was writ­ten. It now said MAY­NARD FUN HOME. I thought it was an im­prove­ment. God works in mys­te­ri­ous ways.

      We all set to work mix­ing the sauce and get­ting the ribs in­to the mari­nade.

      “I was talk­ing to some peo­ple in the park­ing lot,” Con­nie said. “One of them was on the bar­be­cue com­mit­tee, and they said Al Ro­ker and his crew were go­ing to be walk­ing around all af­ter­noon. They were wait­ing for the van to show up.”

      “Al Ro­ker is a big star,” Grand­ma said. “He might be about the most fa­mous per­son we’ve had in Tren­ton.”

      “There was that singer last year,” Lu­la said. “What­sher-​name. She was pret­ty fa­mous. And Cher came through once. I didn’t see her, but I heard she rode a ele­phant.”

      “We’re not as fan­cy as some of these peo­ple,” Grand­ma said. “I don’t know if Al Ro­ker is gonna want to film us.”

      “I got it cov­ered,” Lu­la said. “You’ll see soon as Lar­ry gets here, we’ll have it locked in.”

      Con­nie looked up at the sign. “It just says Flamin’.”

      “One of the com­mit­tee peo­ple got a stick up her butt about cussing,” Grand­ma said. “We tried to ex­plain Ass­holes wasn’t be­ing used as a cuss, that it was the part of the body ef­fect­ed by our sauce, but she wasn’t hav­ing any of it.”

      “Bein’ that we burned a hole in our roof, it turns out Flamin’ isn’t such a bad name for us, any­way,” Lu­la said.

      Week­day or not, there were a lot of peo­ple at the cook-​off. Swarms of them were milling around in front of the kitchens and strolling the grounds. I could see Lar­ry’s head bob­bing above the crowd as they all made their way along the path. He reached us and hand­ed a big box to Lu­la.

      “I can’t stay,” he said. “I have to work to­day.”

      “Thanks,” Lu­la said. “This is gonna make celebri­ties out of us. This could get me my big break.”

      “I couldn’t get ex­act­ly what you want­ed,” Lar­ry said. “So I got you the next best thing.”

      Lar­ry left, and Lu­la tore the box open. “I got the idea from Mis­ter Clucky,” she said. “Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et got Mis­ter Clucky the dancin’ chick­en, and we’re go­ing to have the danc­ing bar­be­cue sparerib.”

      No one said any­thing for a full thir­ty sec­onds. I mean, what was there to say? A danc­ing sparerib. As if the fu­ner­al home canopy and the mas­sa­cred sign wasn’t enough hu­mil­ia­tion for one day.

      Grand­ma was the first to find her voice. “Who’s gonna be the sparerib?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lu­la said. “I didn’t de­cide. Prob­ably ev­ery­one wants to be. I guess I could do ee­nie mee­nie minie mo.”

      “There’s no way in hell you’re get­ting me in a sparerib suit,” Con­nie said.

      “Let’s see what we got,” Lu­la said, pulling the suit out of the box. “What the heck? This isn’t no sparerib. This isn’t even a pork chop.”

      “It looks like a hot dog,” Grand­ma said. “I guess it was all Lar­ry could get on short no­tice.”

      “This don’t work,” Lu­la said. “How can some­one be the Flamin’ danc­ing hot dog when we’re cook­ing ribs?”

      “It could be a pork hot dog,” Grand­ma said.

      “That’s true,” Lu­la said. “A pork hot dog’s pret­ty close to a rib. It’s sort of like a ground-​up rib.”

      She held the suit up. It looked to be about six feet from top to bot­tom. The hot dog was in a padded bun and was en­hanced with a stripe of yel­low mus­tard.

      “It’s a re­al col­or­ful cos­tume,” Grand­ma said. “I wouldn’t mind wear­ing it, but then no one would know who I was when I was on tele­vi­sion.”

      That sound­ed like a good deal to me. “I’ll wear it,” I said.

      There were holes in the bot­tom where my legs could stick out, arm­holes in the sides of the bun, and part of the hot dog was made of mesh, so I could sort of see. I got the thing on, and Grand­ma zipped me up.

      “This is dis­ap­point­ing,” Lu­la said. “It’s not as good as Mis­ter Clucky.”

      “She’s got a sag­gy bun,” Grand­ma said.

      Con­nie squished my bun. “It’s foam. It needs re­shap­ing.”

      Ev­ery­one worked on the bun while I stood there.

      “It’s hot in this thing,” I said. “And I can’t see through the hot dog skin. Ev­ery­thing’s brown. And there’s on­ly a lit­tle win­dow to look through.”

      “I can’t hard­ly hear what you’re say­ing through all that padding,” Grand­ma said. “But don’t wor­ry, we got you look­ing pret­ty good.”

      “Yeah,” Lu­la said. “Dance around. Let’s see what you got.”

      “What kind of dance?” I asked her.

      “I don’t know. Any kind of dance.”

      I jumped around a lit­tle and fell over.

      “This is top-​heavy,” I said.

      “It don’t look top-​heavy,” Lu­la said. “It’s all one size top to bot­tom. Imag­ine if we got a pork chop in­stead of a hot dog.”

      I was on my back, and all I saw was brown sky. I rolled side to side, try­ing to flip over. No luck. I was stuck in the stupid bun. I flopped around, flail­ing my arms and kick­ing my feet. I got some de­cent mo­men­tum go­ing rock­ing back and forth in my bun, but in the end, it didn’t get me any­where.

      Lu­la looked down at me. “Stop clown­in’ around. You’re scarin’ the kids. You’re even creepin’ out the big peo­ple. It’s like some­one threw away a gi­ant twitch­ing hot dog.”

      “I can’t get up!”

      “What?”

      “I can’t fuck­ing get up. What part of that don’t you un­der­stand?”

      “Well, you should have said so in­stead of just layin’ there thrashin’ around.”

      Con­nie and Lu­la grabbed my arms and hauled me to my feet.

      “This might not be a good idea,” I told them. “This suit is un­wieldy.”

      “You just got­ta get used to it,” Lu­la said. “I bet Al Ro­ker will be here any minute. Any­body seen Al Ro­ker?”

      Some peo­ple stopped to look at me.

      “What is it?” a man asked.

      “It’s a danc­ing hot dog,” Lu­la said.

      “It’s not danc­ing,” the man said.

      There was a kid with the man. “I want to see the hot dog dance,” the kid said.

      I did a cou­ple moves and fell over. “Shit!”

      The kid looked up at the man. “The hot dog said shit.”

      Ev­ery­one hur­ried away.

      “Danc­ing hot dogs don’t say shit,” Lu­la said to me, pulling me up­right.

      “What do they frig­gin’ say?”

      “They say oops.”

      “I’ll try to re­mem­ber.”

      “And that’s a cranky tone I’m hear­ing,” Lu­la said. “Hot dogs are hap­py food. If you was a brus­sels sprout, you could be cranky. Or maybe a li­ma bean.”

      “I don’t feel hap­py. I’m sweat­ing like a pig in this thing.”

      “Hey,” Lu­la said. “You were the one who want­ed to be the hot dog. No­body made you be the hot dog. And you bet­ter learn how to dance be­fore Al gets here, or you’re go­ing to miss your chance at hav­ing a na­tion­al tele­vi­sion de­but.”

      My stom­ach got queasy, and I felt my skin crawl at the back of my neck. “What’s out there that I can’t see?” I asked. “Spi­ders? Snakes?”

      “It’s Joyce Barn­hardt,” Grand­ma said.

      I turned around, and sure enough, it was Barn­hardt. Her red hair was piled high on her head, her mouth was high-​gloss ver­mil­ion. Her breasts were bare­ly con­tained in a red leather busti­er that matched skintight red leather pants and spike-​heeled red leather boots.

      “Who’s the hot dog?” Joyce want­ed to know.

      “It’s Stephanie,” Grand­ma said.

      “Fig­ures. I sup­pose you want­ed her to be the hot dog so it would have a nice straight line. Noth­ing worse than a hot dog with boobs, right?”

      I gave Joyce the fin­ger. “Boobs this, Joyce.”

      “What are you do­ing here?” Grand­ma asked Joyce. “Are you in the bar­be­cue com­pe­ti­tion?”

      “I put a cou­ple things to­geth­er,” Joyce said, and she turned to face Lu­la. “I lis­ten to the po­lice bands. I know all about the Chipo­tle killers stalk­ing you. And I fig­ure those guys are here look­ing to put a bul­let in you. Or maybe carve you up for bar­be­cu­ing.”

      “So you’re here to pro­tect me?” Lu­la said.

      “No, Dum­bo. I’m here to cap­ture the id­iots and get the re­ward.”

      Joyce sashayed away, and we all made the sign of the cross.

      “I al­ways smell sul­fur burn­ing when she’s around,” Con­nie said.

      “I want to do some walk­ing and look at the oth­er kitchens,” Grand­ma said. “We got an hour be­fore we have to start cook­ing the ribs.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Lu­la said. “We should be look­ing for the killers, any­way. I’m all ready for a take­down. I got my gun and my stun gun and some pep­per spray. And I got body ar­mor on un­der this white jack­et.”
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      NINETEEN

      CON­NIE, LU­LA, GRAND­MA, and I eased in­to the crowd that was slow­ly mak­ing its way past the cook-​off teams.

      “Look at this group,” Grand­ma said. “They’ve got one of them drums for cookin’ a pig.”

      I couldn’t see the drum. The drum was lost be­hind my hot dog skin. I turned to look and bumped in­to a kid.

      “The hot dog stepped on me,” the kid said.

      “Sor­ry,” I said. “Ex­cuse me.” I stepped to the side and knocked a wom­an over.

      Con­nie picked the wom­an up. “It’s her first time as a hot dog,” Con­nie told the wom­an. “Cut her some slack.”

      Lu­la had me by my bun, steer­ing me for­ward. “Watch out for the hot dog,” she was telling peo­ple. “Make way for the hot dog.”

      “I think I’m get­ting the hang of this,” I said to Lu­la. “I’m okay as long as I on­ly go for­ward.”

      Lu­la’s grip tight­ened on my arm. “It’s him.”

      “Who?”

      “The Chipo­tle killer. Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac.”

      “Where?”

      “Up there in front of us. The guy who’s all dressed up in a cheap suit.”

      I squint­ed through the hot dog skin. I couldn’t see a guy in a suit. “Does he have a cleaver?”

      “No. He’s got an ice-​cream cone.”

      Lu­la hauled her gun out of her purse. “Hey! Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac!” she yelled at him. “Hold it right there. I’m mak­ing a cit­izen’s ar­rest.”

      Mar­co looked around, spot­ted Lu­la, and froze.

      “Guess it’s not so fun­ny when he don’t have his cleaver,” Lu­la said.

      A fam­ily walked be­tween us and Mar­co, and Mar­co threw his ice-​cream cone down and took off.

      “He’s run­ning away,” Lu­la said. “Af­ter him!”

      Af­ter him? Was she kid­ding?

      Lu­la had one side of my cos­tume, Con­nie had the oth­er, and I could feel Grand­ma push­ing from be­hind.

      “Wait,” I said. “I can’t run. I can’t . . .” CRASH. I knocked over a prep ta­ble. “Sor­ry!”

      Lu­la kept drag­ging me. “He’s go­ing for the park­ing lot,” Lu­la said.

      “I see him,” Con­nie said. “He’s get­ting in­to that sil­ver BMW. Who’s got a car here?”

      “What about your car?” Grand­ma asked.

      “It’s way on the oth­er side of the lot.”

      I wrig­gled my arm out of the arm­hole and pulled the keys to the cab out of my pants pock­et. “I’ve got the keys to the cab.”

      Con­nie got be­hind the wheel, Lu­la sat next to her, and Grand­ma got in­to the back­seat. I tried to sit next to Grand­ma, but I couldn’t get all of me in. Ev­ery­one jumped out and ran around to my side and pushed and shoved.

      “She’s too fat,” Grand­ma said. “She don’t fit in the door.”

      “Bend the bun,” Con­nie said. “There’s too much bun.”

      “Stand back,” Lu­la said. And she put her butt to me and rammed me in.

      Ev­ery­one rushed back in­to the car, Con­nie rock­et­ed out of the park­ing place and whipped around the lot. “I see him,” she said. “He turned left out of the park.”

      “If you get close enough to him, I can shoot out his tires,” Lu­la said.

      “Yeah, me, too,” Grand­ma said. “You take the right-​side tires,” she said to Lu­la, “and I’ll take the left-​side tires.”

      We were on a two-​lane road that ran for al­most a mile be­fore hook­ing up with a four-​lane high­way.

      “I can’t catch him in this cab,” Con­nie said af­ter a half mile. “I’ve got it floored, and we’re los­ing him.” Her eyes flicked to her side mir­ror. “Crap,” she said. “It’s a cop.”

      Lu­la and Grand­ma stuffed their guns back in­to their purs­es, and Con­nie popped the but­ton on her shirt so she showed more cleav­age. She pulled over, and the cop stopped be­hind her, lights flash­ing. We’d crossed the line, and we were in Hamil­ton Town­ship. I didn’t know any of the Hamil­ton Town­ship po­lice.

      “Do you know why I pulled you over?” the cop asked Con­nie.

      Con­nie leaned back to give him a good look at the girls. “Be­cause you couldn’t catch the guy in front of me?”

      “We were try­ing to run down a killer,” Grand­ma said. “And the hot dog is a per­son­al friend of Joe Morel­li.”

      “Morel­li is the rea­son my bowl­ing team lost the tro­phy,” the cop said. “I hate Morel­li.”

      MOREL­LI WAS WAIT­ING for us when we rolled in­to the cook-​off lot. Lu­la had called him and told him about Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac, and now Morel­li was lean­ing against his SUV, watch­ing Con­nie park the cab. Lu­la and Con­nie and Grand­ma got out, but I was stuck.

      “What are you, some su­per­hero?” Lu­la asked Morel­li. “How’d you get here so fast?”

      “I was al­ready here. We have some men on site.” Morel­li looked in­to the cab. “There’s a hot dog in the back­seat.”

      “It’s Stephanie,” Grand­ma said. “She’s stuck. Her bun’s too big.”

      “Got­ta cut back on the dessert,” Morel­li said.

      “Very fun­ny,” I said to him. “Just get me out of here.”

      Morel­li pulled me out of the cab and gave me the once-​over. “What are you do­ing in a hot dog suit?”

      “It was sup­posed to be a sparerib, but the cos­tume shop was all out, so the best we could get was a hot dog.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” Morel­li said. “What have you got in your hand?”

      “We got stopped by Of­fi­cer Hardass. Con­nie got a speed­ing tick­et, and I got a tick­et for not wear­ing a seat belt. I was in the back­seat. Do you have to wear a seat belt in the back­seat?”

      Morel­li took the tick­et from me and put it in his pock­et. “Not if you’re a hot dog.”

      “I hope we didn’t miss Al Ro­ker,” Grand­ma said.

      Morel­li looked over at her. “Al Ro­ker?”

      “He’s bring­ing a whole crew with him, and he’s go­ing to film the cook-​off, and we’re go­ing to be on tele­vi­sion,” Grand­ma said.

      “It’s not Al Ro­ker,” Morel­li said. “It’s Al Rochere. He’s got a cook­ing show on some ca­ble chan­nel.”

      “How do you know that?” Lu­la said. “They could both be com­ing.”

      “I have a list of me­dia and celebri­ties present,” Morel­li said. “There’s ex­tra se­cu­ri­ty for this event be­cause of the Chipo­tle mur­der.”

      “Look at the time,” Grand­ma said. “We got­ta get the ribs go­ing.”

      Con­nie, Lu­la, and Grand­ma set off pow­er-​walk­ing across the field. I tried to fol­low, but I walked in­to a trash can and fell over.

      “Oops,” I said.

      Morel­li looked down at me. “Are you okay?”

      “I can’t see in this stupid suit.”

      Morel­li picked me up. “Would you like me to get you out of this thing?”

      “Yes!”

      He worked at the zip­per in the back and fi­nal­ly peeled me out of the hot dog suit. “You’re soak­ing wet,” he said.

      “It was hot in the suit.”

      Morel­li wrapped an arm around me and shuf­fled me off to a booth sell­ing cook-​off gear. He bought me a T-​shirt, a hat, and a sweat­shirt, stuffed the hot dog suit in­to a bag, and sent me to the ladies’ room to change.

      “This feels much bet­ter,” I said to him when I came out. “Thanks.”

      “You look bet­ter, too.”

      “Out of Range­man black?”

      “Yeah.” Morel­li wrapped his arms around me. “I miss you. Bob miss­es you. My grand­moth­er miss­es you.”

      “Your grand­moth­er hates me.”

      “True. She miss­es hat­ing you.” Morel­li straight­ened the hat on my head. “Maybe I could learn to like peanut but­ter.”

      “You don’t have to like peanut but­ter. Just stop yelling at me.”

      “That’s the way my fam­ily com­mu­ni­cates.”

      “Find an­oth­er way to com­mu­ni­cate. And why are we ar­gu­ing all the time? We ar­gue over ev­ery­thing.”

      “I think it’s be­cause we aren’t hav­ing enough sex.”

      “And that’s an­oth­er thing. Why are you so ob­sessed with sex?”

      “Be­cause I don’t get any?”

      I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t help my­self. “I guess that could do it.”

      I saw flames shoot in­to the sky and then black smoke.

      “It looks like Lu­la fired up the grill,” I said to Morel­li. “I should get back to them.”

      We made our way through the crowd, back to the Flamin’ kitchen. The guy from the kitchen next to us was stand­ing with the fire ex­tin­guish­er in his hand, shak­ing his head.

      “Un­be­liev­able,” he said. “You moved the canopy back, and then you set your ribs on fire and torched your hat.”

      Lu­la still had the hat on her head, but the top was all black and smok­ing, and foam dripped off the hat on­to Lu­la’s white chef coat.

      “Looks to me like the ribs are done,” Grand­ma said, peer­ing over the grill at the charred bones. “You think they need more sauce?”

      “I think they need a de­cent buri­al,” Con­nie said.

      The rust­ed bot­tom of the grill gave way, and ev­ery­thing fell out on­to the ground.

      “Don’t that beat all,” Grand­ma said.

      Morel­li’s cell phone buzzed. He walked away to talk, and when he re­turned he was smil­ing.

      “They caught Mar­co,” he said. “He was try­ing to get to the air­port in Philly. He’s be­ing brought back to Tren­ton.”

      “Do we get the re­ward?” Lu­la want­ed to know. “We gave in­for­ma­tion that got him cap­tured.”

      “I don’t know,” Morel­li said. “That’s up to the com­pa­ny of­fer­ing the re­ward.”

      “The bar­be­cue sauce com­pa­ny,” Lu­la said. “The one with the pic­ture of Chipo­tle on the jar. Fire in the Hole sauce.”

      “Yep.”

      “What about the oth­er mo­ron?” Lu­la said. “What about the guy who was al­ways shoot­ing at me?”

      “Mar­co fin­gered him the minute he was caught. Zi­to Dud­ley. Mar­co said as far as he knew, Dud­ley was still on the cook-​off grounds.”

      “We got­ta find Dud­ley be­fore any­one else,” Lu­la said. “Or we might have to split the re­ward, bein’ that there were two killers and on­ly one mil­lion dol­lars. We should spread out, and if you see him, shoot him.”

      “I wouldn’t mind shoot­ing him, but I don’t know what he looks like,” Grand­ma said.

      “He looks sort of like the Ma­ni­ac,” Lu­la said. “On­ly short­er.”

      “Dud­ley sounds fa­mil­iar,” Con­nie said. “I just saw that name some­where. Zi­to Dud­ley. Zi­to Dud­ley.”

      The fire-​ex­tin­guish­er guy was bast­ing the ribs on his grill. He looked over when Con­nie said Zi­to Dud­ley.

      “Zi­to Dud­ley is pre­sent­ing the check to the win­ner of the cook-​off,” he said. “He’s as­so­ci­at­ed with Chipo­tle’s bar­be­cue sauce.”

      Lu­la’s eyes went wide. “Get out. That wiener is part of Chipo­tle’s com­pa­ny?”

      “It’s not ac­tu­al­ly Chipo­tle’s com­pa­ny,” the guy said. “Chipo­tle got mon­ey for putting his name on the jar. The com­pa­ny is owned by some­one else.” He reached be­hind him to his prep ta­ble, grabbed the cook-​off pro­gram, and hand­ed it to Lu­la. “His pic­ture is in here. It’s on the last page. He’s stand­ing with the cook-​off com­mit­tee.”

      We all looked at the pic­ture of Dud­ley.

      “That’s him, all right,” Lu­la said. “Nasty lit­tle bas­tard.”

      Morel­li was on his phone talk­ing to his part­ner, feed­ing him the in­for­ma­tion, ask­ing for more men.

      Some­thing was caus­ing a dis­tur­bance on the op­po­site side of the field. We all craned our necks and stood tall to see what the noise and move­ment was about. Peo­ple were part­ing in front of us, and sud­den­ly a man burst out of the crowd. He was run­ning for all he was worth, and Joyce was chas­ing him in her high-​heeled boots.

      “It’s him,” Lu­la said. “It’s Dud­ley!”

      They got even with our booth, and Joyce launched her­self in­to the air and tack­led Zi­to Dud­ley. Lu­la rushed in, pulled Joyce off Dud­ley, and grabbed his foot.

      “He’s mine,” Lu­la said.

      Joyce kicked Lu­la in the leg and wres­tled Dud­ley away from her. Lu­la put a neck lock on Joyce, and they went down to the ground, kick­ing and claw­ing and cussing, tak­ing Dud­ley with them. There was a gun­shot, and Joyce yelped and flopped on­to the ground, blood ooz­ing from her red leather busti­er.

      Morel­li had his gun drawn, but Dud­ley was on his feet, hold­ing a gun to Lu­la’s head.

      “Drop your gun,” Dud­ley said.

      Con­nie, Grand­ma, Morel­li, the guys next to us, and sev­er­al passers­by all dropped their guns.

      “You won’t get any­where,” Morel­li said to Dud­ley. “There are po­lice all over this park.”

      “I’ve got a hostage. And I’d be re­al hap­py to have one more ex­cuse to shoot her. I’ve been try­ing to shoot her all week. And I would have done it, if I wasn’t sad­dled with Mar­co the Mo­ron.”

      “I thought he was a Ma­ni­ac,” Grand­ma said.

      “I want a he­li­copter brought in,” Dud­ley said. “And I want one un­armed pi­lot fly­ing it.”

      “That on­ly hap­pens in the movies,” Morel­li said. “Tren­ton can’t af­ford he­li­copters. We’re lucky we’re not all rid­ing bi­cy­cles.”

      “Get the traf­fic re­port he­li­copter then. Get one from the beach pa­trol. Get one from NASCAR. You don’t get me out of here in a he­li­copter, and I swear I’ll kill my hostage.”

      Morel­li went back to his cell phone. “I’ll make some calls,” he said to Dud­ley. “Maybe I can come up with some­thing. Would Na­tion­al Guard be okay?”

      Dud­ley looked at Joyce on the ground, bleed­ing.

      “Get a mede­vac. I know you’ve got one of those.”

      “You got it,” Morel­li said. “I’ve got two paramedics here. I want you to al­low them to treat her.”

      “Sure. Get her out of the way.”

      “This is con­fus­ing,” Lu­la said. “What hap­pens to the re­ward? How am I gonna get the re­ward from you if you’re the one I caught?”

      “It’s my broth­er-​in-​law’s re­ward. He’s the own­er of the com­pa­ny. I’m just a to­ken vice pres­ident. He’s the one who was the big Chipo­tle fan. Put his pic­ture on all the sauce jars. I told him not to do it, but would he lis­ten to me? Hell, no. Now see where that got us.”

      “Where’d it get you?” Grand­ma want­ed to know.

      “It got us nowhere. Chipo­tle re­fused to sign a new con­tract. He was screw­ing my broth­er-​in-​law’s bim­bo gold-​dig­ger wife. They were go­ing to start their own com­pa­ny as soon as the di­vorce went through.” Dud­ley looked over at Morel­li. “Where’s the he­li­copter?”

      “It’s on its way. You should hear it any minute.”

      “Some broth­er-​in-​law you’ve got,” Con­nie said. “What did he do, go to the Chica­go Mob and hire some­one to whack Chipo­tle? And then send you along to babysit and make sure the job got done?”

      “He would have been bet­ter to let me do it my­self. He had this idea to get rid of Chipo­tle and turn it in­to a me­dia fren­zy. Get free pub­lic­ity by chop­ping his head off. Chipo­tle nev­er saw it com­ing. He was still drunk from the night be­fore. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, we had a wit­ness who would have been safe, ex­cept she en­tered the con­test.”

      Al Rochere ran over with his film crew and went in for an in­ter­view.

      “Get him out of here,” Dud­ley said. “I’ll shoot her. Swear to God.”

      “Wait a minute,” Lu­la said. “This could be my big break.”

      There was the un­mis­tak­able wup wup wup of a he­li­copter, and the mede­vac chop­per flew low over us and land­ed in an emp­ty area of the field.

      Dud­ley still had the gun to Lu­la’s head. “I’m tak­ing her with me. I’ll re­lease her when we land.”

      “I don’t like this,” Lu­la said. “I don’t like he­li­copters. I’m gonna get the runs.”

      “Shut up, and get walk­ing.”

      “I don’t feel so good,” Lu­la said. And she fart­ed.

      Dud­ley stepped back and fanned the air with his gun. “Jeez, la­dy, what have you been eat­ing?”

      “Bar­be­cue,” Lu­la said. And she suck­er punched him in the throat.

      Dud­ley gagged and dropped his gun. And Morel­li was on him.

      “Is there still a re­ward?” Lu­la asked. “Does any­body know the rul­ing on that?”

      A bunch of cops and se­cu­ri­ty guards swarmed in, keep­ing the cu­ri­ous back. Morel­li’s part­ner cuffed Dud­ley and a cou­ple uni­forms moved in to help.

      “My hero,” I said to Morel­li.

      Morel­li grinned. “Lu­la’s the hero. She suck­er punched him.”

      “And it was a pip of a fart, too,” Grand­ma said.

      I looked over at Joyce. The paramedics had her sta­ble and ready to mede­vac out.

      “How is she?” I asked one of them.

      “Lost some blood, but I don’t think any­thing crit­ical was hit.”

      “I need to go down­town with Dud­ley,” Morel­li said to me. “Call me when you get things fig­ured out.”

      I walked to our kitchen, where Grand­ma, Lu­la, and Con­nie were stand­ing, star­ing at the black­ened ribs and ash­es spread across the ground.

      “I don’t sup­pose we’re gonna win the con­test, what with the grill falling apart and the ribs burn­ing up,” Grand­ma said.

      “I’m tired of this whole bar­be­cue thing, any­way,” Con­nie said. “I could use a cal­zone.”

      “I’m in for a meat­ball sub,” Lu­la said.

      “And spaghet­ti,” Grand­ma said. “Do you think we should stick around to see who wins the con­test?”

      “I don’t care who wins the con­test, since it’s not me,” Lu­la said.

      Con­nie had her bag hiked up on her shoul­der. “We can read about it in the pa­per to­mor­row.”
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      TWENTY

      IT WAS A lit­tle af­ter six when I pulled in­to the Range­man garage. Mar­co the Ma­ni­ac and Zi­to Dud­ley were in jail. Joyce was be­ing treat­ed. Lu­la, Grand­ma, and Con­nie were at Pino’s. I parked the cab next to the Buick and took the el­eva­tor to the sev­enth floor.

      Ranger had called short­ly af­ter four o’clock and asked that I come in when the dust set­tled on the bar­be­cue fi­as­co. I en­tered his apart­ment and found him in his of­fice, at his com­put­er.

      “Come here,” he said. “I want you to see some­thing. This came in at four o’clock.”

      I looked over his shoul­der at a grainy pic­ture of a wall. A mo­tion de­tec­tor was fixed at the top of the wall, and along­side the mo­tion de­tec­tor was a small square box, the same size as the de­tec­tor. A slim young man dressed in khakis and a white col­lared shirt came in­to the pic­ture, looked around, fixed on the Range­man cam­era for a mo­ment, and left.

      “Is that your break-​in guy?” I asked Ranger.

      “He fits the de­scrip­tion, oth­er than the uni­form. I have Hal and Ra­mon watch­ing the house, and they missed him. He drove up in a van from the client’s pest con­trol com­pa­ny.”

      “Was any­one home when he went in?”

      “Mrs. Lazar, the home­own­er. Her hus­band was still at work. She said she let some­one in from pest con­trol. We called the com­pa­ny, and they said he didn’t be­long to them. He was in and out be­fore we could get the in­for­ma­tion to Hal and Ra­mon.”

      “So for some rea­son, he changed his rou­tine. Maybe he saw Hec­tor go in­to the house to in­stall your cam­era.”

      “Or maybe he just de­cid­ed it was time for a change.”

      “Now what?”

      Ranger pushed back in his chair. “More of the same.”

      “I’m still driv­ing my fa­ther’s cab. Un­less you have some­thing for me to do, I’m go­ing to run to the Star­bucks on the cor­ner, get him a cou­ple of his fa­vorite cook­ies as a thank-​you, and re­turn the cab.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Ranger said.

      I took the el­eva­tor to the first floor and walked the half block to Star­bucks. I or­dered a cof­fee for my­self and three cook­ies for my fa­ther. There were sev­er­al peo­ple in line, buy­ing a caf­feine fix to get them through the night af­ter a day in the of­fice. Sev­er­al peo­ple were hun­kered down in the big leather arm­chairs, mak­ing use of the In­ter­net con­nec­tion. A guy sat alone at one of the small ta­bles. He had a cup of cof­fee, and he was ab­sorbed in a hand­held elec­tron­ic game. He was wear­ing loose-​fit­ting jeans, a Cow­boy Be­bop T-​shirt, and a bag­gy sweat­shirt.

      It was the guy in Ranger’s surveil­lance video. I hadn’t rec­og­nized him at first. He looked like ev­ery­one else at Star­bucks. Ex­cept for the game. The game caught my at­ten­tion.

      I pulled my phone out of my pock­et and di­aled Ranger. “I think I’ve got him,” I said. “You know how the break-​in guy al­ways took those lit­tle elec­tron­ic games kids play? Well, I’m in Star­bucks, and there’s a guy who looks like the guy in your video, and he’s sit­ting here play­ing with one of those games.”

      “Sit tight,” Ranger said. And he dis­con­nect­ed.

      The break-​in guy stood and pock­et­ed his game. He stretched and left the cof­fee shop, walk­ing north on Myr­tle Street. I left the pick­up line and fol­lowed at a dis­tance. I called Ranger and gave him the new di­rec­tions. The break-​in guy went in­to an ug­ly 1970s-​style of­fice build­ing. Five floors of tint­ed glass and aqua­ma­rine pan­els in­ter­spersed with yel­low brick.

      I was able to see him through the re­volv­ing glass door. He crossed the small lob­by and stepped in­to an el­eva­tor. I ran in­to the lob­by and read through the list of ten­ants. Fourth floor: GOT GAME SE­CU­RI­TY. Bin­go.

      I was on the phone with Ranger again, and an in­stant lat­er, three black Range­man SU­Vs rolled to a stop out­side the build­ing.

      I took the el­eva­tor with Ranger and Tank, Ra­mon and his part­ner took the stairs, Hal and his part­ner stayed in the lob­by. We reached the fourth floor, and Ranger tried the door to Got Game Se­cu­ri­ty. Locked. He rapped on the door. The door buzzed un­locked, and Ranger pushed the door open.

      The break-​in guy was at a rat­ty wood­en desk. He looked at Ranger stand­ing in his door­way and went pale.

      “What?” he said. And then he jumped up and tried to make a run for an ad­join­ing suite.

      Ranger reached him in two strides, grabbed him by the shirt, and threw him against the wall. He hit with a SPLAT and slid down the wall like a sack of sand.

      “Get him out of here,” Ranger said to Tank.

      There was noth­ing in the of­fice oth­er than the desk and a desk chair. No phone. No com­put­er. Ranger pulled the top draw­er open, and it was filled with hand­held games.

      The door to the ad­join­ing suite opened, and a scrawny guy with a mop of curly red hair and freck­led skin peeked out. “Oh shit!” he said. And he slammed the door shut.

      Ranger opened the door, and we walked in­to a room crammed with all the stuff that had been stolen. The red-​haired guy was pressed against the far wall, and I swear I could see his heart beat­ing against his Fi­nal Fan­ta­sy T-​shirt.

      “Talk to me,” Ranger said.

      The red-​haired guy opened his mouth and nod­ded his head, but no words came out. His eyes got glassy, and he slid down the wall and sat down hard on the floor. He looked to be about eigh­teen years old.

      “Do we need med­ical?” Ra­mon asked, en­ter­ing the room.

      “Give him some time,” Ranger said.

      We stood around for a cou­ple min­utes, wait­ing for the kid’s eyes to fo­cus. When he looked like he had a thought in his head, Ranger pulled him to his feet.

      “We want­ed to be se­cu­ri­ty guys,” the kid said. “We want­ed a job at Range­man, but you wouldn’t even talk to us. You wouldn’t even take our ap­pli­ca­tions. The guy at the desk said we were too young. So we fig­ured we’d start our own se­cu­ri­ty com­pa­ny.”

      “And?”

      “And To­by thought it would be cool if we fi­nanced our com­pa­ny by rob­bing your ac­counts. Like we could make a game out of it. To­by is all in­to games. He had it all fig­ured out. He had all these rules to keep it in­ter­est­ing. To­by’s prob­ably the smartest guy I know.”

      Ranger looked around. “Why have you got all the stolen prop­er­ty stacked up here?”

      “We didn’t know what to do with it. We fig­ured we’d fence it, but we don’t know any­body who does that. So we used the mon­ey to rent these of­fices while we looked for a fence.”

      “Turn them in,” Ranger said to Ra­mon. “Let me know if there are prob­lems.”

      Ra­mon took the kid out of the of­fice, and his part­ner fol­lowed.

      “You should be hap­py,” I said to Ranger. “You solved your mys­tery.”

      “I was al­most ru­ined by two goofy kids. I’m em­bar­rassed.”

      “Whoa,” I said. “That’s an emo­tion.”

      “You think I don’t have emo­tions?”

      “I don’t think you very of­ten get em­bar­rassed.”

      “It takes a lot,” Ranger said.

      “You brought me in to snoop around. Now that you ‘ve found your bad guys, does this mean I’m be­ing ter­mi­nat­ed?”

      Ranger looked at me. “That’s your de­ci­sion.”

      “I think I’ll keep the job for a while longer, but I’ll move out of your bed.”

      “That’s the safe way to go,” Ranger said. “But not the most sat­is­fy­ing. The job will get bor­ing.”

      “But not your bed?”

      “Not if we’re in it to­geth­er.”

      There was no doubt in my mind.

      AN HOUR LAT­ER, I was in my fa­ther’s cab with Rex on the seat next to me and a small stash of Range­man uni­forms in a bag on the back­seat. I was on my way to my par­ents’ house, but I took a de­tour and drove past Morel­li’s house just for the heck of it. Lights were on in his down­stairs win­dows, and his SUV was parked curb­side. I pulled in be­hind the SUV, went to Morel­li’s door, and knocked.

      Morel­li grinned when he saw me. “Couldn’t re­sist my charms?”

      “Couldn’t re­sist your tele­vi­sion. My fa­ther’s go­ing to be watch­ing base­ball, and the Rangers are play­ing the Dev­ils tonight.”

      “I’m all set,” Morel­li said. “I’ve got chips and dip and beer.”

      I ran back to the cab and got Rex’s cage. Rex wouldn’t want to miss the Rangers play­ing, and he loved chips.

      I put Rex on the cof­fee ta­ble, and I set­tled in on the couch, next to Bob.

      “Have you heard any­thing about Joyce?”

      “She’s go­ing to be okay.”

      “And what about the guy who owns the sauce com­pa­ny and hired Mar­co to whack Chipo­tle?”

      Morel­li scooped some dip on­to a chip and fed it to me. He had to reach over Bob to do it. “They’re look­ing for him, but haven’t found him so far. He’s prob­ably in Venezuela.”

      “That was pret­ty scary at the cook-​off. It took a lot of guts for Lu­la to punch that guy.”

      “I’m more im­pressed with the fart.”

      “Men.”

      “Hey, what can I say, men like farts.”

      I told him about find­ing the break-​in guy and his friend, Morel­li fed me an­oth­er chip, and I drank some of his beer.

      “Look at us,” I said to Morel­li. “We aren’t ar­gu­ing.”

      “That’s be­cause the game hasn’t start­ed,” Morel­li said. “Maybe we shouldn’t watch the game. Maybe we should do some­thing else. Are you still off men?”

      “I think I’m off and on.”

      Morel­li grinned at me. “Which night is this? Off or on?”

      I smiled back at him. “There are some things a man should find out for him­self.”

      Ta­ble of Con­tents

    

  