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This isn’t just another case. This is family.


Grandma Mazur, Stephanie Plum’s favourite family member and occasional partner in crime, has decided to get married again - this time to local gangster Jimmy Rosolli. If Stephanie has her doubts about this marriage, she doesn’t have to worry for long. Forty-five minutes after saying “I do,” the groom drops dead.


A sad day turns into something dangerous when Jimmy’s "business partners" become convinced that his widow is keeping to herself the keys to a financial windfall. The one thing these wise guys aren’t counting on is the widow’s bounty hunter granddaughter, who’ll do anything to save her.


Stephanie Plum has made a career of tracking down bad guys, but this time some of the worst people are coming after the most important person in her life - and she’s the only thing standing in their way.




CHAPTER ONE


SOME MEN ENTER a woman’s life and screw it up forever. Jimmy Rosolli did this to my Grandma Mazur. Not forever, but for an afternoon last week when he married her in the casino at Atlantis and dropped dead forty-five minutes later.


So far as I know, the trip to the Bahamas was a last-minute decision, and the marriage was even more unplanned. I guess they were just a couple of wild-and-crazy seniors having a moment.


My name is Stephanie Plum. I’m five seven with shoulder-length brown hair that curls whether I want it to or not. I’ve inherited a good metabolism from my mother’s Hungarian side of the family, so I can eat cheeseburgers and Häagen-Dazs and still button my jeans. The hair and a bunch of rude hand gestures I get from my father’s Italian ancestry.


I work for my cousin Vinnie as a bail bonds enforcement agent. It’s a crappy job, but it’s not as bad as my present job of escorting Grandma to Jimmy’s viewing at Stiva’s funeral home.


“What do you think of my outfit?” Grandma asked. “I got a black dress for the funeral, but it’s not my best color, so I thought I’d lighten things up for the viewing. It’s going to be a doozy. All the bigwigs from the mob and the K of C will be there.”


Grandma was wearing a simple pale green dress that made her complexion look like she’d been embalmed right along with Jimmy. Grandma was in her mid-seventies and didn’t look a day over ninety. She had the posture and energy of a twenty-year-old marine, but gravity had taken its toll. She carried slack skin over lean muscle and spindle bone and was in many respects the human version of a soup chicken. The day before her ill-fated trip with Jimmy Rosolli she’d decided to shake things up at the hair salon and had gone with a short punk cut and flame red hair. If you knew Grandma you wouldn’t be surprised at this, and in fact, I thought it suited her.


“I saw the Queen of England wearing a dress just like this,” Grandma said. “She had a hat on that matched the dress, but I couldn’t find one of those.”


Grandma came to live with my parents when Grandpa Mazur ate his last pork chop, sucked in the last drag on his Marlboro, and went to heaven to keep his eye on Jesus. It’s been a bunch of years now. So far, my father hasn’t killed Grandma—only because we took his guns away and we never leave sharp knives lying out in the open.


My parents live in Trenton, New Jersey, in a small two-story house in a pleasant lower middle-class neighborhood called the Burg. My mom has always been a homemaker. My dad is retired from the post office.


“It’s too bad your mother is in bed with a bad back,” Grandma said to me. “It’s not every day that her stepfather is laid to rest.”


“He was only her stepfather for forty-five minutes,”I said.


“Still, this is an important occasion for me. I get to stand at the head of the casket and be the grieving widow. There’s lots of women out there who would kill to be Jimmy’s widow.”


I had doubts about the source of my mother’s back pain. She self-diagnosed on Google and was self-medicating with bourbon. I was pretty sure the pain had more to do with my grandmother being my mother’s worst nightmare than with my mother having a potentially herniated disk.


“We better get a move on,” Grandma said. “I don’t want to be late. They said I could get a private viewing before they let all the other people in. You’re lucky to come along with me on account of you get to go to the private viewing, too.”


I was escorting Grandma because my mother had threatened to never again make another pineapple upside-down cake if I didn’t stick to Grandma like glue. Then she sweetened the deal with the promise of lifetime unlimited laundry service, which included folding and ironing.


Stiva’s funeral home is no longer owned by Stiva. It’s changed hands several times and has been given a bunch of different names, but everyone still calls it Stiva’s. It’s a large white colonial-type house with black shutters, a wide front porch, a utilitarian brick addition in the rear, and garages behind the addition. I parked in the small lot designated VIP PARKING and followed Grandma to the side door.


Grandma knows every inch of Stiva’s by heart. Ladies of a certain age use Stiva’s as a social center. Grandma and her girlfriends are there four nights out of seven, whether they know the deceased or not. Two of the remaining nights are reserved for bingo at the firehouse. I suppose it could be worse. I mean, it’s not like they’re frequenting strip clubs or crack houses.


Mervin Klack, the current owner and funeral director of Stiva’s, met us at the door.


“Mrs. Rosolli,” he said, “my sincere condolences.”


Grandma turned to look behind her before remembering that she was Mrs. Rosolli.


“Thank you,” Grandma said. “Where’s he at? You got him in Slumber Room Number One, don’t you?”


“Of course,” Klack said. “Nothing but the best for Mr. Rosolli.”


“And he’s in the mahogany casket with the satin lining?”


“Yes,” Klack said. “I think you’ll be pleased when you see him. He’s wearing the tie you picked out, and he looks very dapper.”


Grandma hurried down the corridor, past the refreshment kitchen, to the foyer with the center hall table and massive floral display. The double doors that led to the front porch were closed, but I could hear noise from the crowd that had gathered on the other side.


Slumber Room Number One was the largest of the viewing rooms. It was reserved for lodge members and the occasional decapitation that was sure to draw a crowd. Grandma marched down the center aisle, past the rows of empty folding chairs, and went straight to the casket at the far end of the room. She looked at Jimmy and nodded her approval.


“Yep, he looks good, all right,” she said. “He’s got good color to his cheeks.” She looked around, checking out the flowers. “We got a good amount of flowers, too. Jimmy was real popular.”


Good amount couldn’t begin to describe the flowers. They were overwhelming. They were crammed in everywhere. My nose was clogged with the scent of carnations, and my eyes were burning.


“Okay,” Grandma said to Klack. “I’m satisfied. Open the doors and let’s get started.”


I heard the front doors bang open and the mourners surge forward. Three old ladies dressed in black were the first to charge down the center aisle. I recognized all three. They were Jimmy’s sisters. Angie, Tootie, and Rose. Tootie was using a walker hooked up to a travel pack of oxygen, but she was keeping up with the other two. Jimmy’s daughter was close behind. And Jimmy’s two ex-wives were behind her.


Angie stopped at the casket and looked down at her brother. Her lips were pressed tight together. Her eyes were narrowed. “Stupid man,” she said. She glared at Grandma. “Slut.”


“I’m no slut,” Grandma said. “I’m a married widow woman.”


“You took advantage of my brother’s weakness,” Angie said. “He could never stay away from the women. And he always went after the young chickies.”


Grandma perked up at being lumped in with the young chickies.


“He had no business getting married at his age,” Rose said to Grandma. “And look at you, all dressed up like you’re going to a party. Where’s your respect? A decent widow woman would be in black.”


“A lot you know,” Grandma said. “The Queen of England has a dress just like this.”


“I bet it cost you a pretty penny,” Rose said. “No doubt bought with my brother’s money.”


“I bought it with my own money,” Grandma said. “I haven’t got your brother’s money yet. I’m waiting for the lawyers to give it all to me.”


The six women dressed in black sucked in air.


Angie leaned in and got a grip on the casket. “You’ll never get his money. You don’t deserve his money. I’ll see you dead and buried before you get his money. That money goes to the family, not to some gold-digging whore.”


Grandma went squinty-eyed on Angie. “Get your hands off my honey’s casket, you frump crone.”


“I’ll put my hands where I want them,” Angie said. “I’ll put them around your scrawny turkey neck and squeeze the life out of you.”


“We’ll see about that,” Grandma said, and the lid to the casket slammed down on Angie’s fingers.


Mervin Klack jumped in and wrenched the lid up. “Ladies!”


Angie wobbled away from the casket. “She broke my fingers! They’re all broke.”


“It was an accident,” Grandma said. “The lid just let go. It was an act of God.”


“You did it on purpose!” Angie said.


“You can’t prove that,” Grandma said. “And anyway, you’re going to have to move along. You’re holding up the line.”


Klack half-dragged Angie away, promising medical aid and cookies, and the rest of the women followed.


Harry Dugan moved forward.


“Howdy,” Grandma said to Harry. “Nice of you to show up here for Jimmy.”


“My condolences,” Harry said, standing at a safe distance, careful not to put his hands on the casket.


Klack had everyone cleared out and the front doors locked by nine o’clock. I exited the side door first and looked around to make sure no one was waiting to ambush Grandma. When I gave the all-clear signal, she scurried to the car with me. We jumped in and locked the doors.


“That was a beauty of a viewing,” Grandma said. “Capacity crowd. The funeral is going to be something.”


The funeral was going to be a freaking disaster.


“It’s Wednesday,” I said. “Why are you waiting until Saturday for the funeral?”


“I couldn’t get all the arrangements made any sooner. And Betty Hauck is getting buried tomorrow. Not that she’s any competition, but Klack had the big flower car already promised to Betty. And mostly it was that I had to find a place for the wake. Your mother didn’t want it at the house, and it wouldn’t have been big enough anyway. Lucky, I remembered Jimmy owned the Mole Hole. They said it would be an honor to hold his wake there Saturday morning.”


The Mole Hole was a strip club that was famous for its massive Angus beef burgers and its cheap drinks. The drinks were cheap because they were all watered down, and half the time the booze was bootleg. Jimmy and his geriatric cronies met in the back room to play cards, plan the occasional whacking, and take naps in their La-Z-Boy recliners.


“You don’t seem very upset about Jimmy,” I said to Grandma.


“You get to be my age and you have relations with an old codger, you got to expect these things are going to happen. It’s not like he’s the first man who kicked the bucket on me. I have to admit it was a shock when it happened, and the first couple hours were rough. I went through a lot of Kleenex. But then I got to thinking it was a pretty good way to go. He hit the jackpot on one of the poker machines. One minute he was real happy and the next minute . . . dead. Death don’t get much better than that.”


There was a stretch of silence in the car while we took it all in.


“I want to go at bingo,” Grandma finally said.


I put the car in gear and drove Grandma home. I idled at the curb until she was safe inside, and then I returned to Hamilton Avenue and drove to my apartment building.


I live in a clunky, three-story, no-frills apartment building about fifteen minutes from my parents’ house. My one-bedroom apartment is on the second floor and faces the parking lot at the back of the building. I have a hamster named Rex as a roommate, and a boyfriend named Joe Morelli who does an occasional sleepover. Most of my furniture was handed off to me by my relatives, and since they wouldn’t give their furniture away if it was any good, my decorating style and color palette is shabby blah.


I parked in the lot and looked up at my windows. Lights were on. This meant one of the two men in my life was upstairs, waiting for me. Morelli had a key, and the other guy, Ranger, didn’t need a key. Nothing stopped Ranger, least of all a door lock.


I entered the lobby, sighed at the OUT OF ORDER sign taped to the elevator door, and trudged up the stairs. I let myself into my apartment and called out a Hello.


Morelli answered from the living room. “I’ve got pizza, and there’s beer in the fridge. Hockey is on. Pre-season.”


I grabbed a beer and joined Morelli and his dog, Bob, on the couch.


Morelli is a Trenton PD cop working plainclothes in crimes against persons. Mostly he pulls homicides and gang-related shootings and stabbings. He’s a good cop and an equally excellent boyfriend . . . most of the time. His hair is black and wavy. His eyes are brown and sexy. His body is perfectly put together.


Bob is big and shaggy and sort of orange.


“I thought you could use a diversion after the viewing,” Morelli said. “How bad was it?”


“I don’t know where to begin. I suppose the highlight was when the lid to the casket let go and smashed Angie Rosolli’s fingers.”


“It just fell down on its own?”


“Grandma said it was an act of God. I wouldn’t mind having a police escort for the funeral. It’s on Saturday.”


“I’ve already got it on my calendar. I figure if I’m there, I’ll have a head start at solving whatever homicides go down.”


“I don’t think you have to worry about Angie. I’m pretty sure she’s got a broken trigger finger.”


“Angie is the least of it. There are rumblings that something was lost besides Jimmy’s life, and there’s a lot of panic and finger-pointing going on by the La-Z-Boys. Jimmy was known as the Keeper of the Keys. And the keys seem to be missing.”


“This is a big deal?”


“Apparently,” Morelli said.


“How hard would it be to find keys? Did they look in his house?”


“My source tells me they looked everywhere. Jimmy’s house, his office, his car, and the box he was flown home in.”


“Jeez.”


“I’m thinking sooner or later the search committee is going to get to your grandmother.” Morelli looked over at the pizza box on the coffee table. “Do you want that last piece?”


“Yes.”


“What would it take for you to give it up?”


“Make a suggestion.”


Morelli smiled.


“I know what that smile means,” I said. “And it’s not going to get you that last piece of pizza. That smile is a promise of something I’ll get no matter who eats the pizza.”


“Okay,” Morelli said. “You make a suggestion.”


I had nothing. My mother was already doing my laundry. Morelli couldn’t afford to buy me a new car. And at some time in the very near future Morelli was going to get me naked and make me happy. I suppose I had one or two requests I might make regarding the road to my happiness, but it felt awkward to say them out loud in front of the pizza.


Bob jumped off the couch, stuck his head in the pizza box, and ate the last piece.


“Problem solved,” Morelli said, sliding his arm around me, cuddling me close to him. “Now let’s discuss dessert.”




CHAPTER TWO


MORELLI AND BOB left my apartment at sunup. I dragged myself out of bed a couple hours later. Unlike Morelli, I’m not required to attend early morning briefings. Plus, Morelli looks forward to a day of fighting crime. Me not so much.


I took a fast shower, got dressed in my usual uniform of sneakers, jeans, and a girly T-shirt, and ambled into the kitchen. Morelli has a big dog for a roommate and I have Rex. I love Bob, but I think I made the better pet selection. I don’t have to walk Rex, and he has very small poop. I filled Rex’s water bottle, gave him some hamster food, dropped a couple Froot Loops into his dish, and he was good for the day.


I grabbed a handful of Froot Loops for myself, and shrugged into a black sweatshirt. It was the end of September, and the morning was cool. I hung my messenger bag on my shoulder, locked my apartment door behind me, and trudged off to my car. Fifteen minutes later I was at the bail bonds office.


Connie is the office manager, and she’s also a niece to the late Jimmy Rosolli. She’s a little older than me, a little shorter, a little more voluptuous, and 50 percent more Italian.


“Omigod,” Connie said when I walked through the door. “I can’t believe I missed the viewing last night. I knew it would be a mob scene, so I stayed home. Big mistake. Everyone’s talking about it. Did Grandma really break Angie’s fingers? Angie has her hands so bandaged up they look like basketballs. Louise Felati sent me a picture.”


“Angie had a grip on the casket, and the lid let go and fell down on her fingers,” I said. “It was an act of God.”


Lula was sitting on one of the two uncomfortable plastic chairs that had been placed in front of Connie’s desk. Lula is a plus-sized woman whose bounty runneth over in a size 8 minidress. The bounty would still be running over in a size 12 minidress, but Lula managed to pour it all into an 8. She’s a former ’ho who kept her wardrobe but changed her profession. She works for Vinnie now and mostly does whatever she feels like doing. Usually she hangs with me. I suspected she was sitting in the uncomfortable chair, rather than the faux leather couch against the wall, because the chair was closer to the box of donuts on Connie’s desk.


“No doubt it was an act of God,” Lula said. “God works in mysterious ways. You never know when bad juju is gonna catch up to you. Lucky I only got good juju. That’s on account of I live a righteous life.”


“You were a hooker,” Connie said.


“Yeah, but I was a damn good hooker,” Lula said. “I gave people their money’s worth. I never scrimped on anything. Everybody knew you come to Lula, and she gets the job done.”


I took a donut from the box and went to the coffee machine at the back of the office. “Did anything new come in for me this morning? I’m running low on scumbags I have to find.”


“I have two guys who didn’t show for court yesterday,” Connie said. “Tyrone Brown and Travis Wisneski.”


“Hold on,” Lula said. “We got a guy named Travis living in Trenton? That’s just not right. You got to live in Tennessee or Kentucky with a name like Travis. What did he do?”


“Robbed a liquor store.”


“What did he take?” Lula asked. “Liquor or money?”


“Money. At gunpoint.”


“That’s too bad,” Lula said. “If it was liquor you could understand he just needed a drink.”


I returned with my coffee. “What about Tyrone Brown?”


“Mrs. Schmidt said she caught Tyrone having relations with her dog.”


I choked on my coffee. “That’s horrible.”


“What kind of dog?” Lula asked.


Connie paged through the police report. “It was a black Lab.”


“That’s a good-size dog,” Lula said. “I’d need more information before I pass judgment on that. Like was it consensual. There’s dogs out there that might say okay to that sort of thing for a doggie treat. I knew a few of them when I was working my former profession.”


“When Tyrone was done with the dog, he had relations with Mrs. Schmidt,” Connie said, “and it definitely was not consensual.”


“I don’t like that,” Lula said. “Rape isn’t something I take lightly. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he had some drugs in him on account of not many men could perform like that. Most men would need a nap or a bowl of chili in between. Maybe some ribs or chicken wings.”


I gagged down the donut, took the two new file folders from Connie, and shoved them into my messenger bag.


“Looks like you’re getting ready to saddle up,” Lula said. “Guess I’ll tag along. Not every day we got a dog fornicator to bring in.”


Tyrone Brown lived in a two-bedroom bungalow in North Trenton. A Brown’s Plumbing van was parked in the driveway. A man left the house and approached the van just as we pulled up.


“This guy looks like the file picture,” Lula said. “Skinny fifty-two-year-old guy with a scraggly brown ponytail.”


I parked and walked up to the van. “Tyrone Brown?” I asked.


“Yeah, so?” he said.


“I represent your bail bondsman. You missed your trial date, and I need to help you reschedule.”


“Sure,” he said. “Reschedule me.”


“We’ll have to go to the courthouse,” I said. “It will only take a couple minutes.”


“I haven’t got a couple minutes. Do it without me. I got a job.”


I moved between him and the open door on the van. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that.”


“Look, lady, I’m not going with you. Get out of my way. The whole thing is bogus anyway.”


“We heard you did the deed with the dog,” Lula said.


“The dog and the old lady came on to me. What was I supposed to do? I didn’t want to be rude.”


“It says in the police report that it was nonconsensual,” Lula said.


Brown gave a derisive snort of laughter. “That’s what they all say.”


“Hunh,” Lula said. “I don’t like that answer. You got a nasty attitude.”


Brown gave Lula the finger. “Nasty this, bitch.”


“Okay,” Lula said to me. “Do you want to give him a couple thousand volts with your stun gun or do you want me to shoot him?”


I clapped a cuff on his right wrist and reached to secure the second wrist.


“Whoa,” he said, jumping away. “What’s this about? I don’t go for the kinky handcuff S& M stuff.”


“This isn’t kinky,” Lula said. “This is police protocol.”


“Are you police?” he asked.


“Sort of,” Lula said. “We’re like faux police.”


I got the other cuff on him, wrestled him into the back seat of my car, and drove him to the police station. We turned him in, and I got my body receipt.


“That’s a job well done,” Lula said when we were back in my car. “I bet there’s a lot of dogs resting easier knowing that guy is off the streets.”


I squelched a grimace and pulled out of the lot into traffic. “There has to be more to life than this.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know. I want something else. Something different. Something better.”


“You need a cat,” Lula said.


“A cat?”


“Yeah. I read an article online about how people are getting therapy cats on account of cats are good companions. We could go to the shelter and pick one out for you.”


“That’s a big responsibility. I don’t think I’m ready for a cat.”


“Well, your life can’t be all that bad if you don’t want a cat.”


“A cat isn’t going to fix my job.”


“What’s wrong with your job? You got a lot of personal freedom on this job. And some weeks we even make a living wage.”


“We work in a cesspool. We hunt down creepy people. I’m tired of creepy people. I want a job with normal people. I want to work with people who use deodorant and don’t eat out of dumpsters.”


“I hope you’re not referring to me,” Lula said. “I’d be real insulted if I thought you were referring to me.”


“I’m talking about the people we drag back to jail.”


“Okay, I get that. They aren’t always attractive.”


“And I’m stuck in a rut. I’m fifty-six years old and I’m still doing the same stupid stuff.”


“Say what? You’re how old? How can you be fifty-six?”


I looked over at Lula. “Did I say I was fifty-six?”


“Yeah, and we know that’s wrong because that would mean I’m a middle-age lady, and I’m not ready for that shit. Your mama is fifty-six. Not that fifty-six is so bad since fifty-six is now the new thirty-six.”


“Well I feel like I’m seventy.”


“That’s the new fifty,” Lula said.


“My life isn’t going anywhere. It’s same old, same old. It’s stagnant.”


“I see where you might feel like that sometimes. There’s not much upward mobility in bounty-huntering, unless you’re Ranger. But that’s just your day job. You got any other stagnation problems?”


“My relationships are stagnant.”


“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Lula said. “We’re back to the cat issue. You got a problem with commitment. You’ve always had that problem. Only thing you can commit to is a three-ounce hamster. You got two hot men in your life that have been on hold forever.”


Lula was right, but I was only half of the problem. Both the men in my life were committed to me at some level, but they’d made it clear that marriage wasn’t on the table. Okay with me. I’d tried marriage, and it was a disaster. Still, it felt like my life was standing still when it should be moving forward. I mean, where do you go in a relationship after you’ve got the fantastic sex mastered and you’re comfortable sharing a bathroom?


“You gotta shake it up,” Lula said. “Get a new hairdo and some funner clothes. And we got Travis Wisneski in our future. He could turn out to be scary instead of just creepy, being that he’s up for armed robbery.”


“Tell me about him.”


Lula pulled his file out of my messenger bag. “It says here he lives in one of those little row houses on the edge of the Burg. He’s thirty-four years old. Unemployed. And I hate to tell you this, but I’m guessing from his picture he doesn’t use deodorant. I’m not sure where he dines. Guess it could be a dumpster.”


“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this.”


“My feeling is that you have a job and you do it as best you can,” Lula said. “Doesn’t matter if you like your job. You do it as best you can.”


I agreed, but the unfortunate reality was that sometimes our best was lacking.


I cut across town and found the row houses. Travis lived in the middle of the row in a house indistinguishable from the rest. Paint peeling off the clapboard. Shades drawn on the two front windows. Bleak.


“Are we following standard procedure for an armed suspect?” Lula asked.


“We don’t have a standard procedure,” I said. “And we don’t know that he’s armed.”


“Yeah, but we know he’s got a gun.”


“Lots of people have a gun. You have a gun. I have a gun.”


“In theory, you got a gun,” Lula said, “but I’m guessing you don’t have it with you. I’m guessing your gun is home in your cookie jar, and it don’t even have bullets in it. There’s your problem again. You can’t commit to having a gun.”


“I don’t like guns.”


“I like my gun. Her name is Suzy.”


“You named your gun?”


“Doesn’t your gun have a name?”


“Smith and Wesson.”


“That don’t count,” Lula said. “You got a poor nameless gun. I bet you don’t even take proper care of your gun. When was the last time you cleaned it?”


“I put it in the dishwasher after Elliot Flug threw up on it.”


“I never saw anything like it,” Lula said. “Projectile vomiting. All over you and your gun. It was like something from a horror movie where after someone’s head rotates they spew. Next time we go after a felon having a stomach virus we don’t get so close.”


Something to remember. I parked and cut the engine. “Let’s see if Travis is home.”


Lula and I walked up to the door and knocked. No answer.


“Hey!” Lula yelled. “Open this here door. I got Girl Scout Cookies.”


There was the sound of locks being released, the door opened, and a woman looked out at us. She was somewhere in her thirties. Brown hair that was parted in the middle and needed conditioning. Thin, with tattoos covering her arms. Nose ring. Cigarette hanging out of her mouth.


“Where’s the cookies?” she asked.


“It was sort of a fib,” Lula said. “We just wanted you to open the door.”


A guy who looked like the Travis file photo came up behind the woman and draped an arm around her. “What’s up?” he asked.


“They haven’t got any cookies,” the woman said.


“Travis Wisneski?” I asked.


“Yeah,” he said. “So, what?”


I introduced myself and told him he needed to get rescheduled for court.


“How about you kiss my ass,” he said. “And then how about you and your fat friend go away and leave me and my old lady alone.”


“Excuse me?” Lula said, leaning forward, in Wisneski’s face. “Fat? Did you just refer to me as fat?”


“Yeah,” he said. “You’re fat.”


Lula sucker punched him in the face, kneed him in his jollies, and he fell to the floor like a sack of sand.


“I’m a big, beautiful lady,” Lula said. “I got class and style and all that shit. Don’t you ever forget it.”


Wisneski was bleeding from his nose and curled into a fetal position. I cuffed him, and Lula and I dragged him out of his house.


“He’s gonna bleed all over your car,” Lula said. “And on top of that he looks like he could be diseased, if you know what I mean.”


“I’ve told you a hundred times not to punch the FTA in the face. They always bleed like this.”


“I know,” Lula said. “I wasn’t thinking. I got carried away.” She looked back at Travis’s insignificant other. “Could we get a towel here? We got a bleeder.”


The woman took a drag on her cigarette, stepped inside the house, and closed and locked the door.


“Don’t think she’s gonna be any help,” Lula said.


We stood over Travis for a couple minutes, and the bleeding eventually slowed to a trickle. I got two pairs of disposable gloves from a box in the trunk of my car, and we pulled them on.


“Where do you want him?” Lula asked. “My vote is to put him in the trunk, but that’s just me.”


“We can’t put him in the trunk. We only put dead guys in the trunk.”


Lula grabbed the back of his shirt, I went for his feet, and he kicked out at me. He narrowed his eyes and growled.


“I hate when they growl,” Lula said. “Freaks me out. It’s like we got rabies in front of us.”


I pulled my stun gun out of my pocket and tagged Travis on his arm. His eyes glazed over, and his entire body went flaccid. We wrestled him into the back of my car, and I took off for the police station.


“He smells bad back there,” Lula said. “I think he pooped himself.”




CHAPTER THREE


CONNIE WAS AT HER DESK, touching up her nail polish, when we walked into the office twenty minutes later.


“We’re hot today,” Lula told Connie. “It’s not even lunchtime, and we got both our FTAs. We got body receipts and everything.”


Connie leaned forward and sniffed. “What’s that smell?”


“Travis had an accident after Stephanie stunned him,” Lula said. “And he didn’t even smell that good before the accident. I guess we picked up some of the stench.”


“I’m done,” I said to Connie. “I’m going home. I’m going to take a shower and review my options.”


“One of your options should be magenta extensions,” Lula said. “My girl Lateesha at the Royale Hair Salon can give you some with little sparkle stars in them. And you could get your nails done to match.”


I stripped in my kitchen, shoved my clothes into a trash bag, and closed the bag with a twisty tie. I apologized to Rex for the smell and padded into the bathroom. I showered and shampooed my hair . . . twice.


You can tell the level of my insecurity by the amount of eye makeup I put on. I hide behind mascara. Today was a double application. No doubt compensating for my lack of magenta extensions. Not to mention that the clean clothes I put on were almost exact replicas of the clothes that were bagged in the kitchen.


“Stephanie, Stephanie, Stephanie,” I said. “How did you get so boring?” I feared the answer was that I’d always been a little boring . . . and now I was moving into the loser category.


I called Morelli and asked him if he thought I was a loser.


“No,” he said. “Not yet.”


“Not yet? What does that mean?”


“I don’t know. I was distracted. I’m at a crime scene. Some guy got electrocuted and sort of exploded. We’re trying to find all the pieces. It would be great if you could walk Bob for me. This could take a while.”


“Sure.”


I disconnected and called Ranger. He’d been my mentor when I started working for Vinnie. He’s former Special Forces and has moved up the food chain from bounty hunter to owner of Rangeman, an elite security firm. He’s about the same height as Morelli, and Morelli is a smidgen over six feet tall. Morelli’s coloring is classic Mediterranean, and Ranger’s is Latino. There’s a little more bulk to Ranger’s muscle, but it’s hidden behind perfectly tailored clothes. The clothes are always black. It’s easy to lose Ranger in deep shadow.


“Do you think I’m a loser?” I asked Ranger.


“Babe,” Ranger said. And he hung up.


Hard to tell exactly what Babe meant in this instance, but it didn’t do anything to elevate my mood. I grabbed a can of spray deodorizer from under my sink, added the clothes bag from the kitchen to my already full laundry basket, and headed out. I’d left the windows open on my car, hoping it would air. As an added precaution I sprayed the deodorizer around the entire inside. I put the laundry basket in the trunk, and let the spray settle for a couple minutes before I got behind the wheel.


I drove with the windows open, and by the time I parked in front of my parents’ house, my shoulder-length hair had frizzed out into a giant puffball.


I pulled my hair into a ponytail, secured it with an elastic scrunchy, and retrieved my laundry basket. Grandma met me at the front door.


“How’s Mom feeling?” I asked. “Is her back any better?”


“She’s in the kitchen. Says she feels fine. Just gets a twinge now and then.”


My father was in front of the television in the living room, eating a sandwich off a tray table. He drives a cab part-time, but mostly I think he fibs about working and goes to his lodge to play cards and watch television.


I skirted around my father, careful not to get between him and the television, and took my laundry to my mom.


“I’m getting lunch together,” she said. “Can you stay?”


“Sure.”


“We’re a little late with lunch because I got delayed at the bakery,” Grandma said. “I went to get fresh rolls, and everyone wanted to talk about the viewing and how it’s a shame I was widowed so soon.” Grandma brought the rolls to the table. “I had no idea I’d be such a celebrity.”


My mother was at the refrigerator, pulling out food for lunch. Egg salad, coleslaw, half a meatloaf. She looked over at me and cocked her head at Grandma. “She put on makeup and wore the queen’s dress to go shopping.”


“I always try to look nice,” Grandma said. “And besides, I even got asked for my autograph.”


My mother set the food on the table. “Marjorie Jean asked you to sign the receipt for the credit card.”


“I saw how she was looking at it,” Grandma said. “Like she was thinking of getting a copy to keep for herself.”


I set my basket and messenger bag on the floor. “If your back is still bothering you, I can do my own laundry,” I said.


“I’m okay, and a deal is a deal,” she said. “I hope you have something to be ironed. I need to iron.”


Ironing is my mom’s safe place. When Grandma and I burned down the funeral home my mom ironed the same shirt for four hours.


I made a meatloaf sandwich and helped myself to coleslaw. “The clothes in the plastic bag might be a little smelly,” I said to my mom. “I had to stun a guy this morning, and he had an accident.”


“What kind of accident?” Grandma asked. “Did he hurt himself?”


“It was a bathroom accident,” I said. “Except without a bathroom.”


My mother white knuckled her fork and instinctively glanced at the cabinet where she kept her whiskey stash.
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