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CHAPTER 1




It was January in Trenton. The sky was gun-metal gray, and the air sat dead cold on cars and sidewalks. Inside the offices of Vincent Plum, bail bond agent, the atmosphere was no less grim, and I was sweating not from heat but from panic.

“I can’t do this,” I said to my cousin, Vinnie. “I’ve never refused a case before, but I can’t pick this guy up. Give the paperwork to Ranger. Give it to Barnes.”

“I’m not giving this two-bit Failure to Appear to Ranger,” Vinnie said. “It’s the kind of penny-ante stuff you do. For chrissake, be a professional. You’re a bounty hunter. You’ve been a bounty hunter for five fucking months. What’s the big deal?”


“This is Uncle Mo!” I said. “I can’t apprehend Uncle Mo. Everyone will hate me. My mother will hate me. My best friend will hate me.”

Vinnie slumped his slim, boneless body into the chair behind his desk and rested his head on the padded leather back. “Mo jumped bail. That makes him a slimeball. That’s all that counts.”

I rolled my eyes so far into the top of my head I almost fell over backward.

Moses Bedemier, better known as Uncle Mo, started selling ice cream and penny candy on June 5, 1958, and has been at it ever since. His store is set on the edge of the burg, a comfy residential chunk of Trenton where houses and minds are proud to be narrow and hearts are generously wide open. I was born and raised in the burg and while my current apartment is approximately a mile outside the burg boundary I’m still tethered by an invisible umbilical. I’ve been hacking away at the damn thing for years but have never been able to completely sever it.

Moses Bedemier is a solid burg citizen. Over time, Mo and his linoleum have aged, so that both have some pieces chipped at the corners now, and the original colors have blurred from thirty-odd years under fluorescent lights. The yellow brick facade and overhead sheet metal sign advertising the store are dated and weatherbeaten. The chrome and Formica on the stools and countertop have lost their luster. And none of this matters, because in the burg Uncle Mo’s is as close as we come to a historic treasure.

And I, Stephanie Plum, 125 pounds, five feet, seven inches, brown-haired, blue-eyed bounty hunter at large, have just been assigned the task of hauling Uncle Mo’s revered ass off to jail.

“So what did he do?” I asked Vinnie. “Why was he arrested in the first place?”

“Got caught doing thirty-five in a twenty-five-mile-per-hour zone by Officer Picky…better known as Officer Benny Gaspick, fresh out of police academy and so wet behind the ears he doesn’t know enough to take Mo’s get-out-of-jail-free PBA card and forget the whole thing.”

“Bond isn’t required on a traffic ticket.”

Vinnie planted a pointy-toed patent leather shoe on the corner of his desk. Vinnie was a sexual lunatic, especially enamored with dark-skinned young men wearing nipple rings and pointy-breasted women who owned fourteenth-century torture tools. He was a bail bondsman, which meant he loaned people money to post the bond set by the court. The bond’s purpose was to make it economically unpleasant for the suspect to skip town. Once the bond was posted the incarcerated suspect was set free, enabling him to sleep in his own bed while awaiting trial. The price for using Vinnie’s service was fifteen percent of the bond and was nonrefundable no matter what the outcome of the charges. If the bailee failed to appear for his court appearance, the court kept Vinnie’s money. Not just the fifteen percent profit. The court kept the whole ball of wax, the entire bail bond amount. This never made Vinnie happy.

And that’s where I came in. I found the bailee, who was at that point officially a felon, and brought him back into the system. If I found the Failure to Appear, better known as an FTA, in a timely fashion, the court gave Vinnie his cash back. For this fugitive apprehension I received ten percent of the bond amount, and Vinnie was left with a five percent profit.

I’d originally taken the job out of desperation when I’d been laid off (through no fault of my own) as lingerie buyer for E. E. Martin. The alternative to unemployment had been overseeing the boxing machine at the tampon factory. A worthy task, but not something that got me orgasmic.

I wasn’t sure why I was still working for Vinnie. I suspected it had something to do with the title. Bounty hunter. It held a certain cachet. Even better, the job didn’t require panty hose.

Vinnie smiled his oily smile, enjoying the story he was telling me. “In his misplaced zeal to be Most Hated Cop of the Year, Gaspick delivers a little lecture to Mo on road safety, and while Gaspick is lecturing, Mo squirms in his seat, and Gaspick catches a glimpse of a forty-five stuck in Mo’s jacket pocket.”

“And Mo got busted for carrying concealed,” I said.

“Bingo.”

Carrying concealed was frowned upon in Trenton. Permits were issued sparingly to a few jewelers, and judges and couriers. Getting caught carrying concealed illegally was considered unlawful possession of a firearm and was an indictable offense. The weapon was confiscated, bail was set and the bearer of the weapon was shit out of luck.

Of course, this didn’t stop a sizable percentage of the population of Jersey from carrying concealed. Guns were bought at Bubba’s Gun Shop, inherited from relatives, passed off among neighbors and friends and purchased second-, third-and fourth-hand from and by citizens who were fuzzy on the details of gun control. Logic dictated that if the government issued a license to own a gun then it must be okay to put it in your purse. I mean, why else would a person want a gun if not to carry it in her purse. And if it wasn’t okay to carry a gun in your purse, then the law was stupid. And no one in Jersey was going to put up with a stupid law.

I was even known, on occasion, to carry concealed. At this very moment I could see Vinnie’s ankle holster causing a bulge at the cuff line of his polyester slacks. Not only was he carrying concealed but I’d lay odds his gun wasn’t registered.

“This is not a big-time offense,” I said to Vinnie. “Not something worth going Failure to Appear.”

“Probably Mo forgot he had a court date,” Vinnie said. “Probably all you have to do is go remind him.”

Hold that thought, I told myself. This might not be such a disaster after all. It was ten o’clock. I could mosey on over to the candy store and talk to Mo. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized my panic had been ungrounded. Mo had no reason to go FTA.

I closed the door on my way out of Vinnie’s office, and sidestepped around Connie Rosolli. Connie was the office manager and Vinnie’s guard dog. She held Vinnie in the same high esteem one would reserve for slug slime, but she’d worked for Vinnie for a lot of years, and had come to accept that even slug slime was part of God’s great scheme.

Connie was wearing fuchsia lipstick, matching nail enamel and a white blouse with big black polka dots. The nail enamel was very cool, but the blouse wasn’t a good choice for someone who carried sixty percent of her body weight on her chest. Good thing the fashion police didn’t do too many tours of Trenton.

“You aren’t going to do it, are you?” she asked. The tone implying that only a dog turd would cause Uncle Mo a moment of grief.

No offense taken. I knew where she lived. We had the same mental zip code. “You mean am I going to talk to Mo? Yeah, I’m going to talk to Mo.”

Connie’s black eyebrows fused into a straight line of righteous indignation. “That cop had no business arresting Uncle Mo. Everyone knows Uncle Mo would never do anything wrong.”

“He was carrying concealed.”

“As if that was a crime,” Connie said.

“That is a crime!”

Lula’s head came up from her filing. “What’s all the deal about this Uncle Mo, anyway?”

Lula was a former hooker turned file clerk. She’d just recently embarked on a makeover program that included dyeing her hair blond and then straightening it and recurling it into ringlets. The transformation had her looking like a 230-pound black kick-ass Shirley Temple.

“Moses Bedemier,” I said. “He runs a candy store on Ferris Street. Very popular person.”

“Uh-oh,” she said. “I think I know him. He about in his early sixties? Going bald on top? Lotta liver spots? Got a nose looks like a penis?”

“Um, I never really noticed his nose.”

Vinnie had given me Uncle Mo’s file, which consisted of stapled-together copies of his arrest sheet, his signed bond agreement and a photo. I turned to the photo and stared at Uncle Mo.


Lula stared over my shoulder. “Yup,” she said. “That’s him all right. That’s Old Penis Nose.”

Connie was out of her chair. “Are you telling me Uncle Mo was a client? I don’t believe that for a second!”

Lula narrowed her eyes and stuck her lip out. “Yo momma.”

“Nothing personal,” Connie said.

“Hunh,” Lula replied, hand on hip.

I zipped my jacket and wrapped my scarf around my neck. “You sure about knowing Uncle Mo?” I asked Lula.

She took one last look at the picture. “Hard to say. You know how all them old white men look alike. Maybe I should come with you to check this dude out in person.”

“No!” I shook my head. “Not a good idea.”

“You think I can’t do this bounty hunter shit?”

Lula hadn’t yet embarked on the language makeover.

“Well, of course you can do it,” I said. “It’s just that this situation is sort of…delicate.”

“Hell,” she said, stuffing herself into her jacket. “I can delicate your ass off.”

“Yes, but…”

“Anyway, you might need some help here. Suppose he don’t want to come peaceful. You might need a big, full-figure woman like me to do some persuading.”

Lula and I had crossed paths while I was on my first felon hunt. She’d been a street-walker, and I’d been street-stupid. I’d unwittingly involved her in the case I was working on, and as a result, one morning I found her battered and bloody on my fire escape.

Lula credited me with saving her life, and I blamed myself for endangering it. I was in favor of wiping the slate clean, but Lula formed a sort of attachment to me. I wouldn’t go so far as to say it was hero worship. It was more like one of those Chinese things where if you save a person’s life they belong to you…even if you don’t want them.

“We’re not doing any persuading,” I said. “This is Uncle Mo. He sells candy to kids.”

Lula had her pocketbook looped over her arm. “I can dig it,” she said, following me out the door. “You still driving that old Buick?”

“Yeah. My Lotus is in the shop.”

Actually, my Lotus was in my dreams. A couple months ago my Jeep got stolen, and my mother, in a burst of misguided good intentions, strong-armed me into the driver’s seat of my uncle Sandor’s ’53 Buick. Strained finances and lack of backbone had me still peering over the mile-long powder-blue hood, wondering at the terrible acts I must have committed to deserve such a car.

A gust of wind rattled the Fiorello’s Deli sign next to Vinnie’s office. I pulled my collar up and searched in my pocket for gloves.

“At least the Buick’s in good shape,” I told Lula. “That’s what counts, right?”

“Hunh,” Lula said. “Only people who don’t have a cool car say things like that. How about the radio. It got a bad radio? It got Dolby?”

“No Dolby.”

“Hold on,” she said. “You don’t expect me to ride around with no Dolby. I need some hot music to get me in the mood to bust ass.”

I unlocked the doors to the Buick. “We are not busting ass. We’re going to talk to Uncle Mo.”

“Sure,” Lula said, settling herself in, giving a disgusted glare to the radio. “I know that.”

I drove one block down Hamilton and turned left onto Rose into the burg. There was little to brighten the neighborhood in January. The blinking twinkle lights and red plastic Santas of Christmas were packed away, and spring was still far in the future. Hydrangea bushes were nothing more than mean brown sticks, lawns were frost-robbed of color and streets were empty of kids, cats, car washers and blaring radios. Windows and doors were shut tight against the cold and gloom.

Even Uncle Mo’s felt sterile and unwelcoming as I slowed to a stop in front of the store.

Lula squinted through my side window. “I don’t want to rain on your parade,” she said, “but I think this sucker’s closed.”

I parked at the curb. “That’s impossible. Uncle Mo never closes. Uncle Mo hasn’t been closed a day since he opened in nineteen fifty-eight.”

“Well guess what? I’m telling you he’s closed now.”

I hopped out of Big Blue and walked to Mo’s door and looked inside. No lights were on, and Uncle Mo was nowhere to be seen. I tried the door. Locked. I knocked on the door good and loud. Nothing. Damn.

“He must be sick,” I said to Lula.

The candy store sat on a corner, facing Ferris Street, with the side of the store running down King. A long line of neat duplexes stretched the length of Ferris, pushing their way to the heart of the burg. King, on the other hand, had fallen on hard times, with most of its duplexes converted to multiple families. The tidy white sheers and starched Martha Washington curtains of the burg weren’t in evidence on King. Privacy on King came by way of tacked-up sheets and tattered shades, and from an unpleasant sense that this was no longer a desired community.

“Some scary old lady’s looking at us out of the window of that house next door,” Lula said.

I looked one house down on Ferris and shivered. “That’s Mrs. Steeger. She was my teacher when I was in the third grade.”

“Bet that was fun.”

“Longest year of my life.”

To this day I got cramps when I had to do long division.

“We should talk to her,” I said to Lula.

“Yeah,” Lula said. “Nosy old woman like that probably knows lots of stuff.”

I hiked my pocketbook higher on my shoulder, and Lula and I marched over and knocked on Mrs. Steeger’s door.

The door was opened just far enough for me to see that Mrs. Steeger hadn’t changed much over the years. She was still rail thin, with a pinched face and snappy little eyes lying in wait under eyebrows that appeared to have been drawn on with brown marker. She’d been widowed last year. Retired the year before that. She was dressed in a brown dress with little white flowers, stockings and sensible shoes. Her glasses hung from a chain around her neck. Her hair was curled tight, dyed brown. She didn’t look like she was adapting to a life of leisure.

I handed her my business card and introduced myself as a fugitive apprehension agent.

“What’s that mean?” she wanted to know. “Are you a police officer?”

“Not exactly. I work for Vincent Plum.”

“So,” she said, considering the information. “You’re a bounty hunter.”

This was said with the same affection one would have for a drug pusher or child abuser. The tilt of her chin warned of possible disciplinary action, and her attitude implied if I’d mastered long division I might have made something of myself.

“What’s this have to do with Moses?” she asked.

“He was arrested on a minor charge and then missed a court appearance. The Plum agency arranged bail, so I need to find Mo and help him set a new date.”

“Mo would never do anything wrong,” Mrs. Steeger said.


God’s word.

“Do you know where he is?” I asked.

She drew herself up an extra half inch. “No. And I think it’s a shame you can’t find anything better to do than to go out harassing good men like Moses Bedemier.”

“I’m not harassing him. I’m simply going to help him arrange a new court date.”

“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Mrs. Steeger said. “You were a little fibber in the third grade, and you’re a little fibber now. Always trying to sneak gum into my classroom.”

“Well, thanks anyway,” I said to Mrs. Steeger. “Nice seeing you after all these years.”

SLAM. Mrs. Steeger closed her door.

“Should of lied,” Lula said. “You never learn anything telling the truth like that. Should of told her you worked for the lottery commission, and Mo won a shitload of money.”

“Maybe next time.”

“Maybe next time we just open the door and start out with some bitch slapping.”

I gave Lula a horrified glare.

“Just a suggestion,” Lula said.

I stepped over to the next porch and was about to knock when Mrs. Steeger stuck her head out her door again.


“Don’t bother,” she said. “The Whiteheads are in Florida. Harry always takes his vacation this time of the year. Won’t be back for two weeks.”

SLAM. She vanished behind the closed door.

“No problem,” I said to Lula. “We’ll try door number three.”

Dorothy Rostowski opened door number three.

“Dorothy?”

“Stephanie?”

“I didn’t realize you were living here.”

“Almost a year now.”

She had a baby on her hip and another in front of the television. She smelled like she’d been knocking back mashed bananas and Chablis.

“I’m looking for Uncle Mo,” I said. “I expected he’d be working in the store.”

Dorothy shifted the baby. “He hasn’t been here for two days. You aren’t looking for him for Vinnie, are you?”

“Actually…”

“Mo would never do anything wrong.”

“Well, sure, but…”

“We’re just trying to find him on account of he won the lottery,” Lula said. “We’re gonna lay a whole load of money on his ass.”


Dorothy made a disgusted sound and slammed the door closed.

We tried the house next to Dorothy and received the same information. Mo hadn’t been at the store for two days. Nothing else was forthcoming, with the exception of some unsolicited advice that I might consider seeking new employment.

Lula and I piled into the Buick and took another look at the bond agreement. Mo listed his address as 605 Ferris. That meant he lived over his store.

Lula and I craned our necks to see into the four second-story windows.

“I think Mo took a hike,” Lula said.

Only one way to find out. We got out of the car and walked to the back of the brick building where outdoor stairs led to a second-story porch. We climbed the stairs and knocked on the door. Nothing. We tried the doorknob. Locked. We looked in the windows. Everything was tidy. No sign of Mo. No lights left burning.

“Mo might be dead in there,” Lula said. “Or maybe he’s sick. Could of had a stroke and be laying on the bathroom floor.”

“We are not going to break in.”

“Would be a humanitarian effort,” Lula said.


“And against the law.”

“Sometimes these humanitarian efforts go into the gray zone.”

I heard footsteps and looked down to see a cop standing at the bottom of the stairs. Steve Olmney. I’d gone to school with him.

“What’s going on?” he asked. “We got a complaint from old lady Steeger that someone suspicious was snooping around Uncle Mo’s.”

“That would be me,” I said.

“Where’s Mo?”

“We think he might be dead,” Lula said. “We think someone better go look to see if he’s had a stroke on the bathroom floor.”

Olmney came up the stairs and rapped on the door. “Mo?” he yelled. He put his nose to the door. “Doesn’t smell dead.” He looked in the windows. “Don’t see any bodies.”

“He’s Failure to Appear,” I said. “Got picked up on carrying concealed and didn’t show in court.”

“Mo would never do anything wrong,” Olmney said.

I stifled a scream. “Not showing up for a court appearance is wrong.”

“Probably he forgot. Maybe he’s on vacation. Or maybe his sister in Staten Island got sick. You should check with his sister.”


Actually, that sounded like a decent idea.

Lula and I went back to the Buick, and I read through the bond agreement one more time. Sure enough, Mo had listed his sister and given her address.

“We should split up,” I said to Lula. “I’ll go see the sister, and you can stake out the store.”

“I’ll stake it out good,” Lula said. “I won’t miss a thing.”

I turned the key in the ignition and pulled away from the curb. “What will you do if you see Mo?”

“I’ll snatch the little fucker up by his gonads and squash him into the trunk of my car.”

“No! You’re not authorized to apprehend. If you see Mo, you should get in touch with me right away. Either call me on my cellular phone or else call my pager.” I gave her a card with my numbers listed.

“Remember, no squashing anyone into the trunk of your car!”

“Sure,” Lula said. “I know that.”

I dropped Lula at the office and headed for Route 1. It was the middle of the day and traffic was light. I got to Perth Amboy and lined up for the bridge to Staten Island. The roadside leading to the toll booth was littered with mufflers, eaten away from winter salt and rattled loose by the inescapable craters, sinkholes and multilevel strips of macadam patch that composed the bridge.

I slipped into bridge traffic and sat nose to tail with Petrucci’s Vegetable Wholesalers and a truck labeled DANGEROUS EXPLOSIVES. I checked a map while I waited. Mo’s sister lived toward the middle of the island in a residential area I knew to be similar to the burg.

I paid my toll and inched forward, sucking in a stew of diesel exhaust and other secret ingredients that caught me in the back of the throat. I adjusted to the pollution in less than a quarter of a mile and felt just fine when I reached Mo’s sister’s house on Crane Street. Adaptation is one of the great advantages to being born and bred in Jersey. We’re simply not bested by bad air or tainted water. We’re like that catfish with lungs. Take us out of our environment and we can grow whatever body parts we need to survive. After Jersey the rest of the country’s a piece of cake. You want to send someone into a fallout zone? Get him from Jersey. He’ll be fine.

Mo’s sister lived in a pale green duplex with jalousied windows and white-and-yellow aluminum awnings. I parked at the curb and made my way up two flights of cement stairs to the cement stoop. I rang the bell and found myself facing a woman who looked a lot like my relatives on the Mazur side of my family. Good sturdy Hungarian stock. Black hair, black eyebrows and no-nonsense blue eyes. She looked to be in her fifties and didn’t seem thrilled to find me on her doorstep.

I gave her my card, introduced myself and told her I was looking for Mo.

Her initial reaction was surprise, then distrust.

“Fugitive apprehension agent,” she said. “What’s that supposed to mean? What’s that got to do with Mo?”

I gave the condensed version by way of explanation. “I’m sure it was just an oversight that Mo didn’t appear for his court session, but I need to remind him to reschedule,” I told her.

“I don’t know anything about this,” she said. “I don’t see Mo a whole lot. He’s always at the store. Why don’t you just go to the store.”

“He hasn’t been at the store for the last two days.”

“That doesn’t sound like Mo.”


None of this sounded like Mo.

I asked if there were other relatives. She said no, not close ones. I asked about a second apartment or vacation house. She said none that she knew of.

I thanked her for her time and returned to my Buick. I looked out at the neighborhood. Not much happening. Mo’s sister was locked up in her house. Probably wondering what the devil was going on with Mo. Of course there was the possibility that she was protecting her brother, but my gut instinct said otherwise. She’d seemed genuinely surprised when I’d told her Mo wasn’t behind the counter handing out Gummi Bears.

I could watch the house, but that sort of surveillance was tedious and time-consuming, and in this case, I wasn’t sure it would be worth the effort.

Besides, I was getting a weird feeling about Mo. Responsible people like Mo didn’t forget court dates. Responsible people like Mo worried about that kind of stuff. They lost sleep over it. They consulted attorneys. And responsible people like Mo didn’t just up and leave their businesses without so much as a sign in the window.

Maybe Lula was right. Maybe Mo was dead in bed or lying unconscious on his bathroom floor.

I got out of the car and retraced my steps back to the sister’s front door.

The door was opened before I had a chance to knock. Two little frown lines had etched themselves into Mo’s sister’s forehead. “Was there something else?” she asked.

“I’m concerned about Mo. I don’t mean to alarm you, but I suppose there’s the possibility that he might be sick at home and unable to get to the door.”

“I’ve been standing here thinking the same thing,” she said.

“Do you have a key to his apartment?”

“No, and as far as I know no one else does, either. Mo likes his privacy.”

“Do you know any of his friends? Did he have a girlfriend?”

“Sorry. We aren’t real close like that. Mo is a good brother, but like I said, he’s private.”

*  *  *

An hour later I was back in the burg. I motored down Ferris and parked behind Lula.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

Lula was slouched at the wheel of her red Firebird. “Isn’t going at all. Most boring bullshit job I ever had. A person could do this in a coma.”

“Anyone stop around to buy candy?”

“A momma and her baby. That’s all.”

“Did they walk around back?”

“Nope. They just looked in the front door and left.”

I glanced at my watch. School would be out soon. There’d be a lot of kids coming by then, but I wasn’t interested in kids. I was interested in an adult who might show up to water Mo’s plants or retrieve his mail.

“Hang tight here,” I said. “I’m going to speak to more neighbors.”

“Hang tight, hunh. I’m gonna like freeze to death sitting in this car. This isn’t Florida, you know.”

“I thought you wanted to be a bounty hunter. This is what bounty hunters do.”

“Wouldn’t mind doing this if I thought at the end of it all I’d get to shoot someone, but there isn’t even any guarantee of that. All I hear’s don’t do this and don’t do that. Can’t even stuff the sonovabitch in my trunk if I find him.”

I crossed the street and spoke to three more neighbors. Their replies were standard. They had no idea where Mo could be, and they thought I had a lot of nerve implying he was a felon.

A teenager answered in the fourth house. We were dressed almost identically. Doc Martens, jeans, flannel shirt over T-shirt, too much eye makeup, lots of brown curly hair. She was fifteen pounds slimmer and fifteen years younger. I didn’t envy her youth, but I did have second thoughts about the dozen doughnuts I’d picked up on my way through the burg, which even as we spoke were calling to me from the backseat of my car.

I gave her my card, and her eyes widened.

“A bounty hunter!” she said. “Cool!”

“Do you know Uncle Mo?”

“Sure I know Uncle Mo. Everybody knows Uncle Mo.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “He do something wrong? Are you after Uncle Mo?”

“He missed a court date on a minor charge. I want to remind him to reschedule.”

“That is like amazing. When you find him are you going to rough him up and lock him in the trunk of your car?”

“No!” What was with this trunk business? “I just want to talk to him.”

“I bet he did something really terrible. I bet you want him for cannibalism.”

Cannibalism? The man sold candy. What would he want with fingers and toes? This kid had great taste in shoes, but her mind was a little scary. “Do you know anything about Mo that might be helpful? He have any close friends in the neighborhood? Have you seen him recently?”

“I saw him a couple days ago in the store.”

“Maybe you could keep a lookout for me. My numbers are on the card. You see Mo or anyone suspicious you give me a call.”

“Like I’d almost be a bounty hunter?”

“Almost.”

I jogged back to Lula. “Okay,” I told her, “you can return to the office. I found a replacement. The kid across the street is going to spy for us.”

“Good thing too. This was getting old.”

I followed Lula to the office and called my friend Norma, who worked at the DMV. “Got a name,” I told her. “Need a plate and a car.”

“What’s the name?”

“Moses Bedemier.”

“Uncle Mo?”

“That’s the one.”

“I’m not giving you information on Uncle Mo!”

I gave her the bull about rescheduling, which was sounding very tired.


Computer keys clicked in the background. “If I find out you harmed a single hair on Uncle Mo’s head I’ll never give you another plate.”

“I’m not going to hurt him,” I said. “I never hurt anyone.”

“What about that guy you killed last August? And what about when you blew up the funeral home?”

“Are you going to give me this information, or what?”

“He owns a ninety-two Honda Civic. Blue. You got a pencil? I’ll read off the plate.”

“Oh boy,” Lula said, peering over my shoulder. “Looks like we got more clues. We gonna look for this car?”

“Yes.” And then we’d look for a key to the apartment. Everyone worries about getting locked out. If you don’t have someone in the neighborhood you can trust with your key, you hide it nearby. You carefully place it over the doorjamb, put it in a fake rock next to your foundation or slide it under the doormat.

I wasn’t about to do forced entry, but if I found a key…

“I haven’t had any lunch,” Lula said. “I can’t keep working if I don’t have lunch.”

I pulled the bag of doughnuts out of my big black leather shoulder bag, and we dug in.

“Things to do. Places to go,” I said minutes later, shaking powdered sugar off my shirt, wishing I’d stopped at two doughnuts.

“I’m going with you,” Lula said. “Only this time I drive. I got a big motherfucker stereo in my car.”

“Just don’t drive too fast. I don’t want to get picked up by Officer Gaspick.”

“Uh-oh,” Lula said. “You carrying concealed like Uncle Mo?”

Not at the moment. My .38 Smith & Wesson was at home, sitting on my kitchen counter, in the brown bear cookie jar. Guns scared the hell out of me.

We piled into Lula’s red Firebird and headed for Ferris with rap rattling windows in our wake.

“Maybe you should turn it down,” I yelled to Lula after a couple blocks. “I’m getting arrhythmia.”

Lula punched the air. “Un ha, ha, ha, haa.”

“Lula!”

She cut her eyes to me. “You say something?”

I edged the volume back. “You’re going to go deaf.”

“Hunh,” Lula said.


We cruised down Ferris and looked for blue Civics, but there were none parked near the store. We scoped out the cross streets and parallel streets on either side. No blue Civics. We parked at the corner of Ferris and King and walked the alley behind the store, looking into all the garages. No blue Civics. The single-car garage that sat at the edge of the small yard backing off from the candy store was empty.

“He’s flown the coop,” Lula said. “I bet he’s in Mexico laughing his ass off, figuring we’re out here doing the two-step through a bunch of bullshit garages.”

“What about the dead on the bathroom floor theory?”

Lula was wearing a hot-pink down ski jacket and white fake-fur knee-high boots. She pulled the jacket collar up around her neck and glanced up at Mo’s second-story back porch. “We would of found his car. And if he was dead he would of started to smell by now.”

That’s what I thought, too.

“Course, he could have locked himself in the ice cream freezer,” Lula said. “Then he wouldn’t smell on account of he’d be frozen. Probably that didn’t happen though because Mo would have had to take the ice cream out before he could fit himself in, and we already looked in the store window, and we didn’t see a lot of ice cream cartons sitting around melting themselves into next year. Of course, Mo could have eaten all the ice cream first.”

Mo’s garage was wood and shingle with an old-fashioned double wood door that swung open on hinges and had been left ajar. The garage accessed from the alley, but it had a side door toward the rear that led to a short cement sidewalk running to the back of the store.

The interior of the garage was dark and musty, the walls lined with boxes of Tastee Straws, napkins, cleanser, Drygas, Del Monte fruit cup, Hershey’s syrup and 10W40 motor oil. Newspapers were stacked in the corner, awaiting recycling.

Mo was a popular person and presumably a trusting soul, but leaving his garage doors open when his garage was filled with store supplies seemed like an excessive burden on human nature. Possibilities were that he left in a hurry and was too distracted to think about the door. Or perhaps he wasn’t planning to return. Or maybe he’d been forced to leave, and his abductors had other things on their minds besides garage doors.


Of all the possibilities I liked the last one the least.

I pulled a flashlight out of my pocketbook and gave it to Lula with instructions to search the garage for a house key.

“I’m like a bloodhound on a scent when it comes to house keys,” Lula said. “Don’t you worry about that house key. It’s as good as found.”

Mrs. Steeger glared at us from the window next door. I smiled and waved, and she stepped back. Most likely en route to the telephone to call the cops on me again.

There was a small yard stuck between the store and the garage, and there were no signs of recreational use of the yard. No swing sets, grills, rusting lawn chairs. Only the sidewalk broke the scrubby grass and hard-packed dirt. I followed the sidewalk to the store’s back entry and looked in the trash cans lining the brick wall. All cans were full, garbage neatly bagged in plastic sacks. Some empty cardboard cartons had been stacked beside the garbage cans. I toed through the area around the cans and the boxes, looking for some sign of a hidden key. I found nothing. I felt over the doorjamb on the back door that led to the candy store. I walked up the stairs and ran my hand under the railing on the small back porch. I knocked on the door one more time and looked in the window.

Lula emerged from the garage and crossed the yard. She climbed the stairs and proudly handed me a key.

“Am I good, or what?” she said.









CHAPTER 2




I plunged the key into the Yale lock on Mo’s door, and the door opened.

“Mo?” I yelled.

No answer.

Lula and I looked around. No cops. No kids. No nosy neighbors. Our eyes met, and we silently slid into the apartment. I did a fast walk-through, noting that Mo wasn’t dead in the bedroom, bathroom, kitchen or living room. There was food in the refrigerator and clothes in his bedroom closet.

The apartment was clean and tidy. He didn’t have an answering machine, so I couldn’t snoop on his messages. I riffled through drawers but didn’t find an address book. There were no hastily scribbled notes left lying around, detailing plane reservations or hotel accommodations. No brochures advertising Disney World.

I was about to trip downstairs and search the store when Carl Costanza appeared on the back porch. Carl was one of my favorite cops. We’d done Communion together, among other things.

“I should have known,” Carl said, standing flat-footed, gravity pulling hard on his gun and utility belt. “I should have known when the call came in that it would be you.”

“I gotta go,” Lula said, easing past Carl, tiptoeing down the stairs. “I can see you two want to have a conversation. Wouldn’t want to be an interference.”

“Lula,” I shouted, “don’t you dare leave without me!”

Lula was already rounding the corner of the building. “I might even be coming down with a cold, and I wouldn’t want to pass that on to you-all.”

“Well,” Carl said, “want to tell me about this?”

“You mean about Lula and me being in Uncle Mo’s apartment?”

Carl grimaced. “You’re going to make up some ridiculous story, aren’t you?”

“Mo’s FTA. I came here looking for him, and his door was wide open. Must have been the wind.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And then Lula and I got worried. What if Mo was injured? Like maybe he’d fallen in the bathroom and hit his head and was unconscious.”

Carl held his hands up. “Stop. I don’t want to hear any more. Are you finished with your search?”

“Yes.”

“Did you find Mo unconscious on the bathroom floor?”

“No.”

“You’re going home now, right?”

“Right.” Carl was a good guy, but I thought breaking into Mo’s store while Carl was looking over my shoulder might be pressing my luck, so I closed Mo’s door and made sure the lock clicked.

When I got out to the street, Lula and the Firebird were nowhere to be seen. I put my head down and walked to my parents’ house, where I was pretty sure I could mooch a ride.

My parents lived deep in the burg in a narrow duplex that on a cold day like this would smell like chocolate pudding cooking on the stove. The effect was similar to Lorelei, singing to all those sailors, sucking them in so they’d crash on the rocks.

I walked three blocks down Ferris, and turned onto Green. The raw cold ate through my shoes and gloves and made my ears ache. I was wearing a Gore-Tex shell with a heavy fleece liner, a black turtleneck and a sweatshirt advertising my alma mater, Douglass College. I pulled the jacket hood over my head and tightened the drawstring. Very dorky, but at least my ears wouldn’t crack off like icicles.

“What a nice surprise,” my mother said when she opened the door to me. “And we’re having roast chicken for dinner. Lots of gravy. Just like you like it.”

“I can’t stay. I have plans.”

“What plans? A date?”

“Not a date. These are work plans.”

Grandma Mazur peeked around the kitchen door. “Oh boy, you’re on a case. Who is it this time?”

“No one you know,” I said. “It’s something small. Really, I’m doing it as a favor to Vinnie.”

“I heard old Tom Gates got arrested for spitting in line at Social Security. Is it Tom Gates you’re after?” Grandma asked.

“No. It’s not Tom Gates.”


“How about that guy they were talking about in the paper today? The one who pulled that motorist through his car window by his necktie.”

“That was just a misunderstanding,” I said. “They were in dispute over a parking space.”

“Well, who then?” Grandma wanted to know.

“Moses Bedemier.”

My mother made the sign of the cross. “Holy mother of God, you’re hunting down Uncle Mo.” She threw her hands into the air. “The man is a saint!”

“He’s not a saint. He got arrested for carrying concealed, and then he didn’t show up for a court appearance. So now I have to find him and get him rescheduled.”

“Carrying concealed,” my mother said, rolling her eyes. “What moron would arrest a good man like Mo Bedemier for carrying concealed?”

“Officer Gaspick.”

“I don’t know any Officer Gaspick,” my mother said.

“He’s new.”

“That’s what comes of getting new cops,” Grandma said. “No telling what they might do. I bet that gun was planted on Mo. I saw a TV show the other night about how when cops want a promotion they plant drugs on people so they can arrest them. I bet that’s what happened here. I bet that Officer Gaspick planted a gun on Mo. Everybody knows Mo would never do anything wrong.”

I was getting tired of hearing how Mo would never do anything wrong. In fact, I was beginning to wonder what sort of person this wonderful Uncle Mo really was. It seemed to me everyone knew him, but no one knew him.

My mother had her hands up in supplication. “How will I ever explain this? What will people say?”

“They’ll say I’m doing my job,” I told my mother.

“Your job! You work for your no-good cousin. If it isn’t bad enough you go around shooting people, now you’re hunting down Uncle Mo as if he was a common criminal.”

“I only shot one person! And Uncle Mo is a common criminal. He broke the law.”

“Course it wasn’t one of those laws we care much about,” Grandma said, weighing the crime.

“Has Mo ever been married?” I asked. “Does he have a girlfriend?”

“Of course not,” my grandmother said.


“What do you mean, of course not? What’s wrong with him?”

My mother and my grandmother looked at each other. Obviously they’d never thought of it in those terms before.

“I guess he’s sort of like a priest,” Grandma Mazur finally said. “Like he’s married to the store.”

Oh boy. Saint Mo, the celibate candyman…better known as Old Penis Nose.

“Not that he doesn’t know how to have a good time,” Grandma said. “I heard him tell one of those lightbulb jokes, once. Nothing blue, though. He would never say anything off-color. He’s a real gentleman.”

“Do you know anything about him?” I asked. “Does he go to church? Does he belong to the VFW?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Grandma said. “I just know him from the candy store.”

“When was the last time you talked to him?”

“Must have been a couple months ago. We stopped to buy ice cream on the way home from shopping. Remember that, Ellen?”

“It was before Christmas,” my mother said.

I made hand gestures for her to elaborate. “And?”


“There’s no more,” she said. “We went in. We talked about weather. We got ice cream and left.”

“Mo looked okay?”

“He looked like he always looks,” my mother said. “Maybe a little less hair, a little more of a roll around his middle. He was wearing a white shirt that said UNCLE MO over the pocket, just like always.”

“So about the chicken?” my mother wanted to know.

“Rain check,” I said. “I need a ride to Vinnie’s. Can someone give me a ride?”

“Where’s your car?” Grandma asked. “Was your car stolen again?”

“It’s parked at Vinnie’s. It’s sort of a long story.”

My mother took her coat out of the hall closet. “I guess I can give you a ride. I need to go to the store anyway.”

The phone rang, and Grandma Mazur answered.

“Yep,” she said. “Yep. Yep. Yep.” Her face wrinkled into a frown. “I hear you,” she answered.

“Well, if that isn’t something,” she said when she got off. “That was Myra Biablocki. She said she was talking to Emma Rodgers and Emma told her she heard Stephanie was on a manhunt to bring down Uncle Mo. Myra said she thought it was a sad day when a person hasn’t anything better to do than to make trouble for a good man like Moses Bedemier.”

“Your cousin Maureen just got a job at the button factory,” my mother said to me. “They’re probably still hiring.”

“I don’t want to work at the button factory. I like my job just fine.”

The phone rang again, and we all looked at each other.

“Maybe it’s a wrong number,” Grandma Mazur offered.

My mother brushed past Grandma and snatched at the phone. “Yes?” Her mouth pinched into a thin line. “Moses Bedemier is not above the law,” she said. “I suggest you get the facts right before spreading gossip. And for that matter, if I were you, I’d clean my front windows before I took the time to talk on the phone.”

“Must be Eleanor, down the street,” Grandma said. “I noticed her windows, too.”

Life was simple in the burg. Sins were absolved by the Catholic Church, dirty windows were an abomination to the neighborhood, gossip greased the wheel of life and you’d better be damned careful what you said face-to-face to a woman about her daughter. No matter if it was true.

My mother got off the phone, wrapped a scarf around her head and took her pocketbook and keys off the hall table. “Are you coming with us?” she asked Grandma Mazur.

“I got some TV shows I’ve gotta watch,” Grandma said. “And besides, someone’s got to take care of the phone calls.”

My mother shuddered. “Give me strength.”

Five minutes later she dropped me off in front of Vinnie’s.

“Think about the button factory,” she said. “I hear they pay good. And you’d get benefits. Health insurance.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. But neither of us was paying much attention to what I said. We were both staring at the man leaning against my car.

“Isn’t that Joe Morelli?” my mother asked. “I didn’t know things were still friendly between you.”

“It isn’t, and it never was,” I said, which was sort of a fib. Morelli and I had a history that ranged from almost friendly, to frighteningly friendly, to borderline murderous. He’d taken my virginity when I was sixteen, and at eighteen I’d tried to run him down with my father’s Buick. Those two incidents pretty much reflected the tone of our ongoing relationship.

“Looks like he’s waiting for you.”

I blew out some air. “Lucky me.”

Morelli was a cop now. Plainclothes. A misnomer for Morelli, because he’s lean-hipped and hard-muscled, and there’s nothing plain about the way he fits a pair of Levi’s. He’s two years older than me, five inches taller, has a paper-thin scar slicing through his right eyebrow and an eagle tattooed onto his chest. The eagle is left over from a hitch in the navy. The scar is more recent.

I got out of the car and pasted a big phony smile on my mouth. “Gosh, what a terrific surprise.”

Morelli grinned. “Nice lie.”

“I can’t imagine what you mean by that.”

“You’ve been avoiding me.”

The avoiding had been mutual. Morelli had given me the big rush back in November and then all of a sudden…nothing.

“I’ve been busy,” I said.

“So I hear.”

I gave him a raised eyebrow.

“Two suspicious conduct complaints in one day, plus breaking and entering. You must be going for some sort of personal record,” Morelli said.


“Costanza has a big mouth.”

“You were lucky it was Costanza. If it had been Gaspick you’d be calling Vinnie for bail right now.”

We were caught in a gust of wind, and we hunkered down into our jackets.

“Can I talk to you off the record?” I asked Morelli.

“Shit,” Morelli said. “I hate when you start a conversation like this.”

“There’s something strange about Uncle Mo.”

“Oh boy.”

“I’m serious!”

“Okay,” Morelli said. “So what have you got?”

“A feeling.”

“If anyone else said that to me I’d walk away.”

“Mo’s gone FTA on a carrying charge. It would have gotten him a fine and a slap on the hand. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Life never makes sense.”

“I’ve been out looking for him. He’s nowhere. His car is gone, but his garage door was left open. There are dry goods in the garage. Things he wouldn’t want stolen. It doesn’t feel right. His store has been closed up for two days. No one knows where he is. His sister doesn’t know. His neighbors don’t know.”

“What did you find in his apartment?”

“Clothes in the closet. Food in the fridge.”

“Any sign of struggle?”

“None.”

“Maybe he needed to go off to think,” Morelli said. “Did he have an attorney?”

“Waived an attorney.”

“I think you’re jumping to conclusions.”

I shrugged. “Maybe, but it still feels strange.”

“Out of character for Mo.”

“Yeah.”

Mrs. Turkevich came out of Fiorello’s Deli carrying a grocery bag.

I nodded to her. “Pretty cold today.”

“Hmmmph,” she said.

“Listen, it’s not my fault!” I told her. “I’m just doing my job.”

The grin widened on Morelli’s face. “Us crime stoppers have a tough life, huh?”

“Are you still working vice?”

“I’m working homicide. Temporarily.”

“Is that a promotion?”

“It’s more like lateral movement.”

I wasn’t sure I could see Morelli as a homicide cop. Morelli liked to get out there and make things happen. Homicide was a more cerebral, reactive position.


“Was there a reason for this visit?” I asked.

“I was in the area. Thought I’d see how things were going.”

“You mean things like Moses Bedemier?”

“You need to be more careful. Mo has some very protective, very noisy neighbors.”

I held my coat collar tight to my neck. “I don’t get it. What’s so great about this guy?”

Morelli did a palms up. “I guess he’s just one of those lovable types. Friends with everyone.”

“What I’m finding is that he’s friends with no one. He’s a very private person. Doesn’t even confide in his sister. My grandmother says it’s like he’s married to the store. Like a priest.”

“A lot of people let their work take over their life. It’s the American way,” Morelli said.

Morelli’s pager beeped.

“Christ,” Morelli said. “I hope this is something horrible. A decapitation or maybe a bullet-riddled body found in a Dumpster. Homicide in Trenton is like watching grass grow. We just don’t have enough good ones to go around.”

I opened the door to my car and slid behind the wheel. “Let me know if it turns out to be Mo.”


Morelli had his own keys in hand. His black Toyota 4x4 was parked directly behind me. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

I drove off wondering what to do next. I’d covered all of the information given on Mo’s bond agreement. I’d canvassed the neighborhood, searched his apartment, spoken to his only sister.

After ten minutes of cruising I found myself in the parking lot of my apartment building. The building and the lot were sterile in January. Brick and macadam unsoftened by summer shrubbery. Leaden Jersey sky, dark enough for the streetlights to blink on.

I got out of the car and walked head down to the building’s back entrance, pushed through the double glass doors and was grateful for the sudden warmth.

I stepped into the elevator and punched the button for the second floor, wondering what I’d missed in my search for Bedemier. Usually something popped up in the initial investigation…a girlfriend, a hobby, a favorite bakery or liquor store. Nothing had popped up today.

The elevator doors opened, and I walked the short distance down the hall, planning out phone calls. I could check on Mo’s bank account to see if there were any recent withdrawals. I could check his credit rating. Sometimes a credit check turned up hidden problems. I could run down utilities accounts on a possible second home. I could call Sue Ann Grebek, who knew everything about everyone.

I unlocked my apartment door, stepped into the quiet foyer and took stock of my apartment. My hamster, Rex, was sleeping in the soup can in his glass cage. There were no lights blinking on my answering machine. There were no sounds of big, hairy, snaggle-toothed guys scrambling to hide under my bed.

I dumped my pocketbook on the kitchen counter and draped my jacket over a chair. I poured some milk into a mug, nuked it for two minutes and dumped a couple spoons of instant hot chocolate mix into the hot milk. I added two marshmallows, and while they were getting gooey I made myself a peanut butter sandwich on mushy, worthless white bread.

I took all this, plus my cordless phone, to the dining room table and dialed Sue Ann.

“Stephanie, Stephanie, Stephanie,” Sue Ann said. “My phone’s been ringing off the hook. Everybody’s talking about how you’re out to get Uncle Mo.”


“I’m not out to get Uncle Mo. He needs to reschedule a court date. It’s no big deal.”

“So why is everybody in such a snit?”

“You tell me.”

“I don’t know,” Sue Ann said. “Not much to tell. Everybody likes him. He minds his own business. He’s nice to the kids.”

“There must be something. Haven’t you ever heard any rumors?”

“Do you care if they’re true?”

“Not at all.”

“So, in other words, you’re looking for unsubstantiated dirt.”

“Exactly.”

Silence.

“Well?” I asked.

“My niece says sometimes Mo’s store smells like dookey.”

“Yuk.”

“That’s about it,” Sue Ann said.

“That’s not much.”

“He’s a saint. What can I say?”

“Saints don’t smell like dookey,” I told her.

“Maybe old ones do.”

After I talked to Sue Ann I ate my sandwich and drank my cocoa and thought about Moses Bedemier. His apartment had been neat, and his furniture had been worn but comfortable. Sort of like mine. The television set was the focal point of the living room. The TV Guide on the coffee table had been a week old. The food in the fridge had been simple. Lunch meat, bread, juice, milk.

Mo had been living alone for a lot of years, and I suspected his life relied heavily on routine. No real surprises in his apartment. The one note of whimsy had been the movie magazines. A stack of them in the bedroom. Moses Bedemier must have read himself to sleep with soap opera gossip.

I put in a call to my cousin Bunnie at the credit bureau, and drew another blank. There’d been nothing derogatory or recent under either personal or business files.

I tipped back in my chair and stared aimlessly across the room. The window glass was black and reflective. Occasionally headlights flashed into the parking lot below. Car doors slammed. My neighbors were returning from a hard day at whatever.

Mo was missing, and I hadn’t a clue and I didn’t know how to go about getting one. I’d run all the usual drills. What was left was to wait. And waiting wasn’t my strong suit.

I carted my dishes back to the kitchen and thought some more about Uncle Mo. The problem with finding a missing person is that they could be missing very far away. Here I am looking all around Trenton for Moses Bedemier, and he could be in Guadeloupe wearing thick glasses and a fake nose. Truth is, if he was in Guadeloupe I was out of luck, so best not to think about it. Better to assume Mo is close to home, and then I can feel hopeful.

Most of the time people stay close to home anyway. They’d be much better off if they ran far away, but far away doesn’t feel safe. Home feels safe. Sooner or later most FTAs touch base with their relatives, girlfriends, neighborhood cronies. And usually it’s sooner rather than later.

I exchanged my flannel shirt for a Rangers jersey and zapped the television on. Probably I should make more phone calls, but the Rangers were playing and priorities were priorities.

*  *  *

My alarm rang at 7 A.M. I slammed my hand on the off button and peered at the clock, wondering why I had set the thing for such an ungodly hour. There was no sign of the sun anywhere, and rain pinged against my windowpane. Even at the best of times, morning is not my favorite part of day, and this wasn’t nearly the best of times.

The next time I awoke it was eight-thirty. Rain still slashed at my window, but at least the sky had lightened from black to gray. I dragged myself out of bed and into the bathroom and stood under the shower for a while. I thought about Mel Gibson and Joe Morelli and tried to decide who had the best butt. Then I thought about Mike Richter, the goalie for the Rangers, because he was no slouch either.

By the time I was towel-drying my hair I’d gone from Richter to Uncle Mo. The conclusion I reached about Uncle Mo was that I’d dead-ended. Intuition told me Uncle Mo hadn’t gone far and would eventually surface. Unfortunately, the word “eventually” was not favored in the bounty hunter vocabulary. Eventually did not pay this month’s rent.

I gassed my hair with some maximum-hold hair spray, dressed in my usual uniform of jeans and flannel shirt and snapped my bedroom curtains open.

I chanted Rain, rain, go away, come again some other day. But the rain didn’t go away, so I revisited my dresser and added thick socks and a sweatshirt to my outfit.

For lack of something better to do, I took myself down to the office. On the way, I cruised past Blue Ribbon Used Cars and wistfully glanced over the lot. Every morning I got up and hoped the car fairy had visited me overnight. Every morning I was disappointed. Maybe it was time to take matters into my own hands.

I parked at the curb and squinted through the rain at the lineup of cars. All very boring…except for a little blue Nissan pickup at the end of the lot. The little blue pickup was CUTE. I got out to take a closer look. New paint. Bench seat, slightly worn but not torn. Standard transmission.

A man in a yellow slicker ran over to me. “Want to buy this car?”

“How much?”

“For you? We can make a deal. It’s an eighty-four. Runs like a top.”

I looked in my checkbook. “I probably can’t afford it.”

“Hey,” he said. “Your credit’s good here. We can finance it for you. You’ll hardly notice the payments.”

“I’d have to take it on a test drive.”

“Hold on a minute, and I’ll pop some plates on for you.”

I did a four-block test drive and I was sold. So I’d give up eating oranges. And I’d cut back on movie rentals. The sacrificing would be worth it. I’d have a truck!


*  *  *

Lula glanced up from the files when I slogged through the door, dripping water on the utility-grade carpet. “Hope you didn’t spend a lot of time on your hair this morning,” she said.

I took a swipe at the wet mess with my hand. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

“Hah,” Lula replied. “If that isn’t some load of cocky doody.”

“Is the man in?” I asked Connie.

“Not yet.”

I slouched back on the brown Naugahyde couch. “I’m not having any luck with Uncle Mo, and I need money. Don’t suppose you’d have any quickies?”

“Only got one Failure to Appear yesterday, and it’s strictly chump change. Stuart Baggett.” She took a manila folder from her “in” box and flipped the file open. “Age twenty-two. White male Caucasian. Five feet six. Went on a drunken late-night joyride three weeks ago with two of his buddies and shot up fourteen parked cars. Did it with an air rifle. Missed his court date and is now a fugitive…not to mention an idiot. Two of the cars he shot up were unoccupied police cars.”

I was surprised anyone noticed the damage on the cop cars. Trenton’s blue-and-whites had not gone gently into the night. Trenton’s blue-and-whites all looked like they’d survived Bosnia.

I took the folder from Connie.

“He lives on Applegate with his parents,” she said. “Works at the hot dog place at the mall. Looks like his mother put up the bond.”

I dialed his home phone and got his mother. I asked if Stuart was working today and was told he was working until four.

“I could use to go to the mall,” Lula said. “I could use to take a break, and then I could watch your bounty huntering technique when you make this apprehension.”

“There won’t be any technique to watch,” I said. “This is just some stupid guy who got drunk and did a stupid stunt. Either he forgot his date, or else he was too embarrassed to show up at court.”

“Yeah, but you’re gonna finesse him, right? You’re gonna pull some bogus shit on him and lure him out to the parking lot where we cuff him and kick his ass into the car.”

“I’m going to very nicely inform him of his error and request that he accompany me to the station to reschedule his court date.”


“They never gonna make a TV series out of this job,” Lula said.

“If you’re going near Macy’s get me some nail polish. Something real red,” Connie said.

I dropped the file into my big black shoulder bag and zipped my jacket. Lula buttoned herself into an ankle-length dark brown oiled canvas duster and settled a matching brown leather cowboy hat on her head.

“Do I look like a bounty hunter or what?” she said.

I just hoped poor Stuart Baggett didn’t fall over dead at the sight of her.

The door opened and Ranger stepped in from the rain.

Ranger had been my mentor when I’d started in the business and was one very bad bounty hunter. In this case, bad meaning ultracool. He’d been one of those army guys who went around disguised as the night, eating tree bark and beetles, scaring the bejeezus out of emerging third-world insurgents. He was a civilian now, of sorts, sometimes working for Vinnie as an apprehension agent. He supposedly lived in the ’hood among his Cuban relatives, and he knew things I’d never, ever know.

He wore his black hair slicked back into a ponytail, dressed in black and khaki, had a washboard belly, cast-iron biceps and the reflexes of a rattler.

His mouth twitched into a smile at the sight of Lula in her Wild West garb. He acknowledged my presence with eye contact and an almost imperceptible nod, which was the Ranger equivalent to a double-cheek kiss.

“Congratulations,” I said to him. “I heard you captured Jesus Rodrigues.” Jesus Rodrigues skipped out on a $500,000 bond and was howling-dog crazy. Ranger always got the biggies. Fine by me. I don’t have a death wish.

“Had some luck,” Ranger said, pulling a police body receipt from his jacket pocket—the body receipt certifying that Ranger had delivered a wanted body to the authorities.

He brushed past us on his way to Connie’s desk, and I thought Lula would keel over on the spot. She clapped a hand to her heart and staggered out the door after me.

“Gives me a fit every time he comes in,” she confided. “You get close to that man, and it’s like being close to a lightning strike. Like all the little hairs are standing on end all over your body.”

“Sounds like you’ve been watching X-Files.”


“Hmm,” Lula said, eyeing the key chain. “Maybe we should take my car again. That Buick you drive don’t say ‘Law Enforcement,’ you know what I’m saying? It ain’t no Starsky and Hutch car. What you need is to work on your image. You need one of these bad-ass coats. You need a car with real wheels. You need to be a blonde. I’m telling you honey, blonde is where it’s at.”

“I have a truck,” I said, gesturing to the Nissan. “Bought it this morning.” After signing the papers I’d gotten my father to drive back with me, so he could take the Buick home, and I could go with my new pickup. You’re making a mistake, he said. Japs don’t know how to make cars for Americans. This truck isn’t half the car the Buick is.

And that was exactly why I preferred the truck…it was half the car the Buick was.

“Isn’t this cute as a bug,” Lula said. “A baby truck!” She looked in the window. “I don’t suppose you’d let me drive. I always wanted to drive one of these itty-bitty trucks.”

“Well, sure,” I said, handing her the keys. “I guess that’d be okay.”

Lula cranked the engine over and pulled away from the curb. The rain had turned sleety and shavings of ice slapped against the windshield. Chunks of slush stuck to the wipers and tracked across the arc of cleared glass.

I looked at the snapshot attached to the bond papers and memorized the face. Didn’t want to nab the wrong person. I rooted through my pocketbook and did a fast paraphernalia inventory. I was carrying defense spray, which was a big no-no in a crowded mall. And I carried a stun gun, which on close examination turned out to need a new battery. My two pairs of cuffs were in working order, and I had an almost full can of hair spray. Okay, probably I wasn’t the world’s best-equipped bounty hunter. But then what did I really need to bring in an old guy with a nose that looked like a penis and a loser hot dog vendor?

“We gotta be professional about this,” Lula said, aiming us toward Route 1. “We need a plan.”
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