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Strange Bedfellows

If politics makes for strange bedfellows, perhaps no
bedfellows are stranger than Grant Lambert and Austin Peebles.

Austin Peebles is a professional politician with a
problem: a prominent rightwing blogger has come into possession of
a compromising cell phone photo of the congressional candidate…an
image that could derail his campaign.

Enter Grant Lambert—a professional criminal who lives
so far below society’s radar he’s never even registered to vote—and
his partner in life and crime, Chase LaMarca. If Grant and Chase
can make the picture disappear, they’ll make a cool $30,000. It
sounds like easy money to the cash-strapped criminals, but then
more pictures turn up, the double- and triple-crosses begin, and
Grant, Chase, and their gang of gay and lesbian confederates find
themselves immersed in the brutal sport of politics, as the stakes
grow larger and the bedfellows get stranger and stranger…
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Chapter One

Most times, a sneeze wouldn’t have been that big a
deal. Most times, it was something that just happened. But most
times a guy didn’t sneeze while he was standing in the after-hours
darkness of a store he was robbing and pretending to be a mannequin
while a cop trained a flashlight near him through the plate glass
window.

Which is why it sort of became a big deal when Chase
LaMarca sneezed.

“Shuddup,” said a hiss from the shadows. That hiss
came from his partner, Grant Lambert, who said it so quickly Chase
could hardly see his lips move. Which was the point.

Chase waited until the beam from the flashlight
moved away from him before he said, “I didn’t do it on purpose. It
was just a sneeze.”

“Sounded like a trumpet.”

“For someone concerned about making noise, you’re
sure talkin’ a lot.”

“Shh!”

They fell back into silence and froze as the light
made another sweep across the room. When it was trained away from
them, they could see the silhouette of the cop outside on the
sidewalk.

Chase felt his pants pocket vibrate. “Now my phone
is buzzing.”

“Shh.”

Out in front of the store, the cop was talking into
his radio. They couldn’t hear the words but knew that was never a
good sign.

“We’re gonna have to make a break for it,” said
Grant. “If he’s calling for backup, we don’t wanna be standing here
when they arrive. The minute this guy turns away…”

Which is when the cop aimed the beam back into the
store. And directly into Grant Lambert’s eyes.

 


The patrolman held the flashlight in one hand and the
hand mic wired to a radio clipped on his belt in the other and
said, “I don’t see anything. Except maybe the ugliest mannequin in
mannequin history.”

“That’s why Jackson Heights ain’t Madison Avenue,”
said the dispatcher on the other end of the radio. “If everything
looks secure, move on.”

“Coulda sworn I saw something move in there,
though.”

“Probably your eyes playing tricks on you. Move
on.”

The patrolman flicked off his flashlight, then—just
to reassure himself one more time, ’cause it sure as hell looked
like something had moved in there—walked to the front door and
tugged. It was locked tightly. Yeah, must have been his eyes
playing tricks.

But one more look through the glass couldn’t
hurt…

 


“Think he’s gone?” asked Chase, trying to spot
movement in the darkness on the other side of the window.

Grant, still frozen, again talked out of the corner
of his mouth. “I think so.”

“’Cause I’m vibrating again.”

“Ignore it.” Still seeing nothing outside, Grant
started to let himself breathe.

“But if someone is trying that hard to get in touch
with me—”

“It can wait.” He froze again when he saw the
silhouette of the cop reappear, then nudged Chase, who also
froze.

The beam reappeared, slowly sweeping the store’s
interior. This time, Grant turned his head slightly, so the light
wouldn’t blind him again.

That was probably a mistake.

 


The patrolman clicked the button on his handset and
said, “A mannequin moved.”

“What’s that?” asked his dispatcher.

“This mannequin. One minute the light’s in his eyes,
the next minute he’s looking away from me. Meaning that’s a
man, not a mannequin.”

It took the dispatcher a few beats to follow. “You
say ‘a man, not a mannequin’?”

“Ten-four.”

“Gotcha. I’ve got backup on the way.”

 


“You hear sirens? I hear sirens.”

Grant parted his lips slightly. “I hear ’em. Is the
cop still outside?”

“Yeah,” said Chase. “Standing by the front
door.”

“Let’s get the hell out of here.” He backed up a few
feet until he was hidden behind a rack of cheap suits, where the
bottom of a rope ladder dangled. He began climbing.

Below him, Chase said, “I’m buzzing again.”

“Shut up and move.”

Up above the drop ceiling, they stood precariously
on wooden beams and hauled up the ladder, rolling it into a tight
coil before carefully navigating those beams to a cheap aluminum
vent cover on the wall. It wasn’t screwed into the wall—they knew
that, since they’d been the ones who’d unscrewed it to gain
access—so Grant kicked it aside and, on hands and knees, crawled
through the opening into a narrow staircase leading to the
apartments upstairs. Chase, still holding the rolled-up rope
ladder, followed.

A single bare forty-watt bulb hung from the ceiling,
the only illumination in the hallway. Through the murkiness, they
began to descend the stairs but stopped as the pulsating red light
from a patrol car flooded the foyer below them.

“That was faster than I anticipated,” said
Grant.

“Up,” said Chase, who was already climbing the
stairs toward the roof.

 


Now two police officers trained their flashlights
through the shop window, and—judging by distant sirens growing
nearer—more were on the way. They’d again tried the door to the
shop, and again found it locked, so looking through the window was
the only immediate option that occurred to them.

“You’re sure one of those mannequins moved, right?”
asked the new officer. “Absolutely sure?”

“Not one of those mannequins,” said the first
officer. “The one that moved isn’t there anymore.”

“That right?”

“That’s right.”

“So where’d it go?”

The cop who’d first interrupted Grant and Chase
while they were trying to make a dishonest day’s living sighed in
exasperation. “What I’ve been trying to tell everyone is that it
wasn’t a mannequin that moved. It was a man.”

They stared through the window for another thirty
seconds. “So what did the mannequin look like?”

“Man.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Beat up,” the first officer reported. “Sort of old
and beat up. Gray hair…needed a shave.”

The second officer took his beam off the interior
and shined it on the first officer’s face. “Wait a minute. Are you
tellin’ me you see a mannequin in there that looks like some kind
of bum and you think it’s a mannequin, and not a bum?”

“Not once he started moving.”

“I mean before that.”

The first officer shrugged. “Figured maybe they were
going for the gone-to-seed look.” When the second cop frowned, he
added, “Hey, guys that look like bums gotta buy their clothes
somewhere, right?”

“I guess.”

The second officer turned his flashlight back to the
interior and waved it around until he at last found something that
didn’t seem right.

“Up there,” he said, as the beam danced along the
ceiling. “That ceiling panel’s been pushed aside.”

The first cop’s flashlight found the target. “Think
that’s where he went?”

“I don’t know. But if he’s still up in the ceiling,
we’ll get him out.”

 


Minutes later, Grant and Chase caught their breath
and watched from the roof as three more patrol cars rounded the
opposite corners—one heading the wrong way down the one-way
street—before pulling to a stop in front of the store.

“This isn’t good,” said Chase.

“No, it isn’t,” Grant agreed.

“And now I’m buzzing again.”

Grant scowled. “I’m about to throw your phone off
the roof. How’d you like that?”

Chase ignored him, took the phone from his pocket,
and glanced at the screen. “It’s Jamie Brock.”

“I knew it wasn’t important.” Grant took another
look five stories below, to where seven or eight cops now stood in
front of the store, some with their guns drawn. He grabbed Chase’s
arm when he saw a few of them break off and approach the door to
the stairway. “We’ve gotta get out of here, lover, so put your toy
away.”

Chase held out the coiled rope ladder. “And what do
you want me to do about this?”

“Keep it. We might need it to get off this roof.” He
took another look over the side of the building. “Well…it could
mean the difference between a sixty-foot fall and a fifty-foot
fall, so I guess that’s something.”

They darted through the darkness across the roof,
then vaulted over a thigh-high brick wall onto the next roof,
repeating the process twice more until they were nearing the end of
the adjoined buildings.

It was when they were crossing the second to last
roof that two large men emerged from the shadows. Even in the open
air, Grant and Chase could smell marijuana. They froze for a
moment, until they realized they were looking at a couple of
teenagers. Very big teenagers who looked like they could
pull both their heads off their shoulders without effort, but still
teenagers.

For their part, the teenagers didn’t quite get that
they weren’t dealing with run-of-the-mill middle-aged white guys
who just happened to be dashing over the rooftops of Jackson
Heights, Queens.

“Got any money, gramps?” one of them asked
Grant.

“Get out of our way,” was Grant’s terse reply.

“My friend asked if you had any—” The second punk
stopped mid-sentence when Grant stared at him, then backed up a few
steps. “Okay, man, we don’t want no trouble.”

Chase, who was tired of carrying the rope ladder,
tossed it at the second kid’s feet. “Here. You might need this to
get down.”

Grant and Chase crossed over one more rooftop before
coming to an abrupt stop. On the other side of the last thigh-high
brick wall was a sixty-foot drop to a trash-strewn alley.

“Sure could use that ladder about now,” said
Grant.

“Oh, Grant, paralysis is not necessarily better than
death.”

They looked behind them, barely noticing the stoned
teenagers who’d been disarmed by a single stare from Grant
Lambert.

It was hard to be certain in the darkness, but it
sure as hell sounded like there was activity coming from where
they’d started. Which probably meant the cops were just a few
rooftops behind them.

Without a word or another glance, Chase grabbed the
nearest doorknob and was pleasantly surprised that not only was it
not locked, but it opened into another barely lit stairwell. Grant
followed him through the door and quietly shut it behind them.

They made it down to the third-floor landing when an
apartment door opened. An older man with fussily curly white hair
stepped into the hall, not noticing them at first. In one hand he
held a trash bag; in the other, a small blue plastic bag and a
leash attached to a cocker spaniel. His eyebrows jumped in alarm
when he saw Grant and Chase behind him on the stairs.

His first and only reaction was to plead, “Don’t
hurt me!”

Grant gave him a look that was considerably less
intimidating than the one he’d given the teenagers. “Hurt you? Now
why would we do that?”

The man seemed slightly hopeful he wasn’t about to
be mugged. “You’re not with those ruffians who hang out on the
roofs? Those…those…” His hands made a little flourish. “Those
gangstas?”

Grant shook his head. “Nah, but we’re borrowing your
stuff.”

“My stuff?” The man looked confused. “What?”

Chase flashed his wallet too quickly for anything
inside to be visible. “NYPD. It’s all okay, buddy. We’ll take it
from here.” He leaned down. “C’mere, Fluffy.”

“Mitzi,” the man corrected him.

“Mitzi, then.” He took the leash out of the
not-quite-convinced man’s hand. “Come outside in five minutes.
We’ll leave Mitzi tied to a tree.”

“But…”

Chase flashed him an ingratiating—yet somehow
authoritative—smile. “The safety of the public depends on this,
sir. There are some dangerous characters out there pretending to be
cops.”

“Right,” said Grant as he liberated the trash bag
from the man’s other hand. “So we’re gonna outsmart ’em by
pretending to be civilians. Kind of like a double-cross.”

Chase, half dragging the cocker spaniel—who wasn’t
at all sure she wanted to follow the stranger—and Grant, carrying
the trash bag, began descending the steps as the man looked on.

“Will my Mitzi be all right?”

“More than all right,” Chase reassured him, taking
the stairs two at a time without turning around, leaving Mitzi no
choice but to keep up with his pace. “This is a hero dog. Probably
get a photo in the Post.”

“And anyway,” added Grant, “what could go
wrong?”

“Well…” Grant and Chase were almost to the second
floor when the man thought to call out. “Wait!”

Grant kept going, but Chase turned as the man
hurried down the steps and offered him the blue bag. “You’ll have
to clean up after her.”

“We won’t need her that long,” said Chase, giving
the leash a bit too much of a yank, if Mitzi’s growl could be
considered a complaint.

They were almost to the first landing—almost out of
that building and on their way to safety—when the man called out,
“And you’ll get rid of those gangstas, too?”

“Top of my list,” Grant called back to him.

Out on the sidewalk, two teams of cops strolled by
as Grant emerged from the doorway with the bag of trash. Chase and
Mitzi followed closely. No one probably would’ve looked twice at
them if one of the cops hadn’t tried to pet the cocker spaniel.

She nipped him.

“Mitzi, no!”

“No harm done,” said the cop who’d been nipped,
while his buddies giggled. “Better watch yourself. Looks like there
was a burglary down the street.”

Chase’s hand went to his mouth. “Burglary! Oh my!
That explains all the police officers.”

One of the other cops nodded toward Grant, toting
his trash bag away from them at a fairly rapid pace for trash
bag-toting. “You know that guy?”

“Yeah, he’s my neighbor. Mr.…Mr. Mitzi!”

The cop made a face. “Mitzi? I thought that was the
dog’s name.”

“I…uh…he…I named her after him. He’s sort of like
the dog’s godfather.”

Implausibly, that seemed to work, because the cop
yelled, “Hey, Mitzi, hold up there!”

The cocker spaniel barked. Grant kept moving.

The cop tried again. “You with the trash! I said to
stop right there!”

Grant finally stopped, and then he turned very
slowly. “Can I help you?”

“What’s in the bag?”

“Uh…trash?”

While the cop jogged up to him, Grant undid the
twist-tie and hoped the man in the hallway wasn’t the
best-disguised heroin dealer in the neighborhood. The cop hovered
over the bag and sifted inside for a few seconds with his
nightstick before motioning for Grant to close it.

“One word of advice,” the cop said. “Ease up on
those frozen éclairs.”

“I’ll do that, officer.”

“Trust me on that, my friend. See this gut?” The cop
patted his own stomach. “Two years ago I couldn’t see my feet. I
was hooked on those things. But I gave ’em up, and now I’m a new
man. Understand?”

Grant nodded. “Absolutely. Consider these my last
frozen éclairs.”

The cop patted Grant on the shoulder. “I know
they’re creamy and chocolaty and just about the best-tasting treat
ever, but—”

“Got it.”

The cop felt his stomach one more time, then half
turned until he could see both Grant and Chase. “Okay, then. In
that case, please call nine-one-one if you see anything
suspicious.”

“Come to think of it,” said Chase, “there are some
gangstas on the roof right now.”

“Gangstas?”

“Yeah. They’re on the roof. With a rope ladder.”

The cops looked at each other in wonder that this
crime-solving tip had just fallen into their laps. Seconds later
they were bounding up the staircase.

Although the one cop did have to stop and lecture
the old guy with the fussily curly white hair when he passed the
third-floor landing and caught him eating a frozen éclair.

 


The good news with trying to pull a job so close to
home was that they could walk back to their apartment, so even
though they’d gotten out of there with nothing, at least they
weren’t out the cost of a couple of subway fares. And Chase kept
trying to convince Grant that their flight up and down stairs and
across rooftops even counted as getting fresh air and exercise, a
fine point Grant didn’t seem to appreciate. He didn’t much care for
fresh air and exercise.

But there really was something to be said
about not getting caught. They both tried to keep that in mind. It
not only kept their perfect record of not getting caught intact
after almost twenty years together—and a few more than twenty for
Grant in this particular business—it also meant they wouldn’t be
going to The Tombs that night.

They were approaching their apartment building and
Grant had almost worked himself into a normal mood—meaning not
happy, but not as unhappy as he’d been when the cops had
interrupted their job—when Chase again announced, “I’m
vibrating.”

Grant sighed. “Jamie Brock again?”

Chase fished the phone from his pocket. “Jamie Brock
again. Should I answer it?”

“No,” said Grant.

“Yes,” said a voice that wasn’t Grant’s.

They turned, and there stood Jamie Brock. In the
flesh.


Chapter Two

Jamie Brock smiled and ran a hand through his tousled
hair, no doubt recently cut at an expensive Manhattan salon and,
knowing Jamie, no doubt paid for in something other than cash. He
wasn’t much younger than they were, but there was something
annoyingly boyish about him that could always be counted on to set
Grant off. And it did.

Yeah, Jamie had a weathered look to his face. But it
was the weathered look of someone who’d spent too much time in the
sun and wind—in other words, the weather—as opposed to the
OTB parlor or corner bar. And he more than overcompensated for his
lived-in complexion with the trendiest hair and clothing styles,
which—coupled with that annoyingly boyish demeanor—made his real
age indecipherable to most people.

But Grant Lambert could decipher it, and while it
was bad enough that Chase, Grant’s partner of eighteen years,
looked much younger than him, Jamie’s ability to pass almost as his
son—or at least much younger brother, and at least in very bad
lighting—was almost too much to bear at times. Especially times
like this, when Grant’s mad dash across rooftops only to return
home with empty pockets contrasted so unfavorably to Jamie’s facile
charm and mysterious sources of income.

So Grant did what Grant tended to do and pretended
he didn’t have a problem, although—when dealing with Jamie—that was
always easier said than done.

“What the hell are you doing here?” His tone wasn’t
really a clue that he had a problem with Jamie; he talked to most
people that way. “Last I remember, you couldn’t find your way out
of a paper bag, let alone Manhattan.”

Jamie smiled, and damn if he didn’t rub it in
again—by now Grant was convinced he was doing it on purpose—by
rumpling his hair. “I’m getting around a lot more. Spreading my
wings! Moving all over this big, beautiful city without a
care!”

Grant ran his eyes up and down the street until he
spotted the bright yellow car parked with its lights out a few
buildings away. “You took that cab, right?”

“Uh…Yeah, okay. Anyway, I’ve been trying to reach
you guys.”

“We know,” said Grant. “You kept bothering us while
we were working.”

“You were on a job tonight? Sorry. I didn’t know.
How did it go?”

“Perfect.” Anyone who wasn’t Jamie Brock could have
seen through that lie by reading the sour expression on Grant’s
face, but Jamie would never be that perceptive.

Chase, sensing an eruption was coming if he didn’t
defuse the situation, diplomatically stepped between them. “So
what’s the problem, Jamie? You seem sort of desperate.”

Jamie looked perplexed. “Do I?”

“Uh…yeah, a little.” Chase pulled his cell phone
from his pocket and scrolled through the list of missed calls. “You
tried to call me fourteen times.”

“And you showed up here,” added Grant. “In
front of our house. In the middle of the night.” He looked back
down the street. “In a cab.”

Jamie glanced at his watch. Grant noticed it looked
like a Rolex and was sure it wasn’t a real Rolex. “It’s not
the middle of the night. It’s only 1:00 a.m.” He tossed a smile at
Grant. “You sure are getting old, Grant.”

“Shuddup.”

Chase tried to get the conversation back on track.
“So, you’re here because…?”

Jamie glanced up and down the almost-treeless
street. “Can we go up to your apartment and talk in private?”

“No.” There was a firmness in Grant’s voice. Which
wasn’t unusual.

“Okay, then.” Jamie shrugged. “I think I have a job
for you.”

Grant’s head dropped. “When you bring us jobs, they
don’t seem to turn out all that good. So I’m gonna say no.”

“But…”

“No.”

“But…”

“No!”

Chase, again the peacemaker, stepped up to his
partner. “Grant, let’s hear this out. And then we can say
no. Jamie? Please continue.”

Jamie scuffed his loafers against a crack in the
sidewalk. “Well…okay, I know some things have gone a little bit
wrong in the past, but this one can’t miss.” Seeing they remained
unconvinced, he hurried to continue before the definitive refusal
came. “This is a simple breaking-and-entering job. Get in, get the
goods, bring them back to the guy who’s hiring us—”

Grant cleared his throat. “Us?”

“Us.”

“You mean you’re going on the job with me and
Chase?”

“Well, no. Of course not. But I’m bringing
you the job, so I’m a part of it. Anyway, you steal this thing,
bring it to the guy, and collect our money. Maybe three or four
hours out of your life, and we’ll make ten grand.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “Someone’s paying ten
thousand dollars for a few hours to do a simple retrieval
operation? In that case, it don’t sound so simple.”

Jamie dropped his voice and kicked again at the
sidewalk. “It’s a simple job. But it’s important. See, there’s this
congresswoman I’ve become friends with—”

“Huh?”

Chase was going to try to stop Grant’s cynicism, but
let it go. Because he was wondering the same thing.

“And how does someone like you become friends with a
congresswoman?”

Jamie shrugged, as if the answer was obvious. “We
travel in the same circle of friends out in the Hamptons.”

Grant shook his head. “I think I get it. You and
your fellow Hamptons bloodsuckers met a little old lady with a lot
of money who happens to be a congresswoman—”

“No!” Jamie thought for a moment. “Well…okay,
yes. But you’re making it sound really tawdry.”

“It is really tawdry.”

Again, Jamie ran his fingers through his hair. The
highlights picked up a glow from the one working streetlight on the
block, and Grant thought he might scream.

“Whatever. Anyway, she’s retiring when her term is
up at the end of this year, and her son-in-law is running in the
election to replace her. Follow?” Grant nodded noncommittally.
“Triple-C just loves him, but there’s a little problem. You
see—”

Grant held up a hand to silence Jamie. “Wait a
minute. What’s a Triple-C?”

“I think it’s a bra size,” Chase guessed, but he
wasn’t sure because he hadn’t seen a bra that wasn’t being worn by
a drag queen in almost thirty years.

Jamie set them straight. “No, Triple-C is the
congresswoman. Catherine Cooper Concannon. Triple-C. Get it?” Grant
snarled; Jamie either missed it or ignored it. “So she loves the
idea that her son-in-law will replace her. See, there’s the whole
family dynasty thing going on, and the son-in-law’s the last link.
Still follow?”

“Close enough. But why don’t you skip ahead to the
part that has to do with me and Chase so I can say no, throw you
off my stoop, and get some sleep.”

Jamie tossed off a knowing smile that put Grant
about twenty seconds away from punching him in his
probably-courtesy-of-surgery-perfect nose.

“Well, it is sort of important how all these
people go together.”

“Not to me.”

Jamie sighed. Sometimes Grant Lambert had no
appreciation for the narrative, which is why he’d always be a
small-timer. Jamie was dealing with congresswomen, and Grant was
dealing with fences and chop-shops. But if Grant wanted to know
about the job, and only about the job, Jamie would jump
ahead to the job.

“So Austin—Austin Peebles; that’s Triple-C’s
son-in-law—got himself in some trouble with his Twitter
account.”

While Grant tried to figure out what that meant,
Chase—who understood exactly what that meant—stepped
forward.

“I think Jamie means this Peebles guy sent, uh,
risqué pictures of himself to someone, Grant.”

“Right,” Jamie confirmed. “Dick pics!”

“I get that,” said Grant, who hadn’t the slightest
clue until Chase sort of explained, and still hadn’t fully embraced
the concept. One day he was going to have to learn to use that
machine. “So this Triple-C is paying ten thousand dollars to get
back this Twitter thing?”

Jamie smiled and rolled his heavily lidded eyes in
Chase’s direction, giving him a “your partner is so out of touch”
look that decreased the time in which Grant wanted to punch him in
the nose from twenty seconds to that immediate moment. But Chase
stared him down—it wasn’t a Grant Lambert stare, but it did what it
had to do—so he let it go.

Chase’s words were calculated to rein in Jamie while
minimizing any embarrassment Grant might feel for being trapped in
the 1980s when it came to technology. And yes, there were still
times when Grant said “telex” when he meant “fax,” and did anyone
even fax anymore? Grant probably thought they did.

“So let me see if I have this straight, Jamie. This
Peebles fellow used his camera phone to take an inappropriate
photo, then uploaded that photo to his online Twitter account,
where other people could see it.”

Jamie wondered why Chase was speaking so slowly and
awkwardly. His own answer was quick and concise. “Right. He tweeted
a dick pic to the world!”

“What’s that?” Grant again felt as if he was
learning a new language.

“A picture of his penis.”

Chase blocked them again. “I think Grant was
wondering what a tweet is.” He patted his partner’s arm. “He
already knows what a dick is.”

“I sure do,” Grant said evenly as he stared at
Jamie.

Chase kept pretending everything was fine. “When you
send a message on Twitter, it’s like an e-mail…sort of. But it’s
out in public, and anyone can see it, and it’s called a tweet.”

“Why’s that?”

Chase closed his eyes and sighed. “Just punch Jamie
and get this over with.”

Which Grant considered while Chase
reconsidered and turned back to Jamie to wrap up the
situation as he understood it. “So this guy tweeted a dick shot and
his mother-in-law wants it gone. Is that the story?”

“Not her. I don’t know what she even knows. But
there’s an intermediary—”

“So this son-in-law—”

“Peebles. Austin Peebles.”

“He’s the intermediary?”

“No, the intermediary is someone else.”

“Whatever. Peebles is paying the ten grand?”

“No,” said Jamie. “Austin doesn’t have that kind of
cash lying around. His wife controls the purse strings. His wife
controls everything.”

Grant, having finally mostly figured out what the
hell they were talking about, brought himself back into the
conversation. “So do you want to tell me who’s paying up?”

“The campaign committee.”

Grant didn’t like that. “I don’t like that. Plus, I
don’t usually work for other people. I’m what you call an
independent businessman.”

“Are you sure? We’re talking ten grand—well, minus
my finder’s fee, of course—for only a few hours of work. You’d be
able to pay your rent on this place for the next year and never
break a sweat.”

“With you,” said Grant, “things are never as easy as
they sound. And they always involve sweat.”

“Sometimes that’s true,” Jamie agreed. “But this
time, I’ve brought you a piece of cake.”

Again, Chase took over the conversation. “Okay,
Jamie, suppose we do take this job—”

“We ain’t taking it.”

“But suppose we do. What is there about it you
aren’t telling us?”

Jamie shrugged. “Everything I know,
you know.”

“That’s what scares me,” muttered Grant.

“No, seriously.” Jamie again ran a hand through his
hair; again, Grant resented it. “It should be an easy job. I’d do
it myself, but I’m not really a b-and-e kind of guy.”

“Which doesn’t mean your hands aren’t dirty,”
snarled Grant.

Jamie was agitated. “You know, Grant, I could just
grab my cab over there, go back to Manhattan, and find a
better crook. A more cooperative crook.”

“But still you’re here. Bothering us.”

“Well…” Jamie’s expression clouded over, and his
foot started playing with the crack in the sidewalk again. He’d
come without a Plan B and only now realized that was a mistake. He
said “Well…” again and then shut up.

After he’d let Jamie twist for an uncomfortably long
period, Grant said, “Okay. Ten thousand dollars. You say a
few hours’ work, but what makes you so sure?”

Jamie rebounded quickly for a man with no Plan B.
“Triple-C’s chief of staff is also her son-in-law’s campaign
manager. He’s the intermediary. Follow?”

“I not only follow, I’m already getting a
headache.”

“So this guy—Kevin; Kevin Wunder—well, I’ve gotten
to know him on the Hamptons circuit, and—”

Grant stopped him. “Is he gay?”

“Kevin Wunder? No.”

“Is this Peebles guy gay?”

A smile crossed Jamie’s lips. “I wish! But
no. Why?”

“Just trying to figure out what you have on these
people.”

Jamie seemed to be offended. Almost. If he wasn’t so
casually superficial, it might have worked.

“Grant, I’m shocked!” One hand went to his
chest; the other, of course, to his hair. “I’m friends with
Kevin Wunder, and I’ve met Austin Peebles, but I have no
interior motives!”

Grant cocked an eyebrow. “Interior?”

Jamie tried to stare him down and failed miserably.
“Not the right word?”

“Ulterior.”

If Jamie had known the word “pedantic,” he’d have
used it at that moment. But he didn’t, so he brushed it off.

“Interior…ulterior…close enough. Anyway, I’m just
helping Kevin—and Triple-C, and Austin Peebles—as a friend. That’s
all. No sex. No drugs. No…no scams.” Grant and Chase both noticed
that brief verbal stumble. “Nothing like that.”

“Uh-huh.” Grant let his gaze drift down the row of
beat-up brownstones lining the block before returning it to Jamie.
“So this Wunder guy. Why’d he ask you?”

“I guess he figured I knew people.”

Grant allowed himself a smile. “That means he’s made
you. Which means your latest Hamptons scam is almost over. Once
you’ve helped them pull this job, you’d better find yourself a new
carcass to feed on. Here’s some free advice: Keep a little
something on these people. Don’t give it all up or you’ll be
finished.” And that, he left unsaid, is the nicest I’ve
ever been to you, and the nicest I ever will be.

Jamie ignored him—Grant was so negative
sometimes—and turned to Chase. “So I suppose you’re still good on a
computer? Because I think we’ll need someone who’s good on a
computer.”

“I’m not ready to run an IT department, but I’ve got
skills.”

“Get to the point, Jamie,” said Grant before Jamie
had a chance to ask what IT meant. Or before Grant could, for that
matter.

Jamie bit his lip. “It’d be easier if I let the guy
explain it.”

“The guy?”

“The guy who wants to hire you. The intermediary!
Kevin Wunder!”

Grant scowled. “This Wunder better live up to his
name.”


Chapter Three

Chase began his day early the next morning, leaving
Grant embracing nothing but empty sheets while he went off to make
an honest living. His job as assistant manager of the Groc-O-Rama
in Elmhurst was soul-deadening and unfulfilling, but crime didn’t
pay bi-weekly and it was nice to know that there’d be a
paycheck—albeit a small one—when times were lean. Plus there were
benefits, another thing his side job didn’t include.

Most people simply called it “The Gross,” but while
the market certainly lived down to its nickname, Chase was a loyal
employee and had tolerated it for almost two decades. By him, and
pretty much only him, the ratty store was always referred to by its
full name.

If Groc-O-Rama left a lot to be desired besides the
paycheck, benefits, and frequent interaction with inspectors from
the departments of Health and Consumer Affairs, it still held a
sentimental appeal to Chase. It was there he’d met Grant all those
years ago. It had been kismet: a magical moment. They had both
planned to break into the safe on the very same night, and met for
the first time in the dark bakery aisle outside the manager’s
office. After the initial shock wore off, they’d teamed up, split
five thousand dollars in loot, and been inseparable ever since.

Chase punched out eight hours later, collected
Grant, and—just after nine o’clock that night—met Jamie in
Manhattan at the entrance to an eight-story white-brick office
building on Second Avenue in the low East Sixties a few blocks
north of the Roosevelt Island tram station.

There was no guard on duty—it was the type of
building where no guard had been hired to be on duty—so
Jamie pushed the buzzer marked “U.S. Rep. Catherine C. Concannon
District Office” a few times. They waited until the panel buzzed
back at them, then pushed the front door open. On the other side of
the door, the sparse lobby was adorned with utilitarian
white-and-gray tile on the floor and a badly faded aqua paint job
on the walls. Even Grant and Chase—longtime residents of a
hardscrabble block on a rough edge of quickly gentrifying Jackson
Heights—weren’t impressed.

But that was the deal on the Upper East Side of
Manhattan. There was a lot of wealth, but there was also a lot of
ordinary. It was a hunting ground for social scavengers like Jamie
Brock, and it definitely held a certain professional allure for
people like Grant and Chase, especially when their favorite
chop-shop was looking for a Mercedes. But a lot of the real estate
was affordable. Despite the neighborhood’s reputation as home base
for Old Money, the Upper East Side’s dirty secret was that Grant
and Chase could have managed to scrape up the cash to live there if
they had to. Fortunately for the residents who prized their cars,
artwork, jewelry, electronics, furniture, and collectibles, they
sort of liked Jackson Heights.

The elevator—barely big enough for the three of them
and painted a faded aqua to match the lobby walls—slowly ascended
to the fourth floor before it stopped, and they stood in silence
for what seemed like hours but was more like seven seconds. When
the door finally opened, a short, dark-haired man in his late
thirties, wearing a blue pinstriped suit and red tie with gold
eagles on it, stood in front of them, holding open a door off the
hallway. He looked Grant and Chase over without bothering to hide
his contempt and turned to Jamie.

“Inside.”

Jamie smiled. “Grant and Chase, this is—”

“Inside,” the man commanded again and walked into
the office.

Grant hadn’t caught a good look at much more than
the tie, but when the man walked away, he could see a large round
bald circle on the back of his head. That, and he was—as they
say—broad in the beam.

“Wunder,” Jamie whispered, a smile playing at the
corner of his mouth.

“Figured that,” Grant whispered back, with no smile
playing anywhere.

The door had almost closed behind Wunder before it
occurred to them to follow, and Chase caught it moments before they
were locked in the hall. They entered a large reception room, big
enough to comfortably hold a dozen disgruntled constituents of U.S.
Rep. Catherine C. Concannon, or more likely a comparable number of
lobbyists.

Wunder kept walking, following a worn pattern on the
cheap carpet, and they filed behind his broad beam through the
shotgun layout of the suite of offices. He would flick a light
switch, lead them into a room, lock the door behind them, and
proceed to another room, where he’d repeat the process. The rooms
themselves were basic—messy desks, battered filing cabinets, more
than a few tiny American flags waving from decorative coffee
cups—but that’s not what interested Grant.

He eyed the locks.

They didn’t look like they came with the office
rental, and it seemed like Wunder was opening them with different
keys. That was probably something he’d never need to know,
but it was still good to know. And as a halfway decent lock
man, he took a professional interest.

They went through the pattern of unlock-light-lock
four times before reaching the last room. Grant noted the one door
they’d bypassed, which had a classier brass knob and lock plate and
a semicircular throw rug on the floor outside, and less wear to the
carpet. He guessed it led to the congresswoman’s private office. He
also guessed she didn’t spend too much time there. Again, it was
probably something he didn’t need to know, but sizing these things
up was part of his character. Sort of like how he couldn’t walk
down a street without checking out which cars looked ready to
steal, even if he wasn’t shopping for a car at the moment. Those
habits just came with the vocation.

In any event, once the lights were on and they’d
been ushered into that fourth and final room, it was clear this was
definitely not the congresswoman’s office. It could have
been a large closet if not for the small desk pushed into one
corner, with four metal folding chairs arranged in front of it.
Behind the desk was a decent-sized window that, the best Grant
could tell in the darkness, seemed to overlook the windows across
the alley and nothing else. Two walls were hidden behind
floor-to-ceiling bookcases, with shelves bulging from heavy loads
of law books, folders, and what looked to be lengthy computer
printouts jammed haphazardly into whatever space they’d fit.

There was also a Derek Jeter bobblehead on one
shelf, wobbling slightly in its plastic Yankees uniform from the
movement in the room. Grant had no use for baseball, but—as a
longtime resident of the Borough of Queens—still felt a vague sense
of pride in the Mets. Meaning the bobblehead Yankee counted against
this guy.

Wunder motioned for them to take seats. They
did—although it was warm outside, the metal chairs were cold—and
then he perched on the corner of the desk.

In the brief silence that ensued, Grant tried to
figure out what tied Jamie to this guy. He didn’t know what Jamie
liked in a man, but Wunder—barely five foot six, if that; balding;
sort of intense—didn’t seem to fit the bill. Not on the surface, at
least. Then again, Jamie was a scamming moth drawn to the flames of
wealth and power, so who knew? Hadn’t he had a fling a few years
earlier with a much older Russian billionaire who was also a
mobster? Yeah, Grant thought he had heard that rumor, so anything
was possible where Jamie Brock was concerned.

The silence ended when Jamie leaned forward on his
chair. “So these are the guys I was telling you about.”

“I figured.” Wunder looked at Grant and Chase,
frowned, and got down to business. He was no-nonsense; Grant
appreciated that. “Here’s the deal.” Even though they were locked
behind four doors, he dropped his voice to a near whisper. “First
thing, you should know who I am.”

“I know,” said Jamie, and Wunder’s sneer erased any
thought from Grant’s head that there might be something between the
men.

The “shuddup” that Wunder and Grant said in unison
also provided them with an instant bonding experience. That moment
was fleeting; after the briefest of smiles, Wunder turned that
sneer on Grant.

Wunder smoothed his lapels and gave Jamie one last
sneer before turning his full attention to Grant and Chase. “The
name is Kevin Wunder.” He tried to affect a tough-guy look, but it
didn’t really work on his small, doughy frame, especially while
wearing a red tie with gold eagles on it. He pegged Grant as the
leader, so he spoke mostly to him. “And you are?”

“Call me Grant. This here’s Chase.”

“Last names?”

“Doubt you’ll need to know ’em.”

Wunder’s lips pulled back, exposing a glimpse of
perfect teeth which were a few shades too white, and he chuckled.
It was too throaty and labored to be convincing. “Fair enough, and
good to meet you. I’m serving two masters here. First, I’m here as
Representative Concannon’s chief of staff—”

“You mean the congresswoman?” asked Grant.

Wunder’s smile was dim. “Representative, if
you please. It’s the twenty-first century; we don’t use
gender-specific terms like ‘congresswoman’ anymore.” He swallowed
hard and tried to remember that some people evolved more slowly
than others. “Anyway, I don’t know how much Jamie has told
you—”

“Nothing useful. Just enough to get us here.”

Wunder chuckled; again, it was throaty and forced.
“I assumed. Well, Representative Concannon is retiring at
the end of her term, and her son-in-law is running to succeed her.
Did Jamie tell you that?”

Grant nodded. “He tried.”

“Bringing me to the second reason I’m here: I’m also
that son-in-law’s campaign manager.”

Chase said, “In other words, you’re neck-deep in
whatever’s going on.”

“More than neck. Try ‘over my head.’ If we were just
talking about my neck, I probably wouldn’t need you.”

“Maybe it wouldn’t seem so bad if you were taller,”
said Jamie. “Then your head would be…” Grant thought it was
supposed to be a joke, but maybe not. In any event, Jamie realized
he’d gone too far and stopped talking, instead running one hand
through his tousled hair. Grant tried not to notice.

Kevin Wunder cleared his throat, gave Jamie one more
unappreciative sneer, and continued. “Here’s our problem.
Representative Concannon’s son-in-law—our candidate for
Congress—has gotten himself into a…well, into a compromising
position.”

Grant was tempted to let Wunder drag it out just to
watch for any slip he might be able to use later, but he was more
eager to move on and get to work. “We know, Wunder. This Peebles
guy got himself a girl on the side. He tweetered some, uh, twits he
shouldn’t have. Now he’s being blackmailed and you want the picture
back, right?”

Wunder wasn’t surprised Grant knew the basic story,
figuring Jamie would have needed a hook to bring them in. He also
wasn’t surprised Grant had mangled the terminology. In mere minutes
together, it had been easy to peg him as a technophobe. “Yes, he’s
been sexting.”

“Been what?”

“Sexting.”

Grant glanced at Derek Jeter on the bookshelf. He
hated to admit he didn’t know something—let alone do that
repeatedly—so it was best to do it to a bobblehead.

“I give. What’s sexting? Is that like
twittering?”

Jamie was only too eager to answer, and Wunder was
only too eager to let him answer. “That’s what we’ve been talking
about! Sexting is texting plus sex. It’s when you take a naked
picture of yourself with your camera phone and send it to
someone.”

“I get that, but I thought you said this Peebles was
twittering.”

“Tweeting. But text or tweet, it’s the same
concept.”

“So you can use your phone or tweeter or whatever to
take pictures of your junk and just send it out to…anyone
with an Internet?”

The others nodded emphatically, ignoring Grant’s
mangled concept of the Internet as an owned item.

Grant was having a hard time grasping the purpose of
all this self-exposure. Since he’d spent his entire adult life off
the grid, that wouldn’t surprise those who knew him. “People really
do that?”

“Yeah!” Jamie was a bit too enthusiastic.

Chase leaned forward, talking to his partner but
keeping one wary eye on Wunder. “Remember that Internet, uh,
job we were pulling for a while?”

“The one with the provocative pictures?” He tried to
keep it vague, because there was no reason for Wunder to know more
than he had to.

“That’s the one. Well, a lot of those guys who sent
us pictures were taking them with their camera phones. Get it
now?”

“Huh.” Grant frowned. “This is just another reason
for me to not like phones.” He looked Chase in the eye. “You text a
lot. You ever do that sext thing?”

“Of course not,” said Chase as his ears slightly
reddened.

Grant frowned. He didn’t miss a lot, and he had
definitely not missed Chase’s red ears. “We’ll talk about that
later.” Then he finally returned his attention to Wunder. “Okay, so
this guy’s got some pictures out there you don’t want anyone to
see.”

“Correct.”

“And you want us to get ’em back, because if anyone
sees them, he’s not getting elected to Congress.”

“Correct.”

“Let me see the picture.”

A phone was produced from Wunder’s breast pocket. He
punched a few buttons and handed it to Grant.

After he studied it for a few seconds—with Chase and
Jamie looking over his shoulder—Grant finally said, “Yeah, that’s a
penis, all right.”

“Sure is,” Chase agreed.

“A nice one, too,” said Jamie.

“Shuddup, Jamie.” Grant looked away from the
genitalia on the phone’s screen. “But how are people gonna connect
this penis to your candidate?”

Wunder took the phone, manipulated the screen, and
handed it back. Now they could see the rest of the image…the part
with a head.

“I don’t think I should be looking at this. How old
is this guy? Twelve?”

The politician heaved a sigh. “Twenty-seven. He only
acts like he’s twelve sometimes.”

Grant thought about that. “If he’s dumb enough to do
something like this, maybe he doesn’t even belong in Congress.”

Wunder cleared his throat. “I’m not going to argue
that point with you, Mister…?”

“We’ll worry about my last name if I decide to take
the job.”

“Okay, Grant.” Wunder’s head was throbbing
slightly as he took the phone back and set it behind him on the
desk. He wasn’t sure why this wasn’t going more smoothly. “Austin
Peebles is a smart enough man. He’s very young—and therefore very
impulsive—but he’s smart enough. Unfortunately, even smart people
do stupid things every now and then. And this is one of those
times.”

Grant understood. He’d had his own
moments…especially whenever he took a job referred to him by Jamie
Brock. “So who’s got the photos now?”

“The opposition.”

Grant’s brow furrowed. “Like…China?”

Wunder chuckled again. That fake chuckle was
starting to annoy Grant. “This isn’t exactly an international
incident. What happened is, Austin meant to send the picture to
someone with whom he’d been having a flirtatious—but entirely
platonic—online relationship, but accidentally sent it to the wrong
person. He realized his mistake right away, but unfortunately not
before an enemy—a political enemy—saved a copy. And now this
woman”—he spat out the word—”is trying to use the photo to
force Austin out of the race.”

Chase, who was feeling left out of the important
parts of the conversation, put himself into it. “So we have to get
the photo away from this woman. The opposition.”

“Correct. June Forteene.”

Grant was puzzled. “Wait, it’s September. You don’t
want us to pull this job until next summer?”

“No, June Forteene is the woman who has the
photo.”

“That can’t be a real name,” said Grant. He paused.
“Can it?”

Wunder shook his head. “Her real name is Hillary
Morris. She calls herself June Forteene. Named herself after Flag
Day, obviously. She got no attention as Hillary Morris, but she
gets tons of press, publicity, and speaking engagements as June
Forteene, so now…she’s not Hillary Morris anymore. She’s become her
blog.”

“Her what?” Grant asked. “Blog?”

Wunder looked at Chase, then Jamie. “Is your friend
stuck in 1995?”

Chase cast an indulgent smile at Wunder. “He’s not
really a computer guy. A blog is just a website, Grant. People have
them to discuss food, travel, the media…whatever.”

“And politics,” added Wunder. “Lots and lots of
politics. In this case, politics are her obsession. Specifically,
jingoistic, flag-waving, right-wing politics. Hence, Hillary
Morris’s pseudonym: June Forteene. Get it?”

Grant shrugged. “Okay. Keep talking.”

Wunder leaned back against the desk. “She hates
Democrats, and she really hates the Concannon and Peebles
families, and she especially hates Austin Peebles. I’m not
sure there’s much more to say. I need you to get into June
Forteene’s office, remove the photo of a certain penis from her
computer, and…that’s that. Although…”

“What?” asked Chase, when the pause dragged on too
long.

“I will need to insist that you bring the photo back
to me.”

“What for?” asked Chase.

“Proof you actually got into her office and did what
I’m paying you to do.” He tried to smile; it didn’t work. “If you
don’t bring me back proof, then I only have your word to go by.
And, no offense, but you’re professional criminals. I’m not sure
how much I trust you.”

Grant smiled, which wasn’t really a reassuring look
but was more reassuring than whatever had just flickered across
Wunder’s face. “You’re a politician, Wunder. So how much
should we trust you?”

“Touché, sir.” Kevin Wunder stood, but his
diminutive stature gave him only a few inches of advantage over the
criminals seated before him on metal folding chairs. “I guess this
is one of those cases where we’ll have to operate on blind faith.
I’ll have to trust you, and you’ll have to trust me.” He extended
his hand to Grant. “Deal?”

Grant looked at the outstretched hand. Then at the
wrist. Nice watch, he thought.

“Before we shake, we should discuss terms. This
sounds like a twenty-thousand-dollar job.”

Wunder knit his brow and his extended hand slowly
retracted to his side. “I was thinking more like five.”

“Jamie told us ten.” Grant and Chase folded their
arms across their chests and settled back in their chairs. It was a
synchronized move that was even more planned out than it appeared;
they used it as
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