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				One

				“Politicians really chap my tuchas,” Artie Worsham said, chewing on the stub of the unlit cigar he’d been gnawing for the past two days.

				“Everybody chaps your tuchas,” I said.

				“Not true. Only people I dislike.”

				“You don’t like very many people. That’s a lot of chapping going on.”

				“I said people I dislike. Not people I don’t like. There’s a difference. Most people I don’t have much of an opinion about.”

				I yawned, not much interested in Artie’s semantics lesson. Usually I didn’t mind politicians, as long as they were honest, hard-working, and dependable. Which, in fairness, narrowed the field considerably.

				I surveyed the banquet room. The excitement of a crowd anticipating a good show never failed to make the fine hair on my arms tingle. Whether I was the one on stage, or a buddy of mine, or even some poor newbie on his first open mic night, the murmurs of the audience held a certain quality. Now, as we waited for Thomas Lee’s nephew, Edward Wong, to stand up and make a speech, I had many of the same feelings.

				About thirty of Lee’s relatives and close friends occupied a private room in the back of his restaurant—Lee’s Palace—Home of Very Famous Peking Duck. We were all there for a belated celebration of Edward’s victory in the Democratic congressional primary. 

				“What is it with politicians anyway?” Artie asked me, words swirling around his stogie.

				I wasn’t sure if he was asking me a question or trying to jumpstart a comedic riff railing against politicos. I fed him the straight line anyway. “What do you mean?”

				“They all dress the same, they all smile the same, they all talk the same.”

				If that was his punchline, his routine needed some work. “I guess it’s what the people want.”

				“Not this people,” Artie said, thumbing himself in the chest. “I want liberty, truth, and justice from my public servants. And a little integrity would be nice, too.”

				“That all?”

				Artie opened his mouth to respond, but Lee came up behind us and clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, having a good time?”

				“Sure,” Artie said. “When do the dancing girls arrive?”

				“No girls today, but we’ve got something even better. Edward’s going to say a few words,” Lee said.

				“Oh, joy,” Artie said, then slumped in his seat and crossed his arms.

				Lee turned toward me. “How was the food, Channing?”

				I patted my belly. “Excellent, as usual. You know how to throw a good banquet, that’s for sure.” It wasn’t often I got the chance to eat my way through seven courses of Chinese delicacies, highlighted by some truly spectacular Peking Duck. Most days, I stopped after the third course. Lee was fond of his sister’s family, always regaling us with stories of his nephew’s exploits, right along with those of his own two daughters. One big happy family. “You must be very proud of Edward.”

				“I am.” Lee extended his arms, taking in the whole room. “Everyone here is, too. Relatives, friends, the whole Chinese-American community. There aren’t too many of us walking around the Capitol, you know.”

				“That’s great. Whatever we can do, we’re happy to help,” I said.

				Artie grunted his agreement.

				“Thanks, guys. I know I can count on you.” He smiled. “But it’s nice to hear you say it. And Artie, when Edward gets elected, maybe he can keep the health inspectors off your back.” He winked at me as he said it, then nodded toward the front of the room. “He’s going to start soon. I’ll catch up to you later.” With a parting clap on the back, Lee set off to make sure his other guests were full and happy, too.

				“Helluva guy,” Artie said. Lee was one of Artie’s closest friends, dating back fifteen years when he opened up The Last Laff Comedy Club next to Lee’s restaurant. When I arrived on the scene some years later, Lee became one of my closest friends, too.

				Someone clanked a knife against a water glass a few times, and the room slowly hushed as if someone turned down the volume on a radio. At the back of the room, a man stood and started fiddling with a small video camera. Footage of this little speech would probably appear on YouTube in a few hours as part of the requisite multimedia campaign. 

				Patrick Wong, Edward’s younger brother, slid his chair out and stepped to the makeshift podium Lee had erected near the head table. With a graceful economy, he extracted a folded piece of paper from an inside pocket and laid it on the podium. Then he smoothly buttoned his jacket and licked his lips. He glanced around, seeming to make contact with every single person in the room, if only for an instant.

				“First, let me thank Uncle Thomas for the wonderful food he provided this evening.” He paused for some applause. “It’s a good thing we’ll be down the road in Washington next year, so we can come back whenever we want for some of this awesome duck.” Another smattering of applause. “Thank you, Thomas.” A third round of applause echoed throughout the small room, finally forcing Lee to rise from his chair and wave awkwardly. When he sat, the room hushed once again and all eyes returned to the dais.

				Patrick cleared his throat, more for theatrical purposes than for any functional reason. Another trick of the professional public speaker. “You all know my brother, so I’ll keep this very brief.” He paused and glanced around, smile growing. “After all, I have to save my voice for some serious campaigning during the next ten weeks.”

				Next to me, Artie mumbled, “Get on with it, already.”

				“Help me welcome the next congressman from Fairfax County, and the very first Chinese-American representative from our district, my older brother, Edward Wong.” 

				Edward strode to the microphone, and everyone in the room took their feet in a standing ovation, Artie and I included. Patrick put his arms around Edward, and they faced the crowd, soaking it in, huge smiles on their faces. 

				Artie had a point—about the cookie-cutter appearances of politicians, anyway. Edward wore a conservative dark blue suit, white shirt, and red tie, while Patrick wore a conservative dark blue suit, a white shirt, and a yellow tie, his small nod toward individuality. 

				Artie must have noticed me admiring the Wongs. “They are handsome and charming,” he said, craning toward me so he could be heard above the applause. “Just like the you-know-whos.”

				Every time Artie talked about Lee’s sister’s family, he called them the Asian Kennedys. Never mind that he’d never actually spent much time with the Wongs—or any time with the Kennedys, for that matter. I suppose Artie felt comfortable drawing all his conclusions from what he saw on TV or read in the paper. I’d made him promise not to call them that today. Of course, referring to them as the “you-know-who” clan was even worse. I leaned over and spoke into his ear. “Yes, being handsome and charming helps in politics. Lucky for you those qualities are not essential for stand-up comedians.”

				The ovation continued until the two brothers broke apart. As the crowd settled back into their seats, Patrick returned to his spot at the head table, shaking a few hands along the way. Although the people were voting for Edward, they were also getting the services of Patrick, an accomplished lawyer in his own right. A 2-for-1 bonus.

				If Patrick’s presence was smooth and practiced, Edward’s aura was commanding. He appeared reassuring, but there was something that told you not to turn your back on him. I imagined some people felt the same way about President Kennedy. I sat forward in my chair, waiting to be wowed. 

				“Thank you all for coming. It means a lot to me and to my family. Just as my family is always there for me, I want to always be there for you. It’s about time our community had their voice heard in places that matter. With your support, we can make it happen.” He’d probably practiced his speech—and a dozen variations—many times over, yet the words seemed spontaneous and heartfelt. I wish I could deliver my routines with such ease. I guess it helped to have an audience full of friendly faces, especially faces not looking for a laugh.

				“We’ve grown as a community and yet many of our needs don’t get addressed. We hold many positions of esteem—doctors, lawyers, business leaders—yet we are underrepresented in the corridors of power. I feel it is my obligation, my duty, to change that.” As he spoke, he emphasized his points with his right hand. Not quite pointing, not quite shaking his fist. It was a gesture I’d seen Clinton use to perfection when he stormed the nation back in the nineties. He smiled at the back of the room where the guy with the video camera stood. “And I will change that, with your support. Together, we can do anything.”

				I could barely hear Artie muttering next to me as the crowd applauded. The applause died down slowly, but it was replaced by shouting coming from somewhere in the back. Three men, clad entirely in black with ski masks covering their faces, had burst into the room. 

				All three carried aluminum baseball bats.

				One remained by the door and the other two split up, the taller one advancing toward Edward at the podium, while the shorter one headed for the back of the room. The butt end of a pistol peeked out from the waistband of his jeans. 

				My heart pounded and I felt Artie tense beside me. 

				The masked man closest to Edward stopped and brandished his weapon. “No cell phones. Remain calm and no one will be harmed. Do not scream. Now, cover your faces.”

				The voice, polite and calm, sent a chilling ripple up my spine.

				Artie and I complied, covering our faces, but I made sure I could see what was going on between a gap in my fingers. Missing three on my left hand helped. Most of the other guests also covered up, but a few braver souls watched. Were the thugs going to beat each of us to a pulp with their bats?

				The thought of that brutality—not just feeling it, but witnessing the carnage—sent another, larger, tremor through my body.

				At the back of the room, the shorter guy walked up to the man shooting the video and grabbed his camera. He flung it on the floor and whacked it a few times with his bat, finishing things off by stomping on the plastic-and-metal carcass.

				From the podium, Edward spoke. “Listen. Take what you want. We won’t stop you. Please don’t hurt us. We have done nothing to you.” His voice cracked.

				The taller intruder slowly walked toward Edward. He raised the baseball bat until the barrel was an inch from Edward’s chin. “I said to be quiet.”

				Edward didn’t respond, but a wild look passed behind his eyes for an instant. Then he went back to looking merely scared.

				“Stop!” Edward’s father sprang to his feet. “Do you know who I am? Do you know who you are dealing with here?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I am Hao Wong. I suggest you re-evaluate your plans for this evening.”

				The thug turned away from Edward and took a few steps toward Hao. “Sit down and shut up.” He didn’t raise his voice, but he got the message across. Hao lowered himself into his seat.

				Next to me, Artie mumbled, “Goddamn punks.”

				The thug’s head spun around toward us. “What? What was that?” He glared at us, two fiery eyes piercing the holes in his ski mask.

				My heart stopped. I prayed Artie would keep his trap shut for a change. Across the room, terror painted Lee’s face.

				“Who said that?” the taller thug asked, walking slowly toward us. He held his bat with both hands on the grip. When he stood before us, he repeated his question. “Who said that?”

				Neither of us opened our mouths.

				“Somebody better answer me, or there’s going to be real trouble.”

				Artie snorted. “Who do you think you are, coming—”

				The masked man drew his bat back. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				I sprang out of my chair, talking right over Artie. “I said it. I’m the one who said it.”

				The intruder turned his attention to me. He cocked his head one way, then the other. I braced for the impact of bat against skull. Thought of Artie witnessing the attack and shuddered.

				I tried to come up with some clever rejoinder that would disarm this punk—literally—but couldn’t. I simply closed my eyes, waiting for the end.

				Instead of clubbing me with the bat, he rammed the barrel into my shoulder and pushed. I stumbled backward, smacking my head against the wall behind me with a muffled clonk. 

				“Anybody else have something to say?” the thug asked the crowd, done with me and my insolence, at least for the moment. Artie stared at me, lips trembling. I mouthed, “I’m okay,” but he still didn’t take his eyes off me as I collected myself and returned to my chair.

				I glanced across the room into Lee’s ashen face and felt his mortification at the turn of events, a palpable sock to the gut.

				My feelings of sympathy were short-lived as the thug shouldered his bat again and screamed, “Now, cover your faces and get down on the floor!”

				The sound of chairs scraping along the floor accompanied the flurry of bodies scrambling under the tables. I hit the ground, keeping my head up just long enough to see the intruders swing their bats, smashing plates and platters. Porcelain and glass shattered, sending shards sailing through the air like shrapnel. I ducked and covered my head, wincing along with the cacophony of breakage.

				After three interminable minutes, the room quieted, demolition complete. I peeked out from my hiding place. The thugs had stormed off.

				Gradually, all the guests got to their feet. Several people sobbed quietly, others held onto loved ones. I noticed a few minor cuts on some faces, but no one seemed seriously injured.

				Artie poked me in the side. “You okay?”

				“Yeah, I’m fine. Shook up is all.” 

				“You sure? How’s the noggin?”

				“Okay.” I’d have a small bump, but considering everything, I wasn’t complaining.

				“You didn’t have to cover for me, you know.”

				“Yeah, I know.”

				“Well, thanks,” Artie said. 

				I fought the urge to massage the bump on my head and settled for kneading my shoulder. “Sure.”

				“Goddamn punks,” Artie said again.

				The room looked as if a bomb had gone off. Broken china and glass covered the tables; traces of food dotted the walls. Lee stood near the door wearing an expression of astonishment.

				I turned to Artie, still trying to absorb what had just happened. “Someone was sending a message.”

				Artie removed the unlit stogie from his mouth. “Shoulda sent an e-mail instead.” 

				_____

				Two plainclothes detectives arrived and took our statements. After twenty minutes of recounting the story, in three separate recitations, Artie and I were dismissed—we still had a comedy club to run. Before we made it out of the restaurant, though, Lee caught up to us.

				“Hey guys,” he said. “You really okay?”

				“We’re fine,” Artie said. “Just let me know when the cops catch those guys—I’m going to love testifying against them.”

				“Uh, about that,” Lee said. He glanced over his shoulder. “Listen, those detectives …”

				“Yeah?” I wasn’t getting good vibes about this.

				“They’re not going to report it.”

				“What? After that attack? Why the hell not?” Artie said, face turning crimson.

				“Hao decided that news of the attack would ruin Edward’s image and cost him the election. No one wants that.”

				“That’s bullshit. Those guys almost killed Channing.”

				“Just a bump, Artie.”

				“Well, it could have been a lot worse,” Artie said. “I can’t believe the cops went along with that. Don’t they have a civic duty to protect us citizens?”

				“They’re friends of Hao’s,” Lee said, throwing air quotes around the word “friends.”

				“Ah, more political cover-up,” Artie said. “Figures.”

				“What about all the other guests?” I asked. “Surely news of what happened will leak out.”

				Lee shook his head. “Unlikely. Hao and Edward are in there right now, along with Hao’s brother Xun, convincing everyone to keep it in the community so it won’t ruin Edward’s chance to get elected. Hao and Xun are very influential men in those circles. This incident won’t be leaked, you can be sure of it.”

				Artie piped up. “What about us? What if we told the press?”

				“Please, Artie. Channing. Don’t do that. For me. For Edward. This is his career. Don’t screw it up,” Lee said. “Obviously, what those goons did was terrible. But really, no one got seriously hurt. And I can replace the dishes.”

				Artie squinted at him but let me do the talking. “I don’t know, Lee. It doesn’t seem right, forgetting about what happened here.”

				“Please, Channing. Let it rest.” Lee practically had tears in his eyes. “Please.”

				“Aw, shit.” I shook my head, about to go against my better judgment. “Okay, we won’t say anything. For now. Right, Artie?” 

				Artie frowned, then grunted his assent. 

				Lee exhaled. “Thanks, guys.”

				_____

				Four hours later, Artie and I sat at our bar, going over the night’s take. We’d had a pretty good night financially, but I think both of us had something else on our minds.

				“We could’ve been killed, you know,” Artie said as he snapped a rubber band around a stack of twenties.

				“Aren’t you being a little dramatic?” I said. “They were obviously just trying to intimidate Edward. Politics is a rough sport.”

				“I thought sports had rules,” Artie said. “I can’t believe Lee wants to sweep it all under the rug.” 

				“It’s not Lee, it’s the Wong brain trust. I don’t like it either, but I can see their point. It’s Edward’s career, after all. And a lot of hope for that community.”

				“Shit, Channing, I’ll say it again—we could have been killed.”

				“Who could have been killed?” Skip Gold, our bartender, had materialized at Artie’s side.

				Artie started to respond, then waved at me. “You tell him. I don’t wanna think about it anymore.”

				I took a deep breath. “At that dinner Artie and I went to, at Lee’s, a few a-holes in ski masks trashed the place. While we were all sitting there.”

				“H-h-holy sh-sh-shit,” Skip said. He came by his nickname honestly. Unfortunately, the stuttering didn’t help his stand-up comic aspirations.

				“Yeah, it was bad. They took baseball bats to all the breakables. Lee will be cleaning up that mess for days. Luckily, no one got badly hurt.”

				“Did they make off with a lot of loot?” Skip asked.

				“Nah. Didn’t take a thing,” Artie said. “Just your basic roadkill getting their jollies scaring the crap out of good people.”

				“I thought you didn’t want to think about it anymore,” I said to Artie.

				“What? You think I can forget something like that?”

				“What did they want?” Skip asked. He’d pulled a rag out and was polishing the bar, though it already gleamed.

				“Hell if I know,” Artie said.

				“Hell if I know,” I echoed. “If I had to guess, I’d say they weren’t happy Edward was running for Congress.”

				Artie made a clucking noise, then closed the accounts book he was working on. “I’m heading home. After a day like today, I need some serious sleep.”

				“I’ll walk out with you, boss,” Skip said.

				I followed Artie and Skip out. I could use some sleep myself.

				_____

				The next day, I got to the club early for me, around noon, and after checking in with Donna McKenzie, our de facto manager, to make sure there weren’t any fires that needed dousing, I wandered next door to talk with Lee to see if he knew what the hell was going on. 

				A hostess greeted me inside the door. “Hello, Channing. How are you today?” I came in so often, I wondered if some of the staff thought I was addicted to MSG. 

				“Great. Lee around?”

				“Sure,” she beamed, as if nothing terrible had happened yesterday. “He’s in the kitchen. Go on back.”

				I made my way to the kitchen, detouring slightly to check out the private room. See how much damage had been done. I poked my head in. The room looked like it always had—before yesterday, anyhow. No broken dishes. No pieces of glass on the floor. Not a mark on the walls. Evidently, someone—or some fairly large cleaning crew—had come in and scrubbed the place spotless.

				Lee really was trying to pretend it had never happened.

				I found him in the kitchen with his sleeves rolled up, fussing over a simmering stockpot. He noticed me and barked something at his cook, then wiped his hands on a dishtowel and came over to greet me.

				“Channing, my friend. How’s it going?” Like the private room, Lee’s demeanor had been cleansed. Now he was Mr. Rogers.

				“I’m okay. I came by to see how you were.”

				“Oh, don’t worry about me, I’m fine.” He glanced around the small kitchen, then grabbed my elbow and steered me toward the door. “Let’s go for a little walk, okay?”

				Lee wasn’t the exercising type, so I knew something was up.

				He stopped at a few tables to greet some customers—a more gracious and gregarious restaurateur you wouldn’t find anywhere—on our way out. When we reached the sidewalk, we turned left, away from The Last Laff, toward the far end of the shopping center. Lee hummed a tune I couldn’t make out until we’d passed the pet shop on the corner and were out of sight of the shopping center’s parking lot.

				He pulled me against the brick wall and glanced around as if he were a Russian double agent about to divulge some nuclear codes. “Listen, Channing, I was up all night. Thinking about what happened. And I can’t just sit on my hands. I need to find out what’s going on. For my peace of mind.”

				“Okay …” I cocked my head at him.

				“I need you to do me a favor.”

				“Keep talking,” I said, resisting the urge to tell him I’d help as long as it didn’t involve bombing any foreign countries.

				“I was told—quite directly, I might add—to keep my nose out of it. That it was a family matter.” Lee swallowed, looking hurt. “Hell, I am family.”

				“Your sister told you to butt out?”

				Lee’s expression took on an icy hardness. “The words came from her mouth, yes, but they were not hers. She was simply speaking for Hao. Margaret wouldn’t ever prevent me from looking after my family. Her husband put her up to it—hell, he was right next to her, practically pulling her strings. I had no choice but to agree. I could not shame my sister in front of her husband.”

				“So you’re out of it?” I knew where this was headed. 

				Lee nodded slowly. I’d seen basset hounds with cheerier faces.

				“You don’t get along with Hao or his brother, do you?”

				“They never liked me much. Think running a restaurant is a stereotype. Menial labor for the Chinaman. Or some such shit. Assholes. Of course, Hao didn’t mind that I owned a restaurant when I hired his daughter, little Miss Joy, as a hostess.” Lee shrugged. “On the other hand, he and Margaret have raised three fine children, so maybe I’m just being a little sensitive.”

				I didn’t have any specific knowledge, one way or the other, but valuing Lee’s opinion, I’d have to peg Hao and his brother Xun as assholes.

				Lee leaned closer. “So this is the favor part. I need someone to snoop around a bit, ask a few questions. I’d do it myself, but there’s no way I can. If Hao finds out I’m poking my nose into this, especially after I said I wouldn’t, well … I wouldn’t want him to get pissed at my sister for something I did.”

				I didn’t say a word, trying to process it all.

				“Someone has to find out why three punks with baseball bats came into my restaurant and attacked my guests. Root out some answers. And I’d like you to be that someone.”

				“What do you think is going on here, anyway?”

				Lee’s nostrils flared. “Not to sound too obvious, but I think some bad people were threatening someone. I’m not sure who the bad people are, and I’m not sure who the person being threatened is, not exactly. It’s probably Edward—politicians are always riling someone up—but it wouldn’t totally surprise me if they were after the man himself, Hao.” Lee shook his head. “You saw how he got up and tried to tell off the goons. Arrogant jerk, he could have gotten us all hurt, angering the wrong people like that. And I don’t want to even think about them going after Hao at home. Not with Margaret …”

				I’d figured it had been a message for Edward, not even considering Hao as a possible target. But Lee made sense, and if the violence was directed at Hao, then it might be another reason why he hadn’t wanted to make the attack public.

				I drew in a sharp breath. I wasn’t some kind of private investigator. I didn’t even know Lee’s sister or her family very well, with the exception of Joy. What information did Lee actually think I would be able to unearth? In my mind, I sifted through all the questions forming and picked the most obvious one to start. “Why me?”

				“I know you, Channing. You’re smart, resourceful. Conscientious. If you say you’re going to do something, then you’re going to do it. The way you discovered the truth about Lauren’s …” He gripped my forearm. “Please say you’re going to do this for me. Something bad is brewing and I need to know what it is so I can stop it. My family’s safety is at stake here.”

				“I don’t know. I’m not sure how effective I’d be. I mean, if they don’t want you, their own flesh and blood, snooping around, I can’t imagine they’d want a stranger mucking about in their lives. Politicians are pretty sensitive about their secrets, you know. Hell, I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

				Lee reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. Handed it to me. In red, white, and blue, in a fancy font, were the words: Sanford Korbell, Congressman, Virginia’s 11th District.

				“What does Korbell have to do with this?”

				“Like I said, Edward was probably the target, and Korbell’s his opponent, so that’s probably where we should start, huh?”

				I noticed the “we,” but didn’t call Lee on it. “You want me to walk right up and ask him if he hired some goons to send a message to Edward?”

				“Come up with some excuse. Tell him you want to volunteer to work for his campaign. That his message has really spoken to your heart and you want to get up off the couch and participate in the great democracy that is Virginia.”

				I suppressed the urge to gag. “I’m a comic, not an actor.”

				“You can sell it. He’ll believe what he wants to believe, and he wants to believe everyone agrees with him. He’ll eat it up. An eager, idealistic guy like you comes in, gushing about his great message, and wants to help.” Lee’s head bobbed up and down. 

				“I don’t know. This whole thing seems … underhanded and dirty somehow.”

				“It is. It’s the world of politics. But I’ll risk being a little underhanded if you can find out what’s going on.”

				“What if Korbell discovers my—our—little ruse? He may use it against Edward.” 

				“He won’t. You simply tell him you changed your mind, after all. No harm, no foul.” Lee smiled. “You worry too much. Look, I made a promise to my sister that I wouldn’t get involved. But I didn’t promise anyone that a friend of mine wouldn’t ask a few questions.”

				I blew out my breath.

				“Channing?” Lee’s hand gripped my arm again, this time gentler. “So what do you say?”

				“I don’t know. I’m not really the snooping type.”

				Lee stared at me.

				“I’m a comedian, not some kind of undercover operative.”

				Lee stared at me.

				I owed Lee plenty for all he’d done for me and Artie over the past few years. Three years ago, he bailed Artie out of some financial difficulty, and he was by my side eight months ago, when my fiancée Lauren was killed. Plus there were several thousand free eggrolls to consider. 

				I found myself rubbing the knot on my head—from the thugs’ attack—and I pictured Lee’s panicked face and Artie’s trembling lips. Goddamn punks.

				“Okay. I’m in.” 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				At a few minutes before ten on Monday morning, I cruised into Sanford Korbell’s campaign office. I’d called his district office, wanting to meet with someone about his campaign, and they’d directed me here. Evidently, there was some kind of law that mandated keeping campaigning separate from the actual business of governing. Politics never failed to confuse me.

				His campaign office was located in a plain office building off Route 123, midway between Vienna and the City of Fairfax. Not far from our club, not far from I-66, not far from Tysons Corner, where his district office was located.

				As soon as I stepped into the office, a bubbly young blonde smiled brightly at me from her desk. “Good morning. Are you Channing Hayes by any chance?”

				“Yes I am. Good morning.” When I’d called about half an hour ago asking about the campaign, I’d been quite vague. Luckily, the lady I spoke to hadn’t asked many questions.

				“Very good, very good. Our Public Information Liaison, Nicole Benton, is expecting you.” She punched her phone, announced my arrival, then hung up. “She’ll be out to greet you shortly. Please, have a seat.” 

				In the waiting area, I settled into a worn, but comfortable, chair. Several old campaign posters hung on the wall, reminders of past victories. All very rah-rah. The office even smelled like victory. A moment later, Sanford Korbell, dressed in a beige trenchcoat and gleaming burgundy wingtips, came rushing through. He nodded and smiled at me on his way to the door. One hand was on the handle when he whirled around and backtracked. He thrust his hand out. “Hello. I’m Sanford Korbell.”

				I hopped to my feet and shook hands. “I’m, uh, Channing Hayes.”

				A cleft chin punctuated his handsome, square face. Hazel eyes brimmed with confidence. “Nice to meet you, Channing. Do you work or live in my district?”

				“Uh, both, actually.”

				“Excellent.” He reached into his pocket and handed me a business card, identical to the one Lee had given me. “If you ever need anything, just give me a call.”

				“I did have a few questions.”

				His hazel eyes shaded a little greener. He tapped his wrist. “Sorry, but I’m late for a meeting. If Nicole can’t satisfy you, feel free to give me a call, okay?” 

				“Sure. Thanks.”

				He nodded once and strode out of the office.

				I sat again. Korbell was the first honest-to-goodness politician I’d ever encountered in the wild. It was always interesting meeting someone in person whom you’d seen on TV. I’d met plenty of comics I’d seen on the tube, and they always seemed smaller, less imposing in person. Not Sanford Korbell.

				A few minutes later, another very attractive blonde woman—of the Midwestern girl-next-door variety—came down the hall and introduced herself. “I’m Nicole Benton. It’s a pleasure.”

				We shook. She was about my height, in heels, and she was about my age, maybe a few years younger. But she was far perkier than I’d ever been. She wore a nicely tailored blue suit over a pink fuzzy sweater-blouse, and there wasn’t a ring on her finger. “The pleasure is mine,” I said, and it came out sounding way too smarmy, like Vic the Lounge Lizard attempting to seduce his prey. My cheeks got warm and I could only guess how red.

				If she noticed my embarrassment, she didn’t react. Maybe getting hit on by slimy horndogs was part of her job description. “Why don’t we talk in my office?”

				“Sure.” We started walking. “I just met Congressman Korbell on his way out. He seemed different than what I expected.”

				Nicole laughed. “I hear that a lot. He’s got a full slate of meetings and appearances today. I handle the re-election inquiries, so you’re stuck with me. I hope that’s okay?”

				“Sure.” There were worse people to be stuck with. I followed her down a short, thinly carpeted hallway to her office. Not large, but not small either, two windows looked out over the parking lot. The word utilitarian came to mind. 

				Instead of conducting the meeting from behind her desk, she took a seat in one of the two visitor’s chairs. I eased into the other, trying to keep my eyes off her legs.

				“What do you do for a living, Mr. Hayes?”

				“Please, call me Channing.”

				“Channing. I like that name. Okay, Channing. What do you do?”

				“I’m part-owner of The Last Laff Comedy Club. Mostly, though, I’m a stand-up comic.”

				Her eyes sparkled. “Seriously? A stand-up comic? Like Jerry Seinfeld?”

				The typical reaction when I tell people what I do. “Well, not as famous.”

				“I don’t think I’ve ever met a real live comedian before.”

				Some of my best friends know comedians. “Glad to be your first.”

				“That must be so fun!”

				So fun! If only she knew the other eighty percent of not-so-fun things involved in making stand-up appear so fun. “It’s pretty cool, but it’s not all laughs, you know.”

				“Things rarely are. I think I’ve heard of The Last Laff. Georgetown, right?”

				“No. We’re in Vienna. In your district.”

				“Oh, right. Of course. I’ll have to come by sometime. I think I’d enjoy that.”

				“Anytime. I’ll give you a VIP pass—Very Important Politician.”

				“You are funny.” She touched my arm. “And very sweet. Thank you so much for the offer.” She smoothed her skirt and cleared her throat, putting all talk of VIP passes behind her. “So, why would a comedian be interested in joining Team Korbell? I imagine there are better places to find laughs.” 

				“I’ve always been interested in politics.” I resisted the temptation to reach up and feel my nose to see if it was growing.

				“Really? Well, we welcome volunteers and we welcome donations.” She laughed. “And we certainly welcome both.” 

				I read that it’s good to mirror someone else’s mannerisms in order to build up a rapport, so I chuckled in response. “Why don’t you tell me about your, uh, vision for the future?” I’d spent a few minutes last night combing through Korbell’s website, absorbing buzzwords and familiarizing myself with his positions on the issues. Coming across like a complete dolt often was an advantage in the comedy business, but I thought it might help if I sounded a little more versed in NoVa politics for today’s meeting. I had a fake image to uphold.

				“I guess you could say it’s more of the same. Congressman Kor-
bell has had a string of very successful terms and we’d like to keep things going. Ease transportation congestion, continue to lower crime, emphasize family values. We truly believe in the power of the people. Just a sec.” She got up and retrieved a framed photograph from the sideboard behind her desk and handed it to me. “I know you’ve seen him in person, but I believe you can tell a lot about Congressman Korbell from this picture of him and his wife.”

				A smiling Sanford Korbell was hugging a smiling Katy “KayKay” Korbell. He looked like your prototypical politician—graying, but distinguished, hair, white teeth, a bit of ruggedness about him. KayKay was ten years younger—at least. Blonde and very attractive, I had a feeling she was very perky, too. As for being known as “KayKay,” I couldn’t decide if the nickname was Old Southern-Cute or Sorority-Silly. Most residents of the Old Dominion probably went with cute. 

				“That’s what we stand for,” Nicole said, pointing a perfectly manicured fingernail at the Korbells in the photo. “They’re the ideal couple. Civic-minded, willing to help anyone in need, putting their wishes on a back burner so they may serve others. Generous to a fault. That’s why KayKay, uh, Mrs. Korbell, started the Family First Foundation.” 

				“I’ve seen her on the news. A lot.” She was a fixture on the society pages and in the charity event circle. An ex-Miss Virginia, KayKay photographed quite well, and her smiling face often graced the glossy covers of local magazines.

				“Yes, she’s taken a very visible role in fundraising for the Foundation. She really believes in the mission of keeping families together and strengthening the family bonds. Here at Team Korbell, we all do. It is so important for society to have a strong family foundation. Why, I know I wouldn’t be where I am without the love and support of my family.”

				“Families are nice,” I said lamely, only imagining how my life would have been different if I had been part of a real family, the kind with two parents, two kids, and a shaggy dog. 

				“Mrs. Korbell’s a very inspirational lady.”

				I detected a bit of hero worship in Nicole’s voice. “Is she working on the campaign, too?”

				“Oh, not directly. Of course, she’ll make appearances with the congressman and do photo ops and all the other things a good congressman’s wife does. But the Foundation is her baby. It’s a blessing she’s been given, and she wants to maximize its potential.” Nicole leaned in and whispered. “She’s such a very nice person. So caring. The congressman is a lucky man.”

				“I bet he is.” I was beginning to get the feeling Nicole wouldn’t have minded stepping into KayKay’s Jimmy Choos. Enough chit-chat. Time to go fishing for some answers. “So how difficult a campaign do you think the Congressman faces?”

				“You can never be too complacent about elections. Strange things can happen.” 

				“Of course.”

				“But I’m very confident. Edward Wong has a lot going for him. He’s charismatic, and he’s well-funded. His father’s got a big war chest, I understand, and he’s not afraid to use it on his son’s behalf. But I think he’s a little too young and inexperienced. He may be a factor in future elections after he gets more seasoning. Our other opponent, Tom Harris, is far too liberal and, well, he’s running as an Independent, which is always very difficult.”

				“You’re not afraid of an upset?”

				“Well, according to the polls, we’re in good shape with about two months to go.” Nicole touched my arm lightly. “We’re going to run a fair, hard campaign, and get our message out, exactly like we always do. I think the voters in the 11th District will continue to support the most popular congressman they’ve had in many years. So to answer your question, no we’re not worried about an upset. We’ll make sure it doesn’t happen. The congressman is very good at anticipating problems and cutting them off before they have a chance to damage us.” 

				“Any problems in particular you’re referring to?”

				“Oh no, I’m just saying he’s a very good politician, as well as being a very good person. If all elected officials were as conscientious as he is, this would be a much better country. People want a solid citizen to represent them. They’re tired of scandals and dirty dealing and all those negative things. They want men like Sanford Korbell.”

				I hadn’t ever heard Korbell’s name associated with any improprieties. “He’s got a solid reputation, that’s for sure.”

				“Yes he does. Another terrific reason for working with him.” 

				“How long have you worked for him?”

				“About seven years. Seven very satisfying years.”

				“And before that?”

				“Oh, so you want the whole rundown?” She laughed again. Maybe knowing I was a comic was making her more jovial. “I went to Yale. Interned on the Hill a couple summers. You know, the typical policy wonk’s dream. Then I heard the congressman speak and I became an instant convert. He’s very persuasive. The rest is, as they say, history.” 

				“Sounds like you’re happy here.”

				“Oh, very.” She held out her hand. “May I?”

				I handed the picture back to her and she returned it to its favored place on her sideboard. I wondered how often she used that prop in her attempts to recruit supporters. 

				I hadn’t gotten any information, nor any hint of any information, nor any inkling of any hint of information that would lead me to believe Korbell was behind the incident at Lee’s. 

				Nicole returned wearing a smile, a different kind of smile, a closing-the-deal kind of smile. “How am I doing? Have I enticed you to join the team? You know, we’re always looking for venues to hold fundraising events. A comedy club might be fun. What do you think?”

				“Well, it does sound—”

				“Hang on a second.” She reached behind her and plucked a BlackBerry off her desk. Punched in a few numbers. “Dan, you busy? Could you stop in for a minute? Thanks.” She clicked off and returned her smiling attention to me.

				“I’m not sure having a fundraiser at the club is such—”

				A knock on the door interrupted me. “Come in,” Nicole said.

				The door swung open and a rangy man with a narrow face stepped in. He wore the most neutral expression I’d ever seen outside of a driver’s license photo. “Channing, this is Dan O’Rourke. He’s our Jack-of-All-Trades. Dan, this is Channing Hayes. He’s interested in joining our team, and he owns a comedy club.”

				I rose to shake hands, and O’Rourke obliged. “A pleasure,” he said, without any of the enthusiasm I’d seen from the other campaign staff I’d met. 

				“What do you think about possibly having a fundraiser at a comedy club?” Nicole asked O’Rourke.

				He pursed his lips. “Might work. It’s something we haven’t done before. Could expose the congressman to a demographic he doesn’t typically reach. And a few laughs might open up some pocketbooks.”

				From his dour demeanor, I wondered what O’Rourke knew about laughs. 

				“Okay, Dan. Just wanted to get your gut impression. You can get back to work now. I’ll go over the particulars with Mr. Hayes.”

				O’Rourke tipped his head at me and left.

				“He’s a real sweetheart,” Nicole said. I couldn’t tell if she was being facetious or not, so I just smiled. “So, about the fundraiser. What do you think?”

				“Well, I’m just the co-owner, and you make a good case, all right, but I think I’m going to have to think about it. I always get into trouble making rash decisions.”

				“I see.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card and a pen. “Here,” she said, jotting on the back. “If you have any questions—any questions, at all—please give me a call. My cell number is on the back.” She handed me the card, and I flipped it over. Next to her cell number, she’d written Call Anytime, and the “i” in Anytime was dotted with a little heart. Did they teach that in the Young Republicans club at Yale?

				While I was reading her note, she grasped my wrist gently and leaned closer. I got a whiff of her shampoo, something floral, and if I had to guess, expensive. “Channing, I want you to think about what we’ve discussed. Think about how fulfilling it would be to join such a wonderful man on such a worthwhile mission. I’d love to work with you, and I hope you feel the same. So think about it, and get back to me, okay? Soon? There’s really not that much time before the election, you know.” Then she let go of my arm and stood abruptly. “Thanks so much for coming by today. It was absolutely great meeting you.”

				All the players from Team Korbell sure seemed friendly. Except one, that is.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				On my way home from meeting with Nicole, I ran a few errands—grocery store, Target, bank. I wasn’t usually up and about this early and I felt a little like an extra in someone else’s movie. An extra with no lines and no real direction. Just blend in, look busy, and don’t do anything to steal the stars’ spotlight. I didn’t mind. After appearing on stage where everyone was hanging on each word, sometimes it was nice to be able to slip into the background and accomplish mundane tasks without the pressure of trying to make people laugh.

				At lunchtime, I thought about going to the club early and popping in at Lee’s for some Kung Pao Chicken, but the idea of returning to the scene of the smash-up was too agitating. Instead, I stopped at Subway and got a foot-long turkey sub, double-extra black olives, and ate it at my condo while I read the Comics.

				I got to the club around four o’clock and settled in to watch some audition tapes. Every comic—aspiring, rising, established, or those exiled to the bowling-alley circuit—had an audition “tape,” although nobody used actual VHS tapes anymore. Most auditions came in on DVDs, and more and more comics were simply linking to YouTube clips. I preferred the DVDs. To me, it indicated the comic expended some effort, either by editing or doing voiceovers or fancy transitions, instead of taking the lazy way out by having a buddy shoot some video while he hammed it up for a bunch of drunken friends.

				The performance itself was the most important part of the audition package, but I still reviewed the comic’s resume and headshots, just to make sure there was some legitimacy. Of course, if big-wig corporate CEOs lied on their resumes, I had to believe lowly comics did a bit of fibbing, too. Actually, I’d be surprised if I got any resumes where something wasn’t exaggerated, fabricated, or misrepresented. 

				Artie was at the dentist getting a crown fixed, so I took the opportunity to sit at his desk. We shared an office, but he had a fancy wood desk, while I sat at a folding card table wedged between some file cabinets and a dilapidated free-standing coat rack. When the cat’s away … 

				I opened a big white envelope and removed a black folder with a label on the outside that read Marc Perry. Inside, a resume and headshot were tucked into one flap, and a DVD—in a little envelope—was tucked into the other flap. Neat. Professional. Just the way I liked it.

				Scanning the resume, I saw he’d played a few pretty good places, not as the headliner, but as the opener and middle guy. He’d been doing stand-up for about five years, moving to progressively better venues. Exactly the kind of career path I’d expect from a young up-and-comer. His headshot showed him in a smiling pose. Not too hammy, not too serious. 

				So far, nothing in the package to eliminate him.

				Now for the moment of truth. I popped the DVD into the computer and hit the play button.

				Marc Perry strode on stage at some unnamed comedy club. He waved to the crowd, grabbed the mic out of the stand, and set the stand to one side. Then he launched into his act. Out of the first ten “jokes,” I’d heard better versions of nine of them before. Multiple times. The tenth joke I couldn’t hear because the audience was heckling him too loudly.

				Oh well. Par for the course.

				I hit the eject button, removed the DVD, closed everything back up, and scribbled “NFG” on the envelope in red Sharpie.

				Picked up the next package. The glamorous life of a comedy club owner.

				Before I could open the next envelope, two pairs of eyes stared up at me from the side of the desk. The peepers belonged to Donna’s little girl. Olivia or Penelope or Charlotte or some other princess-like name. She was about four years old. Or three. Or five. I wasn’t always too good relating to people younger than voting age.

				“Hi,” she said.

				“Hi there.”

				She clasped her hands behind her back and shifted her weight from side-to-side, as if she were a human oscillating fan. Maybe she just had to go to the bathroom. “Hi,” she said again.

				“Where’s your mommy?”

				She pointed at the doorway. “Out there.”

				“Is she coming in here?”

				The girl nodded. “She’s with Sean. I think he’s a-scared.”

				Sean was Donna’s older son. I was pretty sure he was eight. “Scared of what?”

				She pointed at me.

				“He’s scared of me?” 

				More nodding. 

				“Well, I’m not very scary, am I?”

				She shook her head and a few dark curls flopped into her face. She brushed them away, but didn’t speak.

				“It’s a nice surprise having such a beautiful girl visit.”

				“Yes it is.” Not a trace of a smile. Purely matter-of-fact.

				Donna bustled into the office. “Hi Channing. Oh, there she is. I hope Olivia’s not bothering you. Tony’s stuck at a job, but he’s coming by after work to pick up the kids, and … heck, you don’t care about my childcare problems. But it’s just as well. Sean has something to ask you.”

				I didn’t see her son. “Okay.”

				“Sean?” Donna also noticed he was missing and ducked back out into the hallway. “Sean,” I heard her say, tone more stern. “Come here. He won’t bite. Hey, Seannie, come back here.” Donna’s voice receded. 

				I glanced back at Olivia. Still oscillating. “Can I see your hand?” she asked.

				I held up my right hand, wiggled my fingers.

				“Can I see your other hand?”

				I hesitated then held up my incomplete left hand.

				“You didn’t find your fingers yet?”

				I started to laugh, but didn’t want to frighten the kid, so I shook my head. “Nope.”

				“Mommy said they were missing. You lost them in a accident. I hope you find them. Then you can put them back on.” She shook her head and her curls bounced. “I don’t mean you. I mean a doctor. A sturgeon.”

				“Yes, well, that would be—”

				“Are you ever a glass pole?”

				It had been a while since I’d been around kids. I wasn’t up on the latest slang. “I don’t know. What’s a glass pole?”

				“Somebody who does something Mommy doesn’t like. When she drives, she always yells at all the glass poles.”

				Ah, the flaming glass poles. “No. I would never do anything your mommy didn’t like. In fact, I don’t like glass poles either.”

				Olivia nodded, evidently satisfied with my answer.

				“Got him,” Donna said, as she led Sean by the hand back into my office. She pushed him in front of her and nodded her head, hand now resting on the scruff of his neck. “Okay, son. Go ahead. Ask your question.”

				Sean stepped forward, partially propelled by his mom. “Um. Would you, um, come to my school and talk to my class about your job. Like what you do to be a comedian?”

				Donna patted Sean on the head gently and raised her eyebrows at me.

				“Come to your class, huh? Like career day?”

				“Uh huh,” Sean said. “My dad can’t come that day. So …”

				“So you want me to fill in? I’d be delighted.”

				His face lit up. “Awesome. Lexie’s bragging about how her father is an FBI agent and he’s coming, but now I can say I’m bringing a comedian. Will you tell some jokes?”

				“Sure, I’ll tell some jokes. I’ll even try to tell some funny ones.” At least some funnier than the FBI agent. 

				Behind Sean, Donna’s face showed relief. “Thanks, Channing. Tony’s got a big job that week. He’d like to do it, but … besides, who wants to hear a contractor talk about what he does all day? He bores me to death with that stuff, and I’m married to the man.”

				“Hey, no problem.” I nodded my head toward Olivia, who was still staring at me. Probably enthralled by my imperfect hand. “Wouldn’t want to be a glass pole about it.”

				A blush bloomed on Donna’s face. “So you’ve been talking to Olivia, have you?”

				“Glass pole, glass pole, glass pole,” Olivia said, to herself, as if she were trying it out as her mantra. “Glass pole, glass pole, glass pole-y, pole-y, pole-y.”

				Donna’s face turned redder.

				Sean put a hand to the side of his mouth and said in a stage whisper, “She means asshole.”

				Thanks, kid. 

				“Bye, Channing,” Donna said as she grabbed each kid’s hand with one of hers and shepherded them out the door. I heard them squawking all the way down the hall.

				“Glass pole, glass pole, glass pole,” I repeated aloud.

				Maybe Olivia was onto something. I could always use a new mantra.

				_____

				Monday night meant open mic night. Last week we had twenty-two hopefuls show up for twelve slots, so we encouraged the spillovers to come back tonight. Some weeks you got eight; some weeks you got twenty-two. As Artie liked to say, comedy was a funny business.

				Tonight’s wannabes trickled in, and their first stop was always the clipboard hanging next to the stage to sign in. Aspiring comics, mostly, but we got a few experienced ones trying out new material or just getting a little stage time. 

				When I had poked my head out of my office at around six o’clock there were two people on the list. Now, an hour later, the roster had expanded to nine.

				I read the names. We’d seen the majority of them before, in one incarnation or another, and knew their relative strengths. Although the slots were awarded on a first-come, first-served basis, Artie or I would usually shuffle around the order a bit to balance the evening. We had to be careful not to string together too many weak acts or the natives in the audience would get restless. Restless natives led to heckling natives, and heckling natives and newbie open-mic’ers didn’t mix very well. The hecklers usually won that battle. Which could be amusing for us, except we had been newbies once, and we remembered how it felt to be heckled when your jokes weren’t landing. Demoralizing.

				I parsed the list again. It looked like we had a pretty good sampling of new and experienced, young and old, male and female, broad and slyly clever. Shouldn’t be too hard to put together a lineup that would generate a few laughs and qualify as a success. On open mic nights, the bar was set pretty low.

				Despite the inherent risks of putting complete novices on stage, they were the ones who captured my interest. You never knew what you were going to get. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, they weren’t very good and didn’t show much upside, but it was the one time when some unassuming guy came in and brought down the house that made listening to all the uptight girlfriend jokes worth it. Unfortunately, it had been awhile since we’d gotten one like that.

				I crossed my fingers, hoping tonight would be the night.

				Twelve years ago, I was the comic with potential. Now, after a couple shaky performances in the past month, my confidence had taken a hit, and I’d begun to wonder if I was on the downward slope of my career. Peaked at thirty-four.

				I felt Artie’s presence next to me; an instant later I smelled his coffee breath. “Hey, kid. How does it look tonight?”

				“Nine so far. Probably get a few more stragglers. Maybe we’ll fill up again.”

				“Terrific,” Artie said. He enjoyed open mic nights immensely, partly because he liked nurturing new talent and partly because he got to emcee the shindig. More comics meant more patter-time for him. Artie never met a microphone he didn’t try to seduce. 

				“By the way, Lee called and told me to, quote, ‘drag Channing’s bee-hind’ over for some egg drop soup and conversation. Sounds like he has something buzzing in his bonnet.”

				I’m sure he wanted to be debriefed about my foray into Korbell’s camp. “When?”

				“Now. Come on, we’ve got about an hour.”

				“He wants to talk to you, too?”

				“Naw,” Artie said as he smacked his lips. “But I’ve got a hankering for some egg drop soup.”

				“And I’m sure you wouldn’t mind hearing about what’s going on.”

				Artie turned and headed for the front door. “Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” he called out over his shoulder.

				A few minutes later we were ensconced in a red-upholstered booth, steaming bowls of soup in front of us. Artie and I sat on one side; Lee faced us and the door. His bowl of soup contained a dark liquid and a tangle of Asian vegetables I didn’t recognize.

				“So?” Lee asked as soon as the obligatory pleasantries had been exchanged.

				“You want me to discuss this with A-R-T-I-E sitting here?” I asked, nodding my head sideways. 

				“Hey,” Artie said, after a slurp, “A-R-T-I-E can spell. Go ahead. I can keep a secret.”

				Yeah, and I can play concert piano with my missing fingers. Of course, I couldn’t play piano before the accident. Ba-da-bing. I asked Lee again. “You sure you want to hear it now?”

				“Oh, hell. Why not?” Lee pushed his bowl aside, soup barely touched. 

				I brought Artie up to speed with a quick sentence. “Lee asked me to see if I could find out the story behind Friday night’s attack by infiltrating enemy lines and talking to people in Korbell’s campaign.”

				“I never said infiltrating.” He flashed a look of mock indignation, then leaned in. “Come on, what did they say?”

				“I talked mostly to an aide. I got the feeling—no offense—they’re not really worried about Edward’s chances. I don’t think they had anything to do with what happened.”

				Lee seemed deflated. “Yeah, okay. Makes sense. A guy as savvy as Korbell wouldn’t be so obvious about things. Worth a shot asking.”

				Since I was the guy doing the asking, I guess it was. “I know you said you weren’t going to get involved, but … did you happen to ask Edward or Patrick what they thought was going on?”

				“You know me too well, Channing. Of course I did. Talked to Edward.”

				“And?”

				“Bottom line, he said it was a private matter, it’s all over and done with, and not to worry about it.”

				Artie looked up from his soup. “What the hell does that mean? ‘A private matter?’ We almost got killed. I mean—”

				I put my hand on Artie’s arm. “Relax, nobody got hurt.”

				Artie yanked his arm away and homed in on Lee. “‘Not to worry about it?’ Three punks invade your restaurant and they don’t want you to worry about it?”

				“That’s what Edward said.” I could almost see the steam coming from Lee’s ears. Maybe Lee and Artie should have a contest to see who could explode first.

				“According to him, it’s all over and done with,” I said.

				“Pretty much,” Lee said, then started muttering under his breath. In Chinese.

				“Politicians,” Artie said, crunching some more fried noodles into his soup. “Can’t live with ’em, can’t shoot ’em. Of course, you can usually indict ’em.”

				“I don’t believe him. Not one bit.” Lee gave a little snort, as if his opinion needed emphasis. It didn’t.

				“I agree. But obviously Edward wants to see it buried.”

				“As long as I’m involved, that’s not going to happen,” Lee said.

				“You’re not involved, remember?” I set my spoon down so I wouldn’t be tempted to point it at anyone. “If they’re not talking, I don’t see how you can get more information. Maybe you should trust them. If they say it’s handled, then it’s handled. You’ve got to know they don’t want anything like this to happen again. Hao was telling the truth when he said it would kill the campaign if news of this got out.”

				“What? Don’t tell me you’re quitting on me?” Lee asked.

				“Well …” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it quitting. I asked some questions, got some answers. Ran into a dead end. I don’t think Korbell has anything to do with this. I’ve got nothing else to go on. I’m sorry, Lee, but I don’t think I can help you anymore.”

				“Channing, please. We’re just getting started here.” Fear played on his face.

				Again with the “we” pronoun.

				“Yeah, you can’t give up now. We need to find out the truth here,” Artie said. Knowing what you were talking about was never a prerequisite of his for getting involved.

				I exhaled. “I wouldn’t even know who to talk to next.”

				The faint outline of a smile appeared on Lee’s face, and I knew he had an answer for me. Why did I have the feeling that I’d just been played again?

				“Hao’s having a cookout at his place tomorrow for his employees and some other friends. Sort of a ‘meet the candidate’ thing. What do you say we drop in, ask a few innocent questions, and see what we can discover?”

				“I wasn’t invited,” I said.

				“I’m inviting you. It’s my sister’s home, too, you know. Besides, there’ll be plenty of food.”

				I knew when I was fighting a losing battle. “Sure, Lee. Sure.”

				“Thanks, Channing. It means a lot to me. You’re a true friend.”

				“The sap is running awfully high in here,” Artie said, tossing his napkin on the table as he rose. “Now that we have everything ironed out, it’s time to go.” He jerked his thumb at me. “Come on, Channing. We’ve got a club to run. Thanks for the soup, Lee. You’re a true friend to me, too.”
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