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Sherry Proper stuck her hands deep in the pockets of her long quilted coat and walked determinedly through the steady drizzle, doing her best to ignore the rain icy cold on her bare head, collecting and then running down her face in rivulets. 

It angered her that she’d let the weather infect her with its gloom, fill her with a vague sadness she tried to shrug off as she walked under the seemingly endless layer of thick gray clouds. 

It wasn’t working.  

Between the weather and... everything else, the brightness of summer felt a long way off. An eternity to go yet.  

She’d started out early, walking briskly from her the apartment she moved into in the old wooden fourplex on Miner Drive all the way to the old downtown area, to the dark red brick building that had once been a textile factory and now housed three stories of offices — small businesses one and all, many involved in selling goods online. 

FedEx and UPS came by twice a day, parking at the old loading dock and collecting the hundreds of parcels being sent across the world.

It had come as a surprise to find the old building filled with a microcosm of the global economy. These businesses might be nothing but a blip of commercial activity on the radar of the online retail giants, but they kept real people alive and earning a living. Most of them worked for themselves and nearly all were struggling to reach the brass ring that would mean they’d arrived — they had achieved the grand American dream.

Working in that building had her feeling out of place. Sharing the vibrant space, working amid all those people, provided a constant reminder that she was an outsider. She didn’t share the dream, and by their standards, had no real ambition.  

She never had given such things much thought — the dream, the idea of a career — until she had spent a summer break from law school working as an intern at Carla Richard’s firm. It had been an eye opener, seeing how fixed people could be on the vague goal of getting ahead. Her focus was on the shorter term, doing something interesting. Career goals were more trouble than it was worth. At least, most days, it felt like that.  

It had felt like that enough that she’d dropped out of law school when she finished the internship.

“The juice ain’t worth the squeeze,” was how a sea captain she’d met once put it. 

He’d been talking about other things, like making a rough passage, sailing a boat into a headwind in a choppy sea between rocks, but it worked. Disillusioned, she saw becoming a lawyer as devoting her life to that same, tiresome slog to windward.  

She had found a use for her skills and training, farming herself out to law firms... doing research. She let them outsource things to her, things she could do on her own and save them time. Most talented researchers moved up quickly in law firms; the people who stayed doing entry-level work got careless. 

Sherry wasn’t moving up, and she wasn’t careless. She gave the law firms she worked for flexibility — they could hire her for big jobs, or when overwhelmed with their caseloads, or simply because they needed work done that no one in the firm wanted to deal with.  

Just six months ago, she’d moved into her own office — a spacious place on the ground floor that gave her far more room than she needed. Having room to expand had seemed sensible when she went out on her own, but after working there, seeing how things had gone, she questioned it. What did she really need?  What did she really want?

Her decision to lease this space, in retrospect, had more to do with romance than reason. She’d leased it because it had character in the form of high ceilings and old-school elegance. Only after she moved in did she realize that character, in a building, meant expensive. In winter, for instance, her heating bills could be far more than the rent.  

When summer came, the office would be hot. And she hadn’t counted on the emotional, as well as financial, overhead that was involved in going to an office every day. Even on days when she wanted nothing more than to stay home and work when she could easily do the work there, she felt she had to go into her office anyway... to be a presence. 

Having the address on her business card was an obligation that weighed on her.

The heavy front door of her office swung shut behind her, latching with a metallic click. Sherry leaned back against the door and let the air of finality that click made resound in the nearly empty room. 

Taking a long look around at her office, what she’d made of that space since she’d moved in six months before, proved disheartening. Her furnishings were basic and spartan. Of the two cheap, second-hand metal desks, she used only one, and there was nothing on that but her laptop work computer.  

There was a fold-up table she used for spreading out documents. A cracked whiteboard screwed to the wall listed a few thoughts she wanted to pursue. A cheap battery-operated analog wall clock told the time in some time zone no one ever visited, but never quite stopped. For sitting, she had a couple of crappy and uncomfortable office chairs she’d gotten from the same secondhand store that provided the desks (which she’d bought because they delivered them for free). Her storage spaces comprised a wobbly metal four-drawer filing cabinet and a gray metal vertical cabinet. The prize possession was a real coffee maker and some coffee mugs that she had collected sometime back in the misty fog of time.

That was her office. Her cold office. Her rattle-around-in office.  

Slapping her arms against her sides, she went to the thermostat and turned it up, resenting that it would take time (and money) to heat the place. The old, drafty building had character, a certain charm, but it was not in any way energy efficient, and on a cold Monday morning after the building had been closed all weekend, when the heat had been off in every office in the building, in was like going into a walk-in freezer.  

The heater would take time to warm the office. Soon her neighbors would start arriving, reporting for duty in their offices, staggering in on their own schedules. They'd be turning on the heat too, and that would help, but still...  

“Makes me feel like my goddamn head is frozen,” she’d said more than once.

She looked around her. What had she been thinking?  

The desks, the filing cabinet, none of those things made her a better researcher. None of them brought in any business. The coffee maker was the only useful thing she’d put in there, and now it drew her to it. She started the machine on its glorious journey toward espresso.  

Her enthusiasm suffered from hypothermia more than her brain and body. She needed coffee and heat before she could sit at her desk and give her attention to the necessary work, the work she had to do.  

The machine made grinding sounds and the aroma of the beans teased her nostrils.

Closing her eyes, she pictured Carla Richard’s upmarket legal office, with its banks of humming electronics equipment... the photocopier/scanning machines, and computers, with interns, and the constant stream of lackeys bustling around, busily, purposefully darting in and out of gray cubicles, making the office hum with activity.  

Had she ever really wanted to live inside that swarm? It was hard to remember what she wanted back then, but now she wanted to work for herself, make money doing research for others.


●  And researchers had offices.

●  Because you weren’t a professional without an office.

●  So Sherry Proper had to have an office.



Where the fuck did that come from?

She sat, staring at the coffee machine, wondering if it too was having trouble starting the morning. Running a business, slipping and sliding on such a steep learning curve, she had made mistakes. 

Clearly, she could do without the office. She probably should have done without all the trappings of being in business — the office, the new business cards, the idea of running some sort of business operation — none of that did much for her.

Unfortunately, in the white heat of optimism, she had put her signature on an iron-clad lease that had six more months to run and with it, the curse of overhead. That left her taking work that, in another life, in another world, she would have passed on. No one seemed inclined to pay her vast sums of money to research the things that intrigued her.

Some of the work she did touch on crime, but typically those were petty crimes, seldom things that rose to meet her desire to study, to unravel Proper Crimes — the crimes that told her so much about people, desire, the limits of imagination and the boundaries that people will cross to achieve their goals.

Proper crimes had texture. The obvious crime, the thing that got your attention, wasn’t the end of things, simply one tendril of more complex, nefarious, and therefore intriguing, crimes. Researching what lay behind the curtain that law enforcement often drew over a crime could show the intricate web of events, desires, and passions that led to it.

No one hired a private investigator to trace a crime to its fountainhead, to locate its source and learn if it was part of something greater. And yet, for Sherry, anything less seemed a waste of time and her skills.

It was a damn good thing she saw what it meant to be a lawyer and avoided that fate.

Cops investigated crimes in depth, and for a time she considered studying to become one. The problem for Sherry, anyone of her temperament, was that a cop, even a private investigator, had to follow too many rules. They had bosses and policies they had to pay attention to, and politics often determined what you could look into. 

Seeing all the rules, dress codes, especially uniforms, and a penchant for tedious and routine tasks that cops endured daily killed that fantasy stillborn.

“This is better,” she said. The ‘this’ she was talking to herself about was the job of doing legal research. She had put the years she’d spent in law school to work, earning her some money. Not a lot, but some, and working freelance meant she functioned independently. Both appealed to her. She worked intensely and could accomplish a great deal quickly. That gave her clients good value for their money.

Most of the law firms she approached, offering her services, seemed to have no idea what to make of her or exactly what she did. She thought the services she provided, their value, was obvious, but she soon learned that most firms viewed research as a limited, routine in-house function. The partners had no idea how quickly or thoroughly the work could or should be done or how it could go off on tangents that could prove important in legal proceedings. 

She didn’t blame them. They worked in a well-defined world of precedent and common practice. She’d picked a line of work that was less structured... potential clients had trouble seeing what they got for their money. 

So far, only Carla Richards, who took great amusement in watching Sherry’s path to self-employment as a small businessperson, and the few small, understaffed law firms who had few options, proved willing to use her.  

Given that, her service was a surprisingly hard sell.

All that made the call she’d gotten from Senator Paul Darcy’s office interesting. Ordinarily, she would have found nothing about Paul Darcy interesting at all. She tried to keep from wondering why he would call her, of all people. 

She hoped Darcy would explain that to her. If he didn’t, there was no way she’d work that out for herself. After all, the man had seemed to resent her, dislike her intensely.  

Of course, she’d given him a reason.

Normally, if Senator Darcy, or any of his ilk, needed legal work done, they went to a major firm, a safe firm. Darcy’s personal lawyer was Adam Walker — Carla Richard’s minion. Then, if the firm needed outside help, it would be Adam who hired her, or whoever they thought appropriate. 

But Paul Darcy had approached her directly. Well, as directly as a man liked that ever was. A man named Archie Farmer had called, saying he was the senator’s personal assistant. He arranged the appointment but said nothing about why Darcy wanted to meet with her, and especially why she was supposed to go to his house.

Those things suggested that whatever Darcy needed, it wouldn’t be straight-up legal work. No, he would have some problem that needed looking into, and a reason he didn’t want to hire a licensed PI, probably because that might look bad. A politician had to be careful about the titles of people on the invoices he authorized payment for. 

Opposition research was always looking for something suspicious. But her name, with her hours billed to “legal research,” didn’t raise red flags. Her invoices would look routine.

She savored that thought... of being that anonymous. The pleasure it gave her probably was not a good sign. Not for a businessperson, not at all. It seemed unlikely that her business instincts would ever put her on a path to making money. Not that she needed a lot of money to live a happy life. But you needed money to stay on a path you liked.

She always had mixed feelings about the entire scheme of things. She took it as axiomatic that a person had to play the cards you were dealt and then took responsibility for the plays they made. In fact, she gave herself permission to play them as it suited her at the time. Other people didn’t always appreciate that. Other people, meaning clients.

She liked her work, following the leads of logic, law, and fact, interpreting, digging, and exploring the way things are interconnected in life. The trick was to wrap that into some kind of viable business model. Carla helped her, her friends helped her, and she felt certain she’d sort it out.

But she hated her office.
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It seemed forever before a happy rumble reached her ears from the far side of the room where her beloved but overworked coffee machine labored. As the rich and wondrous aroma of coffee reached her, the door opened and Kessel Stevens came in. He looked glum. 

At least that saved her from attempting an inane crude and cheerful greeting.  

Without a word, he slumped into a chair.  

“Perfect timing,” she said. I gave her an odd look that she ignored. She filled two mugs and held one out. “Dark roast coffee brewed stronger than strong and swallowed hot and black cures everything, whether emotional or physical,” she said.

He took the mug and stared into it as she went to her desk. “It’s a medical fact,” she said. “Look it up.”

Kessel took it. “It's cold as a witch’s teat in here,” he said.  

“If you had called ahead, I’m sure my highly modern, high-tech smart office would happily have turned the heat on and had the place warmed up for you. As it is, dropping in unexpectedly, you only get coffee, and even that is only because, miserable workaholic that I am, I insisted on dragging myself into the office this morning when I was nice and toasty warm at home in bed.”

He took a sip and smiled. “I try to surround myself with workaholics who always have good coffee.”

“A girl has to have some standards, although that might be my only virtuous one, though.”

“Virtue is vastly overrated,” he said, glancing around as if he could absorb the atmosphere. She watched him, imaging that he was seeing it the way she did that morning, desolate and bleak. What he noticed was something else. “This office of yours is not exactly a beehive of activity.”

“It's low season. Everyone knows that legal research is a springtime thing. People come back from vacation and want me to make sure that the cousin who is going to be the executor of their will actually made it through rehab. Important stuff like that crops up.”

“Then you might have time to take on a small job for low pay?”

She laughed. “Always. I think so anyway.”

“I’d think you knew.”

“Normally, if that word means anything, I would. But it depends on urgency. I have an interview later today at which an actual paying client will tell me about a job he wants me to do. If I can tolerate the work, I’ll have to take it. At this point, I have no idea if it's a solid thing or just him wanting a free consultation.”

“Is this one of Carla Richard's fancy clients?”

“Let's see... he is a guy in this city who has plenty of money, enough that he can hire me to do something that passes for legal research, so I’d say that would be a good guess.”

People with money were not Kessel’s favorite topic of conversation. “But you’ll know soon?”

“What do you need? Even if I take it, I can probably squeeze whatever you need in. It isn’t like I have a social life.”

Kessel sipped the coffee and let out a breath. “It should be computer research... mostly analysis.”

She screwed up her mouth. He’d gotten her curious. “What’s the topic? Police pensions?”

“We don’t live long enough to collect pensions,” he said. “That’s how come the city can make them so generous. No, I need someone to take a close look at the drug situation in this town.”

She laughed. “For free, I can tell you it’s bad. But you know that much.”

His grimace told her he didn’t appreciate the joke. “We know a lot about the distribution channels on the street. Some anyway. There are so many that it’s impossible to choke them all off. You bust one crowd and instantly find three new ones chasing the business. I want to backtrack it a bit and find where it comes in.”

“Isn't that what you vice cops do all day?”

“We do. We try too. But there is political pressure to do more, to get to higher-ups. The department sent us a shiny new captain to help us focus on the important issues. Captain Nicholas Elbert, by name, is an ambitious man. He has made it clear that he wants to make points with the brass and he thinks the best way to do that is to help the new mayor keep his absurd campaign promise of stopping the flow of drugs. Now even he, ambitious as he is, knows we can’t stop it, but he is leaning on us to make some major busts.”

“Isn’t that why you let dealers trade information for breaks?”

“And those bums all give up the same people, or just guys they have a grudge against. Still way too low level. We plug one hole and another opens up.”

“Nature abhorring a vacuum and all that.”

“Abhorring a profitable market that is untapped for any reason.” He got up and paced. “We are cracking down on these people, pushing them to talk about the guys above them, but most don’t know shit. They avoid knowing anything. And there is another problem — me.”

“You are the problem?”

“Thing is, I'm too close to the overall scene. Me and Jakes, anyone that has been doing this for a time. It’s the old forest and trees bullshit. When you spend far too many days up to your elbows in pimps and dealers, you start seeing what you want to see and not seeing things that might be plain as day to a fresh pair of eyeballs.”

The admission warmed her. “That's a smart observation, Kes. It’s a good start.”

“I want your eyeballs on the drug activity, looking for patterns, or ways to find them.”

“From what?”

“News stories, mostly. Everything we know has been widely reported, and attributed to other, previous, ambitious captains. When you look, you’ll find you already know some of the players from other cases.”

“Like that prostitute the DA framed for murdering her pimp? Darlene Torres?”

He nodded. “Bosco was the dead guy in that story. Yeah. Except I’m pretty sure that one is a dead-end in terms of learning anything useful, but that’s the idea.”

“Where do I start with something like that? Finding a trail of drugs?”

Kessel pulled a manila folder out of his coat and tossed it on her desk. “You can start with these.” He saw her look and smiled. “These are a few case summaries. They don’t give many details because this was put together last quarter to convince division that we are doing one hell of a job down here in the trenches.”

“You expect me to find truth and leads in a PowerPoint presentation?”

He shrugged. “It has some real names and locations.”

“These are more than just the guys standing by schoolyards with baggies, I take it?”

“You’ll see some recognizable names from the sex clubs you were investigating back then.”

“I only took a close look at one,” she said. “And that was just because of a fight that involved a client. It was a low-end place owned by a shell company. When I started nosing around, I ran across some connections to other more upmarket places. But we resolved the legal dispute, and I had no reason to follow up further than that.”

“Would those be clubs that were run by a guy named Sam Wells?” Kessel asked.

“Right up to the day he got shot. But even though his name was on the liquor licenses, the paper trail was murky.”

“I think the clubs are a fertile place to look for leads back to the drug importers,” he said.

“If you want to pursue that...” Sherry considered the options. “If someone is picking up the pieces, we might start by finding out what happened to the charity and the company that owned the clubs — the company Sam ran. We need to find out who bought the assets and whose money they used.”

“Assets like the liquor licenses?”

Kessel was grinning at her and she knew it was because he saw she was already racing ahead, looking at ways to unravel whatever was going on.  

“You didn’t like that halfway house at all,” she said. “You figured it for training petty criminals how to make the step up to organized crime.”

“A charity ran the place and the house belonged to Senator Paul Darcy... the senator was letting them use it. For a tax break. Of course, the now-deceased Sam Wells ran the charity but when someone did society the favor of shooting him, and it came out that his main income was from sex clubs, the charity folded and disappeared into the night.”

“But you didn’t like it before.”

He made a sour face. “Right. I’d like you to get on that sweet computer of yours and see what there is to know about Wells, the charity, and any connection to the former DA Danny Slye, also now deceased.”

“You know, and I’m just thinking out loud here, but I heard the city paid dedicated cops downtown to do this very thing, people with access to everything I’ve got plus access to a swell crime database that is kept secret from the general public.”

Kessel looked embarrassed. “There are. Unfortunately, from the results of our recent investigations, I have to assume that one or more of those dedicated people are on the payroll of whoever is behind this. Another problem is that they’ve labeled Danny Slye’s death as suicide. Digging into that might make people think I have my doubts about the official verdict and that could stir up angry hornets. Even if it didn’t, I’d rather I didn’t have people earning extra cash by filtering the results or passing along the details of my hunt. I especially don’t want the people whose names pop up disappearing.”

“Then the department doesn’t know you are hiring me to do this research.”

He shook his head. “Not a clue. Although I did tell the captain I’d need more CIs — confidential informants. We pay them cash when they give us a tip. I’ll be paying you as a CI.”

“Can I put that on my resume?”

“If you do a good job. Accounting will handle it and if it came out, I’d be stretching things, but it wouldn’t be a real lie.”

“There are fake lies now?”

“Sure,” he said. “We got fake facts, fake confessions, fake everything these days. Fake lies seems like a natural.”

“On another topic, I assume that the strain of needing to hire outside help to bail out the city’s finest isn’t the only reason you arrived in such a charming mood. Trouble on the home front?”

He shook his head, then rocked his head back. “I’m what you call frustrated in that department.”

“Don’t tell me she’s locked you out of her life, too?”

He nodded. “It’s not like she did that to me on purpose, but that’s the result of her all-new crazy lifestyle.”

“When I get a chance to talk to her, she doesn’t have time to finish a sentence.”

“Sounds right. When Cela got the chance to live her dream, it tickled me to death. She wanted it bad. Losing that amateur fight devastated her. Then she got her mojo back and won the comeback bout and I was all for her. It took a while to realize that there isn’t any room for a vice cop in the busy life of an aspiring martial arts champion. Well, there’s room, just no time.”

“You guys seemed to hit it off well.”

“Yeah, we did. That’s what makes it so hard. We keep trying to find ways to make it work, but her schedule is a killer. The woman trains the entire fucking day, every day. By the time I get home, she’s been asleep for hours and needs to sleep because before dawn she’s up and off for a fucking run. It doesn’t help that I caught a couple of stakeouts. I haven’t even seen her in days. Now she has a big fight coming up in two weeks and she’s doubled up on her routine. It’s nobody’s fault, just the way things go. Still, it gives me a precarious feeling, leaves me wondering where it ends.”

Sherry waved her hand. “I understand and sympathize. It isn’t on the same level at all, but her career messed up my plans, too. When I opened the office, she wanted to be my sidekick. She insisted on it. She even started studying for a PI license. We worked well together, and I thought I’d have her with me. That was one reason I thought I needed this office, so we’d have space to work together. We both liked this space.”

“And now you rattle around in it for no reason?”

“It’s not her fault. Like you said, just the way things go. She got her break and we both cheered her on, not we are seeing how much that sucks for us, and we still want her to do well.”

“A couple of idiots.”

She waved her hands. “Being alone all day in this barn, spending money on rent... that wasn’t the dream.” She laughed. “Cela was supposed to be here and get the heat on and make coffee.”

“Sounds like you need a wife,” Kessel said.

“Damn right.”

“Man plans...” Kessel started.

“God laughs,” Sherry finished. “Yes, indeed. Well, our mutual friend didn’t set out to disappoint us, and we can’t do much about the way her success affected us, but maybe I can help you with your business problem. I’ll take a look at the situation, see if I can’t create a drug matrix, and find some associations. I’ll see what pops up. And being paid in cash is lovely.”

“Don’t tell me that you won’t declare the money. That would be evading taxes and I’d have to arrest you.”

“You can’t arrest me. If I’m in jail, who does the research?”

“You got me there,” he said, draining his mug and putting it down. “Well, it is time for me to get to the office. I’m due for my daily lecture on how to deal with the city’s criminal element presented by an amazing bunch of people who don’t know shit about crime. If I’m lucky, someone from the citizen outreach program will give us a pep talk on the evergreen topic of how to make ourselves more likable while taking down perps.”

“Try not to puke.”

“Call me when you have something.”

She pointed at her phone. “You know, if you find yourself at loose ends and need someone to talk to, you can call me. We can have a drink and tell Cela stories — some of the ‘I knew her when’ variety.”

Kessel finally smiled a thin smile, swallowing the bitter pill, appreciating her attitude. 

“That might be fun. We can share pictures of what she looked back way back then.” He laughed at the puzzled look that put on Sherry’s face. “Cela’s face is all puffy and kind of battered these days.”

“Modern science has identified the cause,” Sherry said. “The Mayo Clinic released a study that says standing around letting guys pound on you can do that. Besides, by now I’m sure you realize that sporting massive bruises from being locked in mortal combat is her idea of glamorous makeup, right?”

Kessel laughed. “It seems to be.”

He stood and walked to the door. “You can call me too, you know. If you have time and want to talk. It doesn’t have to be about Cela.”

Sherry heard the pain in his voice. He struggled to stay loyal. “I just might do that.”

She didn’t want to tell him she almost had... more than once. Not that she had a lot particular to say, but Sherry had few friends, well, none other than Cela and Kessel. The man was intelligent and easy to talk to, and she liked him. Talking to him helped her sort things out. Of course, if he called, and they got together, if they were sorting out his relationship with Cela, their friendship was a problem.  

If she called him, this got even trickier. If they started hanging out together, even with no evil intentions, it might go wrong. They were clearly drawn to each other and talking about their problems might end with them doing more than talking. 

Kessel was an attractive guy. A lonely, probably horny, attractive guy. No matter how things were going between him and Cela, they were both her friends. Getting closer to Kessel while he and Cela were sorting out their relationship would push her into dangerous territory.

Not that Sherry Proper balked at entering dangerous places, but these waters were more treacherous than most.
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When Kessel Stevens walked out of the office and shut the door behind him, he took all the air from the room with him, leaving Sherry feeling as if she’d suddenly been shrink-wrapped in a void.  

Impossibly, she would have thought, his leaving intensified the emptiness of her office. She’d been rattling around in the cavernous place even before he’d arrived.  

Sitting at that damn metal desk, feeling emptiness around her (was this how astronauts felt during a space walk?) ushered in a depression, anxiety that rushed through her. Normally entirely self possessed and completely unfamiliar with either sensation, she stared fixedly at the walls, then slowly scanned the room, taking in the concrete, metal, and wood prison she had so eagerly created for herself.

And you thought you knew yourself.

It was her own fault, or at least her neglect, that had left the place bleak. Despite working in this office almost every day for six months, she hadn’t done one thing to make it look more inviting. She’d brought in nothing personal, not lifted a finger to make it cozy.  

That said something, probably something negative about her enthusiasm for her very own workspace.
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