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      It was the first Monday, the longest day of the month. Reporting Week had commenced, and the afternoon rolled on ever so slowly. Participants on both sides of the desk met each interview with joyless anticipation. The convicted—wave upon wave of the district’s federal offenders—trooped into the obscure suite of offices known almost only to them, buried down a back hallway on the first floor of the US Courthouse. It was the monthly march of the felons. Known internally as the Perp Walk.

      The offenders checked in as required to update their probation officers on significant events in their closely monitored lives. They submitted monthly reports. They made minimal payments on their fines or restitution. They pissed into cups and danced around probing questions.

      These men and women formed an eclectic lot: from street gang members to upper-level racketeers, embezzlers, drug or gun traffickers (manufacturers, smugglers, distributors), counterfeiters, bank robbers, and corrupt ex-public officials.

      Some knew each other from having come up together on the same hard blocks or from shared cells in various institutions. Some were lifelong friends. As many were lifelong enemies. Some were friends turned enemies, having bartered their relationships for leniency before the Court.

      What they had in common was that they were permitted freedom only conditionally. They were on Federal probation, parole or supervised release. Generically, as they liked to say, they were “on paper”. They were not permitted to associate with one another outside of these doors. If they tripped on their stories or had been caught fucking up, their freedom could be revoked.

      They filed in morosely—some even sullenly. No matter how well they’d been doing, each visit here was a reminder of a very bad day, the day a set of cuffs had been attached when they were informed that the party was over.

      Once in the office, they went first to the counter, signed in and picked up a clipboard to complete a monthly report. They extracted a BIC pen from a large jar and took a seat in rows four-deep and five across, waiting to be called by their assigned officer.

      Two things are certain for the convicted federal criminal: Death and visits to the United States Probation Office. Until this day no one expected these two events to coincide.

      

      The crowd in the reception area faced a counter topped by a thick bulletproof glass separating them from the secretarial pool. The glass was the last line of defense from potentially irate clients—who, by definition, were not known for behavioral restraint.

      On the business side of the glass, there were four stenos and a senior clerk. The most junior steno—the one closest to the counter—acted as greeter, offering each arrival a pleasant good day and any instruction that might be required. The rest of the stenos—each assigned to a specific officer—busied themselves typing while monitoring the people assigned to their POs.

      

      At 1:15, USPO Anthony Carbone bid farewell to a probationer, checked the waiting list, then asked the greeter to send in Mr. Richard Washington. The greeter went to the counter and spoke into the small microphone.

      “Mr. Washington? Mr. Carbone will see you now.”

      She returned to her desk and reached underneath to push a button that released the electronic lock on the door.

      A few seconds passed and Mr. Washington did not approach the gate. She went back to the window and spoke politely into the mike.

      “Mr. Washington? You can go in.”

      She looked into the small sea of faces and spotted Washington at the end of the third row. His eyes were open. His mouth was agape, and he stared straight ahead, unresponsive. Might he not recognize his birth name? On the street he went by L’il Nasty Dick, but the young steno wasn’t going to try her luck with his nom de guerre.

      It took only two seconds for her to note that there was something odd about Washington’s expression. It was less than a few seconds longer before Washington’s fellow felons noted the same. Some mumbled exclamatory oh shits and stampeded for the exit.

      Richard Washington had a BIC pen embedded in the rear base of his neck—two inches deep. Whoever had done the embedding must have executed the move with both enthusiasm and precision. He had twisted it a bit so that it severed the carotid artery.

      Li’l Nasty Dick, unrecorded rapper, ex-con and member of the Eastside Crips, was dead. It took less than 20 minutes to nail a person of interest. With the assistance of the office surveillance camera, the US Marshals were able to quickly identify the suspect.

      

      Corey Sullivan was not wild about Jeremy Pope whose most notable feature was the swastika tattooed atop his Adam’s apple. They’d been doing the same dance for the last two months.

      “So. You’re telling me you are current with your child support?”

      “As I live and breed, Mr. Sullivan.”

      “I wonder why the State tells me you’re like four months behind.”

      “Maybe they should look at themselves in the mirra.”

      “Yeah, well. I don’t know what that means.”

      He never got the benefit of Jeremy’s clarification. The door to his office was thrown open and two US Marshals with guns drawn filled the entry—one going high and the other low.

      Corey was initially as shaken as Pope.

      The Aryan Brother whipped his head from them back to Corey, looking betrayed. “Really, Sullivan? For freaking child support?”

      Corey had his hands up and he relayed the same question to the Marshals.

      Deputy Tim Austin—as he put Pope over Corey’s desk—grinned at the PO. “We have reason to believe that dude here just clipped a guy in your front room.”

      “What reason you got for that?” Jeremy inquired.

      “Uh, the tape, genius. From the camera that was right over your shoulder.”

      “This is a setup,” Jeremy protested. “It’s hearsay. Pure circumstantial shit.”

      Corey exchanged smiles with the Marshals. “You’ll find that Mr. Pope fancies himself something of a legal scholar.”

      

      They sat in the coffee room on either side of the conference table. After Li’l Nasty Dick was wheeled out by the coroner’s techs and Jeremy Pope was turned over to the FBI by the Marshals, the place had settled down.

      The last forensic specialist had packed up his kit and cleared out. The few remaining witnesses had been herded up to the Bureau offices where they waited in line to tell the agents they hadn’t seen anything.

      This created an unscheduled gap between appointments and an opportunity for the staff to relax, chew the fat, and enjoy a cup of instant.

      Carbone had a southern Italian complexion and the build of a short weight-lifter. Sullivan looked more like a Peace Corps volunteer. Tall, thin, hair longish, clothes sloppyish.

      “You need to exercise a little more control over your caseload,” Anthony suggested.

      “You need to provide your guys with a little remedial education. What kind of dimwit Crip sits with his back to an Aryan Brother?”

      “Maybe he didn’t know the guy was AB,” Anthony offered in his late client’s defense.

      “It’s simple. Read the tattoos before you sit down. I mean, Christ, these guys are well enough labeled.”

      “You make a point,” Anthony chuckled.

      “So did my man Jeremy.”

      Maureen Feeney came in to hydrate a tea bag.

      “I was making some real headway with Washington before your guy offed him,” Anthony protested.

      “Oh, I’ll bet. I guess we’ll never see the results.”

      “Gone, so soon.”

      “I tell you what,” Corey offered. “You can have one of mine to make up for my guy’s lack of consideration.”

      Anthony grinned.

      Maureen picked up her cup and headed to the door. “You two are terrible. That was a human being who was killed out there.”

      Anthony grinned. Corey blushed. There was something about being chastised by the former nun that took him back to elementary school.

      “He was talking about opening a shelter for runaways,” Anthony continued.

      “Who?”

      “Richard Washington.”

      Corey nodded solemnly. “Yeah, no. It does have a certain ring to it: ‘Li’l Nasty Dick’s Home for Girls.’”

      They roared.

      Frank Zabrisky stuck his head into the coffee room and shot out his index finger at Corey. “My office.”

      As soon as Zabrisky withdrew, Anthony did a fair imitation of Zabrisky’s signature finger point. “There will be no more killings permitted at Federal Probation.”

      

      Zabrisky was old school. He wasn’t into new management. He treated his officers as he used to treat those on his caseload. Gruffly. Not the stenos, though. He treated them like princesses. Everyone else might as well have been on parole. It was all he knew.

      He was two years out from mandatorily pulling the pin. Strong money said he’d be dead six months after that. For better or worse, Federal Probation and Parole was his life.

      In 27 years, nobody’d seen Zabrisky out of uniform. Not at Christmas parties, not even grocery shopping. Always the short-sleeved white shirt and the skinny black tie, the Jack Webb brush cut, the Confessor’s piercing eyes.

      Frank Zabrisky, Chief USPO. Not that he gave a crap about the title. He’d have been happier on the street: Watching, racking contacts, pulling guys in for a little tete-a-tete. Ask an old con who or what had turned him around and he’d ID him in one letter: “Z. Is the fucker dead yet?”

      Now Zabrisky had the big office with all the windows, the coat closet and the private toilet. It hadn’t changed him much. The closet was empty and the toilet was used by the staff to take about two dozen piss tests a day.

      

      The Service had two kinds of chiefs. The first had no business being in the business, and the same amount of desire to work with criminals. They did everything in their power to get themselves promoted up the line, as far from a caseload as possible. They kissed up to anyone above them. They kissed up to Federal Judges. They kissed up to the carpetbagger shot-callers in DC. Their lives were consumed with stupid meetings and in-service seminars, one after the other. All they talked was new programs. They were bureaucrats, not field guys—worthless, except to each other.

      Members of the second category, the one Zabrisky fell squarely into, were probably very good at running crooks. They had finely tuned people instincts but had no gift for administration. If they were lucky, they had a good chief clerk who could manage budgets and keep Washington at bay. These guys got the big jobs out of attrition. There weren’t many Zabriskys left.

      

      You could never tell whether Zabrisky was happy or sad. He mostly looked the stone-faced same, but it didn’t take a lot of perception to understand that he loved the job and he loved his people, all of whom he had hand-selected.

      Corey tapped on the door. “You need to see me, boss?”

      “Come in. Shut the door.” Zabrisky’s chair was swiveled away from his desk and he was staring out the window. Then he turned around and stared at Corey. It was the kind of stare that made people look down or look away. When he looked away, Corey couldn’t help but notice that on Z’s credenza sat a heavy case file. It was at least four inches deep, wrapped in thick rubber bands.

      Then he blinked under Zabrisky’s scrutiny. He ran his hand through his hair. “Uh, sorry. I tried to get a haircut Saturday, but my barber’s on vacation.”

      “Looks to me like he died last year.”

      “I hope not. I have an appointment next week.” Corey grinned.

      Zabrisky didn’t grin back. “It’s not your hair. Well, it is, but that’s not why I wanted to see you.”

      “Um, my jeans? I was planning to go to the field later on and I didn’t want to ruin a good pair of slacks.”

      “You own a good pair of slacks?” He paused. “Yes. Your professional attire is wanting. I remind you again, you don’t work for the DEA. You are not an undercover agent. You are an officer of the US District Court.”

      “Yes. Sir.”

      “But that’s not why I called you in.”

      “No?”

      “What happened today with that dead banger asshole isn’t funny.”

      “No, I know. I mean, we were just…”

      “Compensating for a bad event?”

      “In the coffee room? Yeah, maybe.”

      “Don’t be joking about this. That’s not what we’re about.”

      “I know, we were just…”

      “What you should be doing is trying to figure out how to prevent something like this from ever happening again.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You’re the one who wants to handle the heavy cases. Handling them means making sure they don’t do bad shit. Do you understand?”

      “I guess, but I’m not sure how this could have been prevented.”

      “Really? It’s simple. Figure out which of your clowns thinks killing somebody is more important to them than going back to the joint.”

      “And then what?”

      “Lock them up before they do something this ridiculously stupid. It’s that simple. That’s what it means to handle special offenders. The ones in this category are always probably doing something wrong. You’ve got to figure out what that something is and nail them for it. Before they kill somebody. Is that clear? In the meantime, don’t have them sit out there with a nest of lambs looking for an opportunity to get famous.”

      “The dead guy wasn’t exactly a lamb, boss. He was a Crip.”

      “Is there something about what I just said that you don’t understand?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Any questions?”

      Corey’s eyes kept wandering to the credenza. “Yes, just one. Different subject. That case file behind you, is it about just one guy?”

      Zabrisky glanced behind him. “Yeah. Unfortunately.”

      “Whoa. Who does it belong to?”

      “Somebody before your time. When we dealt with real criminals.’

      “Come on.” Corey grinned.

      “A guy named Salaber. Manu Salaber.”

      “Never heard of him. Manu Salaber. What is he, Polynesian?”

      “He’s a reptile.”

      “What’d he do?”

      “Everything, Corey. Absolutely everything.”

      “That’s the thickest file I’ve ever seen. He’s coming out?”

      “Eventually, most of them do.”

      “Am I getting him?”

      “You couldn’t handle him, son.”

      Corey looked hurt.

      “Really.” Zabrisky put up his hand. “That’s not meant to be an insult. No one could.”

      “Well, probably someone has to. Who?”

      “I wouldn’t wish this guy on anyone.”

      “You’ll have to, boss.”

      Zabrisky shook his head. “I’m still thinking about it. I’m doing you a favor, Corey. I’ll figure it out.”

      “What’s to figure?”

      Zabrisky fixed him with his patented stare.

      Corey pulled his head in a bit. “Then can I ask you something? Will you let me take a look at his file? This guy has to be interesting.”

      Zabrisky thought about this for a second, and then passed it across the desk. It required two hands. He reached into the credenza compartment and pulled out two, inch-thick supplemental files. “It’s all him. Keep it to yourself.”

      “Why three files?”

      Zabrisky looked at him like he was stupid. “One folder wasn’t thick enough.”
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      The file[s] contained everything—including the kitchen sink. From birth, every record, every report ever written: school, psych, arrests, prison, street adjustment, employment, the before and the after of the federal investigation. Known associates, victims, hangers-on. The file contained it all.

      Growing up, Manu Salaber was little more than an opportunist. A hyper-violent, sadistic opportunist. There was nothing to indicate that the man had any particular talent beyond versatility at being evil.

      He took every opportunity to inflict pain: To rape (irrespective of gender) and to pillage (irrespective of prize). He was more cunning than smart. By age twelve, he’d established that he was irredeemable and devoid of either sentiment or honor.

      Ethnicity: Caucasian. Father: unknown. His natural mother was Manu’s consensual sex partner from the time he was eight—earning him that ubiquitous, though (in reality) rarely authentic, honorarium. He later raped his first and, consequently, only foster mother.

      Armed robber, serial assailant, progressive institutionalist, rioter, escapist, extortionist and, eventually, criminal leader. Thirty-eight pages of priors. After some initial dabbling, most crooks picked a comfortable specialty and stuck with it. Manu demonstrated an unusual criminal range.

      Nothing attempted by authorities worked. Nothing would ever work. Zabrisky was right. No one could handle this man, who was now age 52.

      There were a hundred reasons to explain how someone like Manu Salaber became what he was. There were a million reasons to show how the system had failed, but by the time he was 18, none of these reasons mattered. In his case, society and its humanistic penalties had been incapable of securing him.

      How many deaths had he caused? Difficult to say. He’d been suspected of many and convicted of none. The potential sentences he’d faced were therefore finite and—almost always—he served less than the max. This was until he faced justice in the federal court.

      Oddly, his federal beef was an IRS case. Income Tax Evasion. Guys like Manu usually never made enough traceable taxable income to evade. Corey checked the bottom-line figure and blinked. Seven point five million over three years. This was considered a low estimate.

      Corey went back to the prior criminal record section and saw that Manu’s arrests had tapered off when he was about 35. Over the next six or seven years, if you read between the lines, was when Manu had developed or at least exercised enough skill to have others commit crimes on his behalf. Strong-arm guys—vicious bastards he’d met on the street or in various prisons—did his work for him.

      Gamblers, pimps and drug dealers paid Manu’s people for protection. Bent cops, judges and politicians turned the other way in return for…you name it: silence, illicit favors, career support or money.

      Before he went away, Manu Salaber had become the local kingpin. He ran the rackets in the district. Federal law enforcement and a handful of skilled specialist cops did the only thing that could be done. They followed the money and, under the stewardship of the Internal Revenue Service, ginned together a financial conspiracy that had some very sexy filler. Down went Manu Salaber behind the testimony of a whole bunch of witnesses who were now living under new names in far-flung corners of the country.

      Manu Salaber had become the first criminal since Al Capone to receive the maximum IRS sentence that federal law permitted—only he didn’t have the grace to die in prison or to shrivel up on the beach thereafter with terminal syphilis.

      Manu Salaber was healthy and in his prime, and he was being released to the District in just 30 days.

      If anybody ever fit the definition of special offender, it was Manu Salaber. Corey needed to handle this guy.

      

      Most normal people (including cops) were smart enough to build as much distance between themselves and Manu Salaber as geography would allow. Not Corey Sullivan. He needed to get close to him. He had to work this guy. For Corey, Manu Salaber was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If he could handle Manu, he could handle anyone.

      Corey wasn’t a gunslinger or a door kicker. He understood that he didn’t have the wherewithal to physically take down offenders or to even wade through the detritus left in their wake.

      He was something different. He was a student of crime and criminals. He never grew tired of watching them, analyzing their behavior, wondering what separated them from the mainstream and considering what, if anything, might change their course. In the absence of a course that involved freedom, Corey was happy enough to lock them up.

      He’d found a home in Federal Probation. He’d done his best in all the do-good, let-me-help-you roles, but he preferred now being in a position that offered more of a bite.

      When all positive alternatives were rejected and bad behavior continued, he could fluidly switch to Plan B. Plan B meant that he would gather the evidence and make a case for prison. He no longer had to play the bleeding heart. To the rest of the law enforcement community, being a bleeding heart was probably the general definition of a probation officer.

      In Corey, the boss saw the necessary schizophrenia needed to make a decent PO. He was reasonably good at getting to the broken souls and empathetically guiding them back. Even more rare, he had demonstrated a developing ability to gain the ear of cops. He found ways to convince them to cooperate with him in providing the necessary evidence to lock up those who chose not to come around.

      

      Corey hefted the Salaber files, walked back to Zabrisky’s office, and tapped on his door. Did Zabrisky expect him? Maybe.

      “Come in, Corey.”

      Sullivan walked in cradling the files, and placed them on the Chief’s desk.

      “Read them?”

      “Cover to cover.”

      “And?”

      “Now that’s a crook.”

      “They don’t make them like this scumbag anymore.”

      “I don’t know about that, but this guy’s a piece of work.”

      “I thought you’d appreciate a good read.”

      “No kidding. Did you deal with him back in the day?”

      “I conducted his presentence investigation.”

      “It was a good one. Look, boss. I’d like to handle this guy.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “How come?”

      “You’re not ready.”

      “What? How can you say that?”

      “I know you. I knew him. That’s how.”

      “But…”

      “You’re not ready, Corey.”

      “That’s kind of harsh. Okay, so one of my guys killed another one this morning in the waiting room. What are the chances of that happening?”

      “Aside from the fact that maybe you should have figured it out—not great. Look, I’m not insulting you. I’m doing you a favor. This man represents a rare evil, like we almost never see. He’ll ruin you.”

      “How can he ruin me?”

      “He’ll devote all his energy to corrupting you.”

      Corey bristled. “I may not have your experience, but I don’t think anyone can corrupt me.”

      “Lower your hackles, kid. You never met one like him.”

      “No one can corrupt me.”

      “Okay, maybe not, but the alternative is worse. He’ll kill you. If not physically, psychologically. Even spiritually. He’ll ruin your life. Believe me.”

      “If not me, who? Who do you have that’s tougher?”

      “Me.”

      “What?”

      “Yep, and believe me, I want this one even less than you can know. I remember him clearly. The man is impossible to describe. He’s poison. He’s a corrupter, first and foremost. He’ll have people coming at you from all sides.”

      “I can handle threatening assholes.”

      “They won’t all be crooks, Corey. I mean, they will be, but not in the usual sense. This guy owns, or owned, a good portion of the politicians in the city. He will get them to ruin you professionally. I only have a couple of years left. I can pull the pin anytime if I have to. There’s not much they can do to me.”

      “You said it yourself. You’re gone in two years. He’s on paper for five. Somebody will have to step in and take over after you’re gone.”

      “Not if he takes a fall first.” Zabrisky gave a rare grin.

      “But if not? I can learn how to handle him. You don’t have time to devote to a big case. If the chief has to handle a crook, it makes the crook look good and the rest of us look bad—like you don’t trust us. Like you don’t trust me.”

      “You’re whining.”

      Corey could see that Zabrisky was still considering the idea. “How about this?” Corey argued. “How about you assign him to me, and we handle him together? You advise me and I do everything you say.”

      Zabrisky was quiet for a minute. “Let me think about it. You think about it, too. Think about this while you’re at it.” He handed over a fourth file, not as thick, but still an inch or so.

      “What’s this?”

      “Before his sentencing, these were letters written by the scumbag’s ‘friends’ in support of leniency for him. When I say ‘friends’, they’re probably more like guys who he was blackmailing, had some shit on, or was supplying with vices they don’t want anyone to know about. These are just some of the people who are going to come after the PO who’s handling Manu Salaber.”

      He pushed the letter-filled file across his desk.

      

      Corey had danced around the edge of the mental health field long enough to understand that his need to confront the hard cases did not necessarily speak to his emotional stability. It was more about compensating for some personal flaws—some insecurity based upon a history of learning just how untough he really was. That understanding didn’t require much clinical depth.

      Many people who enter the helping professions do so because they know what it’s like to be bullied, and they want to prevent this from happening to others. Conversely, a PO handling the worst of the worst has an opportunity to do a little bullying of his own to certain figures who made a living torturing others. It’s an unhealthy, even flawed quest, but it offers the opportunity for some twisted fulfillment, all in the name of justice.

      He liked to think that he had a particular gift at handling the specials. By definition, special offenders were the people who could harm you—physically or professionally. They included members of organized crime, the spontaneously violent, the high-profile offenders with the big-deal friends, as well as the public corruption cases. The category was also comprised of endangered informants—including the unmentionable enrollees in Federal Witness Protection who’d been shipped in under new identities from other districts with the hope that no one would recognize them here.

      There was no great benefit to being the PO handling these cases. The District was too small for it to mean a promotion. There weren’t that many here. The only tangible thing Corey got out of the deal was a slightly smaller caseload. This also wasn’t a bargain that the others argued over. One special offender meant more work than a run-of-the-mill crook. His caseload was capped at thirty-five, twenty of which were standard (or less than standard) federal offenders. Fifteen were deemed “special”.

      In theory, one of these special cases could equal the work of five standard cases, but with more headaches. Why would anyone want to work with a guy who could flip out on you when there were ample numbers of rewarding cases out there? Who needed to monitor a jerk who was forever dropping names of important friends? Who needed his friends who were waiting in the wings to pressure you into giving their buddies a break? Why work with a guy who was genetically wired to continue to commit high-level crimes while his people were monitoring you—people who were alternately intimidating and trying to bribe you?

      Why Corey wanted them was no great mystery. Most of these cases were newsworthy, and he loved being on the inside. He loved being a hidden part of the story. In the law enforcement community, there was as much prestige attached to being associated with the big cases as there was risk.

      Probation officers were often excluded from the street intel that cops learn. In his new position, he began to gain access to criminal information that he otherwise would not have.

      Within a safe circle of friends, cops are notorious gossips, and now he was party to this gossip. Since he actually had more in-person contact with these offenders than many of the agents who monitored them, at times, he picked up a tidbit or two that he could share.

      It was that simple. He loved hearing the news before the media. If he were assigned the Manu Salaber case, he would be part of potentially the biggest story in the district.

      

      Corey spent a week conveying signals to Frank Zabrisky on the Salaber case: In short, he would maintain the boundaries required by his position until he was honorably able to bury this motherfucker. Three days later Corey walked into his office and found the pregnant files of Manu Salaber sitting on his desk.
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      It was a Thursday. Corey had no idea how the word had spread so quickly or so widely.

      Representatives from every law enforcement agency but the Coast Guard and Fish & Wildlife began to make contact. Some called. Some just walked in.

      Some were familiar. Some he’d heard of and some were completely new to him. Some he liked immediately—and a few he couldn’t figure out. They initiated the conversation like this:

      “Sullivan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Danny Pantomiciolli, DEA.”

      “The one they call Danny P.”

      “For obvious reasons. Most mooks don’t do too good with guinea names.”

      Corey laughed.

      “I hear you’re the guy handling the guy?” Danny P inquired.

      “I guess so.”

      “Lucky you.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      “Listen, we’re gonna get involved.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “The guy’s on our books as a Class I narcotics violator. Before, we never put together a case, but we think there’s reason to believe he’ll jump back in. We intend to monitor him. Random surveillance, maybe a pen register, see who he’s contacting, see who he’s playing with. Whaddiya think?”

      “I welcome it,” Corey said. “I kind of want to turn this into a short game, you know?”

      “Roger. Any chance you know where he’s staying? Phone numbers? Where he’ll pretend to work?”

      “Everything but the work part. That’s unknown at this point. Got a pencil?”

      “You’re my new best friend.”

      

      Detective Hal Jefferson, Police Criminal Intelligence Unit:

      “Anything you can help us out with, Sullivan?”

      “I’ll give you as much as I can. It’s not much.”

      “You have any idea how dangerous this guy is?”

      “Kind of.”

      “I don’t have to tell you, but first thing is to keep yourself safe.”

      “Best way I can think is to catch him at something quick so we can lock him back up.”

      “Any ideas how yet?”

      “Yeah. Association. That’s usually the easiest way with organized crime guys. If I can prove he’s associating with people with criminal records or people involved in criminal activity, that would work. Especially if I can show a pattern. If your people see any violations, maybe they can shoot me a report?”

      “Excellent.”

      “One violation may not do it, but a series should. We don’t need a new crime necessarily. For example, if he starts associating with felons and/or people criminally active and we can prove he knew he was doing that, then Bob’s your uncle.”

      “That easy?”

      “It’s not as easy as it sounds, but that’s the idea, yeah.”

      

      Agent Frank Fazio, FBI:

      “Sullivan, you have any idea how bad this guy is?”

      “I read the file. It’s thick.”

      “Forward me a copy of that file.”

      “Can’t do that.”

      “I’ll be down tomorrow to read through it.”

      “Not legally possible.”

      “You heard the FBI part when I introduced myself.”

      “Yes. Still not possible. It’s against regulations.”

      “That’s horseshit.”

      “Sorry. I don’t make ‘em, I just follow ‘em. I’ll give you what I can. By the way, can I review your file on him?”

      “Negative. Stay in touch, pal.”

      Corey smiled.

      

      He was called by ATF and, of course, IRS. And his next-door neighbors, the US Marshals. Secret Service wanted in. All came with promises. All came with assurances of cooperation. The “anything we can do to help” song.

      Corey didn’t get tired of the calls. He never felt so important or as such a full-fledged member. It was a fun few weeks. He was limited about what he could share with them. The file was legally restricted. He wasn’t making that up, and he had very little to share: Just address, phone number, date of release, and a few minor tidbits. That kind of thing. There’d be more later, and everybody promised to remain in contact.

      There were some odd calls: Two from members of the police department and three from the Sheriff’s—guys in assignments Corey wouldn’t have thought should have a work-related interest in Manu. Mostly patrol officers. Guys that seemed to be fishing, feeling him out. Guys who might be calling for other people who didn’t have badges—people with nasty affiliations.

      He didn’t know who was who. All he could do was act cautious. Zabrisky had warned him.

      

      Not a bad day. He felt kind of like a street operator for a change and less a desk jockey. It seemed like a good evening to treat himself to a drink across the street at the Jury Box. There was no need to rush home to dinner. He’d give his microwave the night off.

      The guy who had bought the Jury Box had envisioned a grander clientele. He had hoped to attract to his bar the moneyed lawyers from the surrounding office towers and probably draw in a judge or two. Instead, the place had been taken over by every form of federal agent and task force cop. At least the new owner didn’t have to worry about getting robbed.

      The primary thing that the Jury Box had going for it was its location and the fact that it was neither owned nor patronized by criminals. It was just down the block and across the street from the Federal Building.

      Some agents dropped in for a quick pop after work to let rush hour die. Some were getting ready for night operations and needed to get in character for undercover or support roles. Maybe a few needed a shot or two to shore up courage. Others came in because they had nothing to go home to. A few never seemed to leave the place.

      It was a clannish crowd—one that didn’t welcome outsiders. Mostly, the members sat at tables pulled together. At times, they sat by agency in different corners. Over a substantial amount of alcohol, business was conducted. Intel was shared and gossip flowed. Integration depended on the state of interagency conflict. Cooperation between outfits, like the weather, was variable.

      The conversation was muted but impolite. Like the room, the humor was dark. On occasion, there’d be a flare-up, but it was quickly snuffed—internally.

      Corey always felt more like an associate than a full member at this table. Usually, he was not toasted upon entry. His welcome was situational. It depended on what was happening specific to one of his cases.

      When he came in some would nod, but others would look at him without visible acknowledgement.

      Not tonight.

      Tonight, when he walked in, there were three tables pushed together with maybe 10 men and women present. He recognized most of them. He gave his usual wave and it seemed that more of them than usual looked over.

      He took a stool at the bar and ordered a beer. One of the guys from the table, a DEA agent, came up behind him to place an order.

      “Feeling anti-social?” the agent asked.

      “Nah, I just didn’t want to interrupt.”

      “What’s to interrupt? A few of us are just fueling up to do a deal, but the rest of the derelicts? It’s the usual horseshit about having a quick one before the traffic dies. Come on over. There are a couple of people who want to meet you.”

      Not only did they just want to meet him—two of them bought him beers. They were courting. Doing the dance of seduction, hoping to get a piece of the last big case, which might develop into the next big case. Nailing Manu Salaber was considered not just a resume enhancer but also a possible career changer.

      So, it was all, “What can we do to back you up?” but really it was more, “What do you know? What can you tell us?”

      It would be an exaggeration to call Corey the highlight of the night, but he would be lying if he said he didn’t appreciate the attention. It was easy to ignore that there would be a steep downside.

      

      Soon the other shoe fell.

      He was surprised when Angie buzzed him the next morning and announced, “Mr. Schlimer here to see you.”

      “Who?”

      “David Schlimer. His card says Attorney at Law.”

      “I know what he is, but why does he want to see me?”

      “Shall I send him in so you can ask?”

      David Schlimer was one of those guys who looked like his last name. Schlimer. Actually he looked a little worse. It was probably genetic. His ancestral family could have looked as bad back in whatever village from which they’d originated and the elders must have declared, “You people just look like Schlimers, and so it shall be.”

      David was overweight, florid, and he sweat—a lot. His face was pig-like, his body doughy, but he carried himself as if he looked like George Clooney. He wore $1500 bespoke suits that he always managed to perspire through by 10:00 in the morning. If you were his dry cleaner, you’d make a good living.

      In spite of his look of physical distress, David Schlimer—like a rattlesnake—always had a smile on his face. It wasn’t a smile of happiness. It was a smile that said, “I just thought of another way to commit an abomination against my fellow man. How can I make money from this?”

      Schlimer was not a crook. Well, he was, but in daily life, he was an attorney who defended crooks. Not just any crooks, mind you, but the biggest, sleaziest crooks in the District.

      With the whole innocent-until-proven-guilty thing, Schlimer eliminated all doubt. If he was defending someone, the guy was guilty—probably of a lot more than the indictment charged.

      Schlimer was very successful. He won a lot of cases. Sure, he had a way with words. He was fluidly articulate. If you heard him without seeing him, you’d be greatly impressed. But to see him was to know the truth, and the truth was that he never told it—not once you got past the introductions.

      Lots of lawyers lie. There was nothing special about his dishonesty. What made him stand out was that he not only lied about his clients’ criminal conduct, he lied about everyone who had spoken against his clients—nasty character-destroying, soul-crushing lies.

      Somehow it worked. He scared the crap out of decent people. Prosecutors hated to go against him. He intimidated witnesses mercilessly. As a result, no one wanted to get on the wrong side of him. He even scared the crap out of a lot of judges because he did not hesitate to impugn the integrity of weak ones. The state courts had a lot of weak ones. He would tear apart their character in strange, subtle ways—ways that were impossible to rectify. Many who were in opposition tended to fold before a case even got started.

      Corey had never spoken to him, but he had heard enough to be firmly a member of the camp that despised him. Everyone in the criminal justice system had a pledge. If a car hit Schlimer and he was writhing in the street, they’d just keep walking.

      Before the man crossed his doorway, Corey figured out why he was there: Manu Salaber. The inmate was scheduled for release in a week.

      And so it began. The other part.

      Schlimer walked in, already wet, already making an expensive suit look cheap.

      “Corey? Wonderful to finally meet you.”

      Really?

      “I’ve heard good things,” the lawyer continued.

      Corey stood and shook his hand, which was surprisingly dry.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Schlimer?”

      Corey didn’t expect to be nervous, but he was. What he knew was that he had to be professional and give no hint of how he really felt.

      What was Zabrisky’s line? “Dance like everyone’s watching.”

      Whatever the text of the conversation, he understood that Schlimer would not hesitate to lie about it later.

      “You’ll be working with my client.”

      “Which client?”

      “Manu Salaber. Old friend. Known him for years. Wonderful guy.”

      Corey nodded, kept his expression blank.

      “I heard you stopped by his house.”

      “Yes,” Corey offered. “I conducted the pre-release investigation. Met the wife.”

      “I’ll be shepherding him through the parole process,” Schlimer said.

      “Shepherding him?”

      “I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings between you. It’ll make it easier for both sides.”

      “Uh…”

      “So, what I wanted to do is set up some ground rules.”

      “Oh, like what?” Corey was genuinely curious.

      “I’ll be helping you. You will learn that there are people here, bad cops that have it in for him. I don’t want you to be swayed.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about there.”

      “In certain sectors, Mr. Salaber is highly regarded.”

      He wondered which sectors those might be, but he didn’t have to ask because Schlimer continued. “You’ll find that he is respected by some of the most powerful individuals in the state who will be looking out for his interests and watching this process closely. They will appreciate him receiving fair and equitable treatment.”

      Conversely, Schlimer implied, these powerful people would not appreciate anything that they considered to be unfair—which supervised release, by definition, is.

      “I treat all of my cases fairly and equitably.”

      Schlimer laughed. “Of course you do, I just don’t want you to be negatively influenced.”

      All he could do was nod, but he began to feel his blood moving a little faster.

      “You mentioned ground rules?”

      “Yes. I have a number of them.”

      Corey picked up his pen and reached for a tablet.

      Schlimer lifted his forefinger. “First of all we need to reach an agreement with regard to when he comes in here. I think it would be in your best interest to minimize the reporting. I’m very busy, and I’m sure you have a few better things to do.”

      “Ahm, how would his reporting affect your schedule?”

      “I intend to accompany him to all of your interviews.”

      Corey blinked but started writing quickly so that he wouldn’t react. “Okay.”

      “Secondly, Mr. Salaber is an extremely generous man who intends to give back to the community. Some of the conditions on the Federal Certificate of Supervised Release are antiquated and not particularly useful.”

      “Which ones are those?”

      “For starters, the conditions related to prohibited association with persons with criminal records?”

      “The one that also prohibits association with persons involved in criminal activity?” Corey asked.

      “Exactly. How stupid is that?” Schlimer chuckled. “It is Mr. Salaber’s intention to use his experience to assist people and keep them from ruining their lives. To work with them and keep them from making mistakes that could lead them down the wrong path. How could he do that if he can’t even associate with them?”

      “He probably couldn’t.”

      Schlimer nodded as if it was idiocy to think otherwise. “Secondly, how could he possibly know who has a record and who’s involved in criminal activity?”

      “I hear what you’re saying,” Corey offered diplomatically and scribbled away.

      “Thirdly, it’s very important that you keep this process unintrusive. You will not need to meet again with his wife or his employer should he acquire one. If we decide that such a meeting is imperative to satisfy your agency requirements, check with me first and I’ll make arrangements.”

      Corey held up his hand to slow Schlimer so that he could capture everything in writing. When he was caught up, he nodded for the lawyer to continue.

      “If there is any sort of problem—real or perceived—I want you to call me first. I’m sure we can take it all a step at a time without any draconian action. As I said, once you get to know him, I think you’ll find Mr. Salaber is an incredibly nice and generous person.”

      Why does he keep mentioning generous?

      “I’m sure he is. I look forward to meeting him.”

      “Good. That should do it then. Do you have any questions?” Schlimer stood up, checking his watch, probably for billing purposes.

      “No. No questions, but there are a few statements.”

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “None of what you requested can be done.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “First of all, the only time you will be permitted to be present will be if and when Mr. Salaber is charged and being adjudicated for a new violation. He is not entitled to be accompanied by counsel on supervision matters before that time. Of course, he can consult with you anytime he wishes, but not here. Our interviews are confidential.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “Actually, it’s not. There’s case law, which you may or may not be familiar with. I believe it’s Murphy v. U.S., which specifically states something to the effect that a person has no right to counsel during supervision interviews. I’d hate to have you waste your time coming to our office because you won’t be permitted to attend. You’d only have to sit in the waiting room.”

      “I intend to vigorously object to that.”

      “Feel free. That’s your right. Secondly, I haven’t determined his reporting schedule, but it will depend on his circumstances, and I won’t be consulting with you on that. I can tell you that because of his background and previous supervision record, it will be intensive.”

      “There will be a lot of people unhappy with this. People you will not want to get on the bad side of.”

      “Maybe. Also, my job requires that I meet with whoever can give me a picture of the people I work with—whenever I choose. We do our best to be as unintrusive as possible, but sometimes that’s a matter of interpretation. Again, we do it as the need and requirements dictate, but you will not be consulted beforehand. Finally, with regard to his associates and who he meets with, the condition prohibiting association with people involved in criminal activity and/or with people having criminal records stands. In fact, it is absolutely firm, Mr. Schlimer.”

      The faux friendliness and collegiality evaporated. “You have to be joking!”

      “Not at all.”

      “I assure you that you will only be getting yourself in deeper than you can handle.”

      Corey opened his hands and shrugged. “Mr. Schlimer, whether you approve of the system or this agency is up to you. Your issues have been brought up before on more significant cases and by more significant attorneys, and they remain what they are.”

      Schlimer checked his watch. “I wish I had more time, pal, to explain to you how wrong you are, but I’m late for coffee with my friend Phil Wallace.”

      “Who?”

      “Philip Wallace, the attorney.”

      “Sorry. Never heard of him.”

      Schlimer gave a nasty smile. “You will. You will. He’s a dear friend.”

      

      They didn’t bother to shake hands after the meeting. Corey did his best to hide that he was nearly trembling with anger. He wanted to put his fist through the door. As soon as the lawyer left, he stood, grabbed his tablet, and went to Zabrisky’s office.

      “Guess who just came to see me.”

      “I heard. How’d it go?”

      “The guy’s a complete asshole.”

      “What’d he say?”

      Corey listed Schlimer’s demands.

      “What’d you tell him?”

      “To screw himself.”

      “In those words?”

      “No, I tried to sound professional.”

      “Smart. Assume every friend of Manu’s is wearing a wire.”

      “Dance like everyone’s watching.”

      “Did you cite Murphy v. U.S.?”

      “I did.”

      “Good boy.”

      “I don’t know how I remembered it.”

      “You’re on the side of the angels. That fact alone will make you smarter than you are.”

      “Jesus, boss. I wanted to choke the guy.”

      “Get used to it. It’s only beginning and Schlimer’s only the first. Anything else?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Good. I’ve got work to do.”

      “Oh, yeah, one other thing. Have you ever heard of Philip Wallace?”

      “Don’t think so, why?”

      “Schlimer said he had a meeting with him. Made like he’s important.”

      Zabrisky shrugged. “Not to me.”

      

      Avenue D. Most people came here for bad dope or illicit and potentially disease-ridden sex. Corey came here for lunch.

      He parked in the front row of the municipal lot just behind a small retaining wall. From the safety of his car, he munched a burrito and studied the foot traffic across the street. In the middle of the block were the meth-, crack-, and opiate-ravaged hookers with their broken teeth, scabby faces, and stained hot pants. Several yards to their right were their pharmaceutical suppliers, mostly ex-state cons, not averse to sampling their own products. Strolling about was a collection of fourth-tier pimps, lookouts, and self-styled strong-arms. The corner twenty yards south was reserved for the men who dressed like women. They catered to a specific taste.

      Each set moved about backed by boarded storefronts. The site offered an intermittent warren of alleys, perfect for short-time trysts, a quiet injection and sometimes the odd homicide. The game varied little on Avenue D, dope for sex or sex for dope. No credit was offered. The only predictable was the unpredictable and spontaneous violence.

      There was a very good taqueria two blocks east, Maria’s, that Corey liked to patronize. There was a much safer route to access that establishment, but Corey always preferred to park here, where, after buying lunch and with Pepsi in hand, he had a good view of the stage. He was never sure what drew him, but he was as fascinated by the consumers as the purveyors.

      A dark Mercedes compact was the only other car in the lot, its owner probably here not for a burrito. As Corey pulled out of the lot, he saw a man—respectably dressed, head down, hat low, large sunglasses doing their best to obscure—duck out of the ladyboy alley heading quickly across the street for the municipal lot and probably the Mercedes. Behind him, emerging from the same alley, came a rather muscular trans, straightening the hem of her black mini.

      

      Corey rushed through the staff entrance at ten after one. Angie, his secretary, gave him her [not uncommon] glare. They had worked together for almost ten years. Somehow Angie had become his boss.

      He walked over to her desk. “Something bothering you?”

      “You mean aside from the fact that you’re ten minutes late?”

      “I only took an hour.”

      “Your one o’clock is here.”

      “I don’t think I had a one o’clock.”

      “Well, he’s waiting.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Art Butters.”

      “Art Butters has been off probation for two months, Angie.”

      “You can’t expect someone else to see him.”

      He supposed that was true. It was also true that he couldn’t turn Butters away, no matter how much he wanted to. It just wasn’t done because you never knew. Sometimes they came in to confess to something. Sometimes they came in to give someone up, and sometimes they came in because they were about to get in trouble and needed help. You always had to see them because sometimes you were their only tie to…whatever.

      “Did he say what he wanted?”

      “Ask him.”

      “Thanks, Angie. Send him in.”

      He went to his office and hung up his coat. Before he could sit down Art Butters stood swaying in his doorway.

      “Artie. Pleasant surprise.”

      The guy glared, rocking on his feet. “Yeah, why? I’m not on paper anymore.”

      “I know that. I’m the guy who issued your discharge certificate. Two months ago, remember?”

      “You can’t do shit to me anymore, Sullivan.”

      “I don’t want to do shit to you anymore. What brings you by? Just in the neighborhood?”

      “I came to tell you that I hate your ass and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “You could have saved yourself a trip, Art. I already knew that.”

      “No more piss tests. Nothing!”

      “You’re right again, Artie. I don’t need a piss test to know you’re high as a kite. Or drunk. Or both.”

      “So what? You can’t do nothing. How’s that feel?”

      “Hard to say, Artie. I guess it’s not really my problem, you know?”

      “I could kick your ass right now, Sullivan.” Butters shifted his weight, putting one foot forward.

      Corey sat down at his desk and gave the man an impassive look. “Yeah, okay.”

      “I mean, fuck you, Sullivan!”

      “From one citizen to another, right?” It didn’t look like this was going to turn into anything meaningful. “Fine, I got it. Look, I’ve got stuff to do, unless there’s anything else…”

      “Yeah, okay. Hey, if I got in trouble again, you gonna be my PO?”

      Corey grinned. “Why, you miss me?

      “Fuck that.”

      “Thanks. Let’s stay in touch.” He walked the guy out of the office.

      

      “Doctor Miller here to see you.”

      Frederick Miller, who insisted everyone call him “Doctor”, was, in contrast to Artie Butters, unlikely to visit the Probation Office once his sentence expired. Once his sentence expired, he would be on the plane to Thailand or Cambodia, making up for lost time. The good doctor, a literature professor, saw nothing wrong with his pedophilia and made little effort to hide it. He was living proof that neither education nor social class had any bearing on certain types of pathology.

      Corey enjoyed working with Dr. Miller. Here was a guy with whom you could be frank without too much fear of recrimination. The world had zero tolerance for his existence. Even Miller’s own lawyer found the guy repulsive.

      He looked and acted like what he was. Eighteen months in prison (which he called “his sabbatical”) had done nothing to alter his affect. He was no more tolerable. He had retained his creepy leer.

      Dr. Miller usually opened the conversation with a question. Today it was, “Can you possibly tell me what my interest in children has to do with my standing as an Assistant Professor at the university?”

      Corey often found himself parroting the manner of whoever he addressed. “I believe, Dr. Miller, that indeed I can.”

      Miller snorted and held out his hands as if permitting a freshman Shakespeare student to embarrass himself. “Then?”

      “Don’t take this personally, but pedophilia generally tends to affect one’s standing in pretty much everything.”

      “Your statement wreaks of bias.”

      “Maybe.”

      “But your opinion is not the first of its kind. What bothers me most is the fact that the university administrators can’t be as straightforward in its judgment.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “They’ve written me a letter stating that their decision to terminate me just short of tenure had nothing to do with some vague and spurious accusations.”

      “Those accusations were actually pretty specific. The indictment charged you with possessing and trading in, what was it? Close to 250,000 images of children under the age of 12?”

      Miller dismissed this with a wave of his hand. “Whatever. Who kept count? The university claims it is letting me go because of my deficiencies as an educator.”

      “So, they’re saying that your termination had nothing to do with you being a pedophile?”

      “Actually, they didn’t address that issue at all.”

      “Just the latter?”

      “Correct, but we both know they’re lying, Sullivan. What in the world am I expected to do? I fail to see how my supposed interest in the naked bodies of children has any relationship to my job performance.”

      “Perhaps it doesn’t. Maybe you’re just a lousy college teacher. And by that I don’t mean to suggest that you should pursue a job in elementary education.”

      “No, I suspect that door is closed.”

      He checked a note in his file. “I see you’ve been keeping your sex therapy appointments.”

      “Of course.”

      “How’s that going?”

      “I very much enjoyed the first part but the second is onerous.”

      “What’s the first part?”

      “You sit in a one-man theatre with electrodes fastened to…critical places.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you are shown a series of graphic slides to determine what arouses you.”

      “And you liked that?”

      “Oh, yes. That psychologist who runs the place has quite a collection. If I were you people I’d keep an eye on him.”

      “And the second part?”

      “They show you similar pictures. If you find them attractive and you react physically—you get an electric shock to your genitals.”

      “Aversion therapy.”

      “It’s draconian.”

      “Do you think it works?”

      “How should I know? My proclivities are not the problem. I wonder,” he said, returning to his previous topic relating to the exploration of alternative employment possibilities. “Your job seems somewhat interesting.”

      “It is…sometimes.” Like today.

      “Do you know of any fellows with PhDs who have entered your field?”

      “There are quite a few, yes.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Unfortunately none, to my knowledge, are pedophiles.”

      Dr. Miller’s look indicated that he found this unreasonable.

      “Then the Court will have to release my computer so that I can research new employment opportunities.”

      “Not gonna happen, Doc. I suggest you go to the State Job Office to check their listings.”

      

      Corey looked at his watch. Two-thirty. If all went well, if nothing hit the fan, in 2½ hours he’d be across the street at his favorite hangout “waiting for rush hour traffic to die down”.

      A cup of coffee would go down pretty good right now, but the time was wrong. Two-thirty. Every day at this time, Jason Fletcher, his colleague, would be in the coffee room. Anyone else with half a brain would not be. If Jason was in there, then a polite person was obligated to listen to his story about whatever he’d watched last night on his 56-inch flat screen. It was a guarantee.

      Jason had gotten a deal about six months ago on Netflix and seemed to be watching about six hours a night of streaming series television. Name it: Mad Men, Breaking Bad, Doc Martin, Game of Thrones, House of Cards. In Jason’s opinion, there was no such thing as a mediocre show.

      Whatever episodes he had watched the night before, he would reenact the next day to anyone who would listen—scene-by-scene. These were not brief summaries—not even detailed plot outlines. They were very nearly line readings—every frigging line. If the listener tried to escape say, just after the first act, Jason would follow that person into his office. He ended every review with the admonition that the listener had to subscribe to Netflix or life would be incomplete.

      “You’re cheating yourself, dude. You need to watch this.”

      “Why would I watch a show you’ve already described? I practically know it by heart.”

      “It’s not the same, man. I’m not doing it justice.”

      At least that was true.

      There was something wrong with Jason. No one knew exactly what, not even the office’s mental health specialist. Whatever his diagnosis, it was nothing that required hospitalization or even medication. He wasn’t dangerous. He did no chargeable harm. He looked normal enough—maybe a little gawky—but otherwise average. Nonetheless, there was something wrong.

      He was, frankly, something of an embarrassment. But when people outside the office commented or made fun of him, the staff actually became protective. He might be Weird Jason, but he’s Our Weird Jason. In comparison to oddballs in other agencies (and everybody had one), Jason was, at least, harmless. More importantly, he provided a needed skill.

      Jason Fletcher was the financial guy. Traditionally, people who join the helping professions have zero interest in figures. It was a safe bet that if you studied their voluminous college transcripts, none had ever taken any sort of advanced math, finance or economics courses. If they had lucrative investments, they’d probably inherited them and let someone else do the managing. Most of these people couldn’t manage a checkbook.

      Jason was the exception. Aside from his nighttime dramas, he loved all things related to numbers. He could look at lengthy columns and do the figures in his head while others in the office went first to a calculator and then on the nod.

      He could analyze the cost of lifestyles compared to legitimate earnings and find the flaw. He could look at a tax return and understand it. Best of all, he could read investigative reports on fraud cases—cases that filled boxes and file cabinets with dull reports—and make sense of them.

      This was good because in the last five years, a significant portion of the cases that came down from the court involved complex financial fraud. Jason was the go-to guy for making heads or tails of them. He was a walking calculator. He was the line-item king.

      People in the office would even go to him for assistance on personal finance: interest rates, legal tax angles, and stock market forecasts. He was boring then, too, but at least he was usefully boring. That was before the 56-inch flat screen and the subscription to Netflix.

      He might have been happier in the Internal Revenue Service, but Corey had heard through the vine that even those guys found him a bit odd. So, he would continue to be Our Weird Jason.

      As for his performance as a probation officer, the Chief was of two minds. Jason was diligent, if not particularly insightful, in non-financial cases. He wrote a decent if overly voluminous report. (Aware of his social scientist shortcomings, he wrote down everything rather than limiting his narrative to simple cogent points.) He just couldn’t figure what was relevant.

      From what could be determined, he didn’t share his television adaptations with the people on his caseload. Apparently, he saved these for his “trusted friends”.

      Even if he did launch into one of his interminable spiels with a client, there might be an upside. The crook he was addressing might counter with something personally relevant if only to change the subject.

      Corey decided to give his afternoon coffee break a pass.

      

      Five o’clock. Corey shoved his last file into the cabinet, closed and locked it. He turned off his computer and smiled. End of watch. It was time to “let the traffic die”. It was time to grab a quick one (or three).

      Certainly not all the agents came to the Jury Box. A few didn’t drink. Some were staunch married men with wives and kids who got priority. But the single, the divorced, and the soon-to-be divorced came here—a lot.

      The owner always laid out a little spread for the people who would not enjoy a home-cooked meal that night. It might be nachos buried in American cheese or tacos or Swedish meatballs or even, on a good night, short ribs—just something that would coat the stomach, take the edge off the appetite and make them thirsty, though this last was mostly an unnecessary predicate.

      The place usually closed before nine when everyone wandered off to their cars (where one or two of the newly divorced were also believed to sleep). Corey rationalized that regular attendance here kept him in the loop regarding the conduct of his more notorious cases and, sometimes, cases-to-be.

      He was ready for a treat. He checked his wallet for cash and grabbed his briefcase to drop in the car on the way. Just as he was about to kill the lights, Jason Fletcher appeared in the doorway.

      “Heading across the street?” Jason inquired.

      “Uh, where?”

      “The Jury Box?”

      “You know, I don’t think so, Jason. I think I’ll just go home.”

      “Oh.” Jason sounded disappointed.

      “Yeah, early night.”

      “Okay.”

      He waited a few minutes until Jason went back to his office and then scuttled quickly out the back door. Four minutes later he was in the Box, standing at the bar waiting for a beer. Behind him there was one long table of acquaintances. ATF, Secret Service, Marshals, and, intriguingly, a table in the corner with three female agents from DEA. One gave him a friendly wave.

      Sharon, Arlene, and what was the new girl’s name? She was the one who interested him. Of the three, one was thought to be gay. The second—the one who’d waved—was married. But the third girl? She was actually a cop, on loan to DEA as a UC. She was Latina, very light-skinned, with an achingly pretty innocence that you’d never attach to a cop.

      She was supposed to be a dramatic whiz undercover. Usually, she played a companion to a hard guy.

      Carmel—that was her name! He’d talked to her once, said hello to her twice after that. Removed from the street game, she came across as a boarding school girl and much more articulate than he’d expected. Best of all, she always seemed very interested in what he said. That, in a woman, was comparatively rare.

      His beer came and he was about to go over and just say hello—see where it went—when he got a tap on his shoulder. Weird Jason. Crap.

      “I thought you weren’t coming over,” Jason said.

      “You know? I wasn’t, but your suggestion kind of sounded good. Glad you found me. What are you drinking?” he asked out of guilt.

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe an amber.”

      “Let me get it,” Corey sighed.

      He was stuck. He couldn’t just buy the guy a drink and walk away. Worse, he couldn’t invite him to join one of the groups at the tables. The other guys would make fun of Jason. Or, he’d start talking and sour the Chardonnay.

      “Where we sitting?” Jason asked.

      “Oh, well, let’s take that table over here.” He chose one far enough away from the agent tables so no one could overhear them. Then he went back to the bar and got himself a shot of tequila to supplement the beer. It was going to be a long night.

      “So, what’s good on Netflix?” Corey dutifully inquired.

      “Have you caught any of the British detective flicks?”

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Dude, what’s wrong with you? There’s this one I started watching on Sunday. Broadchurch? There’s like 75 episodes. The first one starts out…”

      Corey downed the shot in one. Then he raised his hand for a refill.

      

      He walked into his apartment at 8:30. Bad night. Still, one thing he could usually say for the Jury Box: It took the edge off loneliness.

      And one thing he could say for the job: it kept his mind off Stephanie. Maybe it had even ruined their marriage, although that was an unresolved question. The job had definitely become more fulfilling than his marriage.

      Things had begun to sour when he noticed that he had a progressively difficult time getting excited about the minor dramas of his wife’s work as an elementary teacher. He considered the people he handled to be much more interesting than his wife’s classroom of ten-year-olds.

      If she were frazzled over having to send a kid to the principal’s office, he’d shrug. “Did he stab someone? Was he holding a gun?” He’d chuckle. She’d seethe. He’d shrug.

      She acknowledged that maybe her life was ho-hum. Instead of accepting, this she began to look around. Not for more accepting men, but for a new profession. She decided to go back to graduate school and get a Master's in Social Work, just like him. She would out-drama his ass, give them something to chat about.

      At first it seemed like a good idea. It would provide them a common ground—if she could handle the sadness.

      As it turned out, she found she could handle it all right. She reveled in it.

      Like many grad students, she and her fellow classmates acted like they’d invented the profession. Even though, as a federal employee, he was paid considerably higher than most with similar degrees, as far as she and her new friends were concerned, Corey’s job occupied the lowest spectrum of the helping professions.

      They condescended. That’s what budding social workers did. The world has been waiting for them to come improve it.

      Instead of her new field bringing them closer, it separated them further. It seemed to amplify their differences. Eventually, Stephanie, in her last semester of the graduate program, moved out, got a fellow student roommate, and they got their own apartment. The loss of tension was such a relief that Corey even paid for it. He figured anything to reduce the aggro. It would only be for a few more months until she got a job.

      Consciously, both understood the marriage was over. Neither could really talk about it to each other, nor did they discuss it with anyone else. To even think of it saddened them. Neither had made a legal move toward dissolving the marriage, though neither harbored any dream of reconciliation.

      They’d go weeks without talking, and neither seemed to miss the other, but neither wanted to acknowledge the failure by seeking a divorce. Maybe that would happen when a new love interest entered the picture, though neither of them was actively looking.

      That wasn’t quite true. Corey was always actively looking. It took his mind off Stephanie. On several occasions he’d actually found someone, but the fresh relationships were usually only good for a night or two before one or the other pulled out.

      Then it was back to his apartment and back to loneliness and wondering about his relationship with Stephanie. The only good thing about their situation was that they hadn’t had children. It bothered him more than a little when he heard she’d recently begun dating one of her professors.
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