
  
    [image: The Rat Specialist]
  


  
    
      THE RAT SPECIALIST

      
        THE COREY SULLIVAN SERIES

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        JOHN MOCCIA

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Jacob

      

      
        2. The Caseload

      

      
        3. Maureen

      

      
        4. Rodrigo

      

      
        5. Angelo

      

      
        6. Maureen

      

      
        7. Rodrigo

      

      
        8. Michael

      

      
        9. Judge Wallace

      

      
        10. Michael

      

      
        11. Tina

      

      
        12. Michael

      

      
        13. Kerrie

      

      
        14. Michael

      

      
        15. Kerrie

      

      
        16. Michael

      

      
        17. Kerrie

      

      
        18. Rennie

      

      
        19. Kerrie

      

      
        20. Michael

      

      
        21. Phillie

      

      
        22. Kerrie

      

      
        23. Samuel

      

      
        24. Kerrie

      

      
        25. The Funeral

      

      
        26. Samuel

      

      
        27. Phillie

      

      
        28. Samuel

      

      
        29. Rennie

      

      
        30. Samuel

      

      
        31. Rennie

      

      
        32. Phillie

      

      
        33. Rennie

      

      
        34. Samuel

      

      
        35. Rennie

      

      
        36. Rodrigo

      

      
        37. Phillie

      

      
        38. Corey

      

      
        39. Jacob

      

      
        40. Corey

      

      
        41. Michael

      

      
        42. Corey

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 John Moccia

      Layout design and Copyright © 2026 by Next Chapter

      Published 2026 by Next Chapter

      Edited by Graham (Fading Street Services)

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            JACOB

          

        

      

    

    
      At Nguyen’s Napolitano—if you got past the Formica tables in the dining room and snuck around the counter to the back—you expected to find two or three Asians in aprons and sweaty T-shirts, stirring pots, washing pans, maybe having a smoke in the back alley. Instead, you got Jacob Franklin, brooding, watching his water boil. He’d be standing over the stove, but his head was a thousand miles away, back in the city he wasn’t permitted to acknowledge.

      Jacob was off paper now. He had completed his sentence six months earlier. Corey Sullivan had enjoyed checking on the old man. It reminded him that one of the lives he was paid to look after did not end badly.

      On Tuesday, just to get out of the office, Corey popped into the trattoria. It was only a couple of blocks from the Federal Building. The place was open from ten in the morning until five in the afternoon. As the business hours suggested, the small eatery did mainly lunch trade and take-out. Office workers frequently stopped in during the late afternoon to grab some pasta and meatballs to bring home.

      The place had been a disaster until Corey had introduced Jacob to the owner, Vinh Nguyen. Now they did brisk business. Jacob’s meatballs were the secret. Actually, a lot of secrets were the secret.

      The restaurant’s unlikely provenance didn’t matter. The place consistently served pretty fair Neapolitan cuisine. Its success was all because of the cook in the kitchen, the guy the customers never saw.

      Jacob Franklin was the cook. He looked like he was 110. He was closer to 80. Maybe it was the life he’d led that added the imaginary thirty years. If you saw him on the street, you’d wonder if he could make it to the corner. He came alive only when he got to work.

      He’d totter down the alley each morning, strap on an apron, put on the hot water, chop some garlic, fiddle with the oregano, grab the morning paper which Nguyen would leave for him on the counter, tuck a foul unlit cigar between his teeth and sip on the first of a dozen cups of espresso. Halfway through the Metro section he’d get started. He’d begin to work his magic on the chopped meat, adding ingredients he wouldn’t talk about, moving silently up and down the counter.

      Nguyen would pop in the back around eleven, sample one of the meatballs and purr his ritual question, “Ve’ good. What you put in this?”

      “Nonna your fucking business.”

      Nguyen would giggle and go back out front where members of his extended family were hustling about, getting ready for the lunch crowd.

      Old Jacob was as much a mystery to Nguyen as the ingredients in his meatballs. He knew nothing about the man other than Corey Sullivan had brought him in as a replacement to Nguyen’s cousin who was a terrible cook. Somehow all of the cousin’s food tasted like rotten fish. Nguyen didn’t care if Jacob was a terrorist—given his association with Sullivan he just might be—as long as he showed up for work. Nguyen didn’t need to know the old man’s history.

      

      Corey had frequented Nguyen’s when it was just a food truck four blocks east of its current location. Corey liked Vinh Nguyen better than his food. He was a decent guy with a nice family whose dreams kind of surpassed his culinary skills. When he had saved enough to open the tiny trattoria not far from the Federal Building, it seemed like a good idea. The fare was simple and reasonably priced. The only problem was that it tasted terrible.

      That was back when Corey would stop by Jacob’s home every other week to ensure the old man was keeping his nose clean. Mostly he was providing moral support. The stopping by wasn’t against regulations, it was part of the job. The sitting down at the table and the sampling of Jacob’s signature dish was a little questionable, but Corey called it therapy because he knew that the cooking and the sharing of a meal was Franklin’s only remaining pleasure. He was keeping Jacob from sticking his head in the oven.

      Putting Franklin with Nguyen was, Corey had to admit, fucking genius. Neither of the men found any apparent chemistry in their new relationship but there was a symbiotic need that was served.

      Jacob was well past the age of retirement. He could have lived reasonably well on his “pension”, but the new job gave him a reason to keep going—maybe forget his homesickness—if not embrace the new culture.

      Jacob never came out front to talk with the diners, but he sometimes peeked through the serving window just to see the appreciation on their faces. Even with his new purpose, he still embraced his waning depression. If you asked him, he’d tell you that he had nothing left to do but die and the sooner the better. But he loved seeing the satisfaction his cooking generated. He’d never admit it, but it sustained him. And Jacob’s unexpressed satisfaction sustained Corey.

      So, Corey would stop by now and then to check on the old man. Jacob owed no further time, and Corey had no remaining case responsibility. But he liked Jacob and he recognized the fact that the old man’s eyes brightened whenever he came in.

      These days he didn’t know what to expect. Maybe he’d learn that Jacob had quit, died, or disappeared. It was bound to happen someday.

      

      On this Tuesday, Corey arrived after the lunch rush. Nguyen was working on receipts with his wife at one of the tables. Mrs. Nguyen held her toddler, a two-year old, in her lap while she operated an abacus.

      “Hey, Vinh. How’s it going?”

      “Hey, Sulvin. No can complain. How you?”

      “My friend still here?”

      “He here! He here. Go see.”

      Corey pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen, and his mouth watered when the scent of garlic hit his nostrils. A young Asian, probably another of Vinh’s cousins, was scrubbing pots over the sink. Jacob was working on a racing form while he sipped his tenth cup of espresso.

      “Yo, Jacob.”

      Franklin looked up and tried not to smile. “Jimmy, kid. Whaddaya doing here?”

      Jacob always called Corey Jimmy because to him it sounded more masculine, maybe even Italian. He figured he could do some naming of his own.

      “What do you think? I’m hungry.”

      “Let me fix you a plate. Hey Tran, I talky-talk my friend. You walky-walk, capisce?”

      This dishwasher rolled his eyes and shook his head. “You got it, boss.”

      “Sit down, Jimmy.”

      “Staying out of trouble, Jake?”

      “I wouldn’t tell you if I wasn’t.”

      “Glad to see you’re still cooking.”

      “Yeah? That makes one of us, kid. What else am I gonna do?”

      “Have you been taking your heart meds? Keeping track of your blood pressure?”

      The old man shrugged. “It don’t matter much. When it’s my time, it’s my time, right?”

      “How’s it going?”

      “Ah, you know.” That was the closest Jacob would ever come to saying life was good. “Been a while, Jim.”

      “Yeah, whenever I come by the place is jammed. People in line out the door. You must be doing something right.”

      “Whaddaya gonna do, serve ‘em dog shit? C’mon! I gotta take pride even in this gook joint, ya know?”

      “Mr. Nguyen treating you okay?”

      “The guy’s all right for a slant, but it ain’t home, know what I’m saying?”

      “Maybe it’s better than home.”

      “Nothing’s better than home, Jimmy. Never say that.”

      “Word I get, this might be. Coupla car bombings. Body in a trunk.”

      “I read. Nothing to do with me.”

      “No, but it might have something to do with you if you went back.”

      The kitchen door was pushed open, and the Nguyen toddler came waddling in, barely keeping his balance. He tried to reach up on the counter.

      “Hey, big guy!” Jacob yelled at him. “Get over here you crazy little bastid.”

      The kid ran to him with his arms open and Jacob scooped him onto his lap. “You want a cookie, I got a cookie for you, you dumb little shit.” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a cookie he had saved for the little boy. “Give old papa a kiss first.”

      The little boy giggled and gave Jacob a slobbering kiss on his cheek. The old man melted with affection and bounced the kid gently on his knee while the boy took tiny bites, clearly comfortable.

      “It kind of looks to me like you found yourself a family, Jake.”

      “You gotta take the good with the bad. Know what I’m saying?”

      “I do.” Corey’s cell rang. He checked the number. “Oh-oh. Look, I gotta get going, Jake.”

      

      Sometimes Corey felt that the new name wasn’t enough of a disguise. Spend two minutes with him and you knew you were talking to a wiseguy. Jacob Franklin wasn’t a terrorist. Nor was he Jacob Franklin. He was Dominic Scaparelli. Years earlier, he had gotten into a little difficulty with his family. Dominic then had two options: die or cooperate with some new friends. He chose the latter. The government relocated him here and, in its wisdom—or in its humor—they had christened him with a new name, along with the illusion of a new religion, to enhance his cover.

      For the longest time, Jacob was miserable. He wanted to go home and was willing to face the music even though he was familiar with the score. Certain death seemed preferable to loss of identity.

      The funny thing was that he wasn’t really a rat, not by nature. He was a mid-level member of organized crime, secure enough in his role until, during one of the quarterly business meetings, a member of another crew within the same family floated the rumor that Dom was skimming. The allegation was made strictly for the other guy’s career advancement. He was trying to cut competition, but in a very underhanded way.

      In his younger days, Dominic, a problem-solver by nature, would have quickly—and justifiably—eliminated the clown, but Dominic wasn’t young at the time, and he was a bit disoriented, even bitter. He’d lost his wife to cancer the year before and never got his feet back on the ground. For a while he ignored the rumor, but that did him no good. It was beginning to look like his colleagues were buying it. When it became clear that he had about a week to live and there was no way to disprove a negative, he said the hell with it and walked into the downtown office of the Bureau. Fuck them. After all those years of loyalty and earning? Fuck them!

      It wasn’t easy what he did. There were days it felt worse than death. But still, it wasn’t actual death. Instead of letting his people disappear him, he disappeared himself. Was it worth it? Good question. Ask Jacob and he’d shake his head.

      He was alone, far from home and all he had to look forward to was sharing a pot of noodles with this skinny kid, his Irish PO, who he had learned to kind of think of as his friend. Then, a few years ago, this tribe of gooks had adopted him. He had to laugh, maybe even admit that it could be worse.

      Funny ending for what had been a stand-up guy. A guy with bona fides and a resume. Dominic Scaparelli had been the real thing, and, for Corey, he had made the win column.

      “Hey, it was good seeing you, kid. Stop by when you got time to eat.”

      “Save a meatball for me.”

      “I hate to admit it, but I kind of miss you, pal.”

      Corey missed him, too. But after today he would never see him again.
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            THE CASELOAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Maureen Feeney took care of the mental health caseload. Anthony Carbone, the bodybuilder, handled street thugs and was the firearms and search and seizure guy. Jason Fletcher, the geek, had the skills necessary to track cyber criminals and to monitor those who committed complex financial crimes. These days Corey Sullivan specialized in informants who were under serious threat of death. He was the Rat Specialist.

      In most multi-defendant conspiracies, there were always a few individuals who agreed to cooperate by providing evidence against their co-defendants. They did this most frequently to eliminate or reduce prison liability. It was not uncommon for those who go down as a result of a cooperating witness to wish serious harm on those who testify against them. Mostly the threats are idle because so many intimidators are incapable, for whatever reason, of carrying them out.

      Members of Corey’s caseload had one thing in common. The people against whom they had provided intelligence and in most cases court testimony were seriously trying to find ways to kill them. The qualifier to get on Corey’s caseload was that the criminals who they had testified against were considered to have not just the desire but the ability to kill them. They were deemed capable.

      Corey’s people were under an extra-judicial sentence of death. They were an eclectic group. Their motives, actions, and levels of criminal involvement pre-conviction were diverse. Some were every bit as guilty as the people they had rolled over against. Some cooperated for financial profit. Some had been sickened by their own involvement and had cooperated in the hopes of gaining inner peace. Some had originally been forced into the life by circumstance and were not constitutionally immoral. There were also those who got off on ratting out people because to do so provided a twisted sense of fulfillment. A handful were relocated witnesses from other districts—even other countries—who were living under government-provided false identities within the shelter of the Federal Witness Protection Program (WITSEC).

      It was a mistake to assume that all of these cooperators would abandon criminal behavior once they had entered into a witness agreement. Some used that agreement as a vehicle to further their criminal activity. Some fell back into crime because it was the only life they knew. For others, it was just the way the cards played out.

      Frank Zabrisky, the Chief, often reminded Corey that his primary responsibility, since he was handling living targets, was to make sure he wasn’t in front of them when someone was aiming in their direction. This was actually easier than it might sound since criminal organizations typically didn’t want to be responsible for the careless execution of a federal officer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            MAUREEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Maureen Feeney was fifty-two, her plain face was unpainted, and her eyes were eternally kind. She looked like, and was, a former Catholic nun. The wretched took comfort in Maureen. No one would mistake her for a respected member of law enforcement, yet here she was, a United States Probation Officer.

      In a milieu where the verbal currency was sarcasm and profanity, no one gave Maureen crap. Perhaps it was because of her evident goodness. Maybe it was because a significant portion of the law enforcement community had once done time in parochial schools.

      Since leaving the convent, the mission to which she had dedicated her life was the guidance of the less fortunate yet criminally involved. Maureen was good-natured but neither frivolous nor a particularly fun person. She radiated a genuine warmth touched with a hint of sadness. The root of her sadness was probably related to her history of alcoholism.

      Maureen was some sixteen years sober and an active member of Alcoholics Anonymous. She never shared anything about her years of inebriation. No one knew what relationship she maintained with the Church or the clergy. Although it was surely documented in her personnel file, no one even knew where she lived. The car she drove was a beaten sub-compact.

      At her core, Maureen was more a social worker than an enforcer of law even though the powers she exercised as a Federal PO over those under her supervision were significant. She was more comfortable finding ways to assist offenders than trying to make a case against them. Even so, though it wasn’t her first choice, she was always prepared to move toward incarceration when community safety was at stake.

      No one could figure why Maureen was drawn to the job. Unlike the others, she got no thrill from directly being involved in fighting crime. What drew her to the profession remained as much a mystery as did whatever had driven her into, and ultimately out of, the convent.

      Maureen was the mental health specialist. The others were happy to have her handle the nut cases. Nobody else wanted them. Each had his own focus. Each considered his specialty to be the most significant.

      

      Maureen’s cases fell into two broad groups: 1) People whose emotional problems were responsible for their entry into the criminal justice system, and 2) those whose emotional problems were the result of their entry into the criminal justice system. The latter suffered choking guilt that came from having committed aberrational crime. That guilt was exacerbated by public arrest and lengthy multi-phased prosecution which brought extended scorn to them and some close to them. These were people unable to forgive themselves. Maureen was effective with them because of her seemingly bottomless ability to forgive. Maybe her clients sensed that she too had experienced traumatic personal shame.

      Zabrisky worried about Maureen. He felt her level of immersion with these people was a certain course to burnout. Just as hardcore criminals had unreasonably desensitized Corey, Zabrisky was concerned about the effect Maureen’s caseload might have on her. Mental health cases were labor intensive and emotionally draining. No one envied Maureen’s assignment but none hesitated to unload a case on her.

      A newly convicted offender might look across the desk at the severely dressed woman and worry that he’d drawn a bad card. Why wasn’t he or she assigned to one of the younger guys who might be more relatable and have a little more understanding about how someone could get in such a mess. Then she’d look at them and say in effect, “Today, with me, you are starting absolutely clean. You only need to follow a few simple rules, and I will do everything in my power to help you.”

      And she did. As often as not her sincerity had a powerful effect. She was the opposite of a person normally found in a world defined by judgment, harsh machismo, and cruel response. She was never the subject of hostility. Until the day that she was.

      

      There was nothing about the day that suggested her life would change so radically. It was a Wednesday, the third week of the month. There were only a handful of people sitting in the waiting room. Everything was relatively quiet.

      Corey had just settled into his chair when he heard a loud crash. A piece of furniture had been knocked over. He rushed out to the reception area where the stenos looked startled. His secretary, Angie, pointed to Maureen’s closed office.

      Corey put his ear to her door and heard what sounded like a muffled struggle. He pushed his way in. The first thing he noticed was a tipped bookcase, its contents scattered on the floor. A man, more a blur of arm and neck tattoos, rushed behind the desk toward Maureen who was backing into the far corner. She had no escape route.

      “Hey!” Corey shouted.

      The man swung around. His face was a mask of insane rage. He wasn’t big, more the size of an average fifteen-year-old, but he held a blade—a box cutter—in his right hand, slashing at the air. The man changed direction toward him.

      “You want this?” He had a high-pitched voice. “You can have it. I’m gonna slice your ass, too.”

      Maureen was stationary, frozen in fear.

      “Relax,” Corey advised though he knew it was a command that rarely had its desired effect.

      The guy bounced up and down on the balls of his feet like he was warming up for a track event. Then he advanced toward Corey.

      “Thomas,” Maureen managed in a hoarse whisper.

      He whipped around again toward her

      “Lady, I am so-o-o tired of hearing your fucking voice in my head. Didn’t I tell you to shut the fuck up?”

      He stood between Corey and Maureen, now equal targets. Each had about six feet separating them from the assailant. He couldn’t decide who he wanted to cut first.

      “Listen, man. This doesn’t have to hap—” Even to Corey his words sounded weak. They did draw movement, this time back in his direction. He was a fraction of a second from having his gut sliced open. And then,

      Boom!

      Followed by, “Get on the fucking floor!”

      The box cutter had dropped at the gunshot.

      Anthony Carbone, Smith & Wesson in hand, edged carefully around Corey until he had a clear sight on Thomas.

      Corey’s ears rang.

      “What’d I say? Get on the goddamn floor!” Carbone shouted.

      Thomas dropped to his knees facing Maureen. Anthony helped him the rest of the way with a hard kick to his back. Then he grabbed the box cutter from the floor and tucked it in his pocket.

      Thomas was flat on his stomach, shaking. Maureen stood paralyzed in shock. Her mouth hung open as she gulped but drew no air. Corey rushed to her and reached out his hand. “It’s okay, come.” Then to the stenos. “Call the Marshals!” Then to Anthony. “Is he hit? Jesus, did you shoot?”

      “Doesn’t look like it, but yeah, I did.”

      Maureen didn’t budge. Her fists were balled at her sides. Her color was gone. Her eyes were frozen on the prone figure of Thomas.

      Corey got her to her chair where she collapsed.

      “You have to breathe, Maureen.” This was the most useful thing he’d said since the incident started.

      It took less than a minute. Three Marshals rushed in, guns drawn. Their office was just around the corner. One of them correctly assumed that Thomas was the initiator of the event. He cuffed him before lifting him to his feet by his wrists.

      “Who is this guy?”

      Both Corey and Anthony shrugged and looked to Maureen.

      She shook her head. All she could do was shiver.

      Anthony pulled the box cutter from his pocket. “He came at her with this.”

      She stared at the blade.

      The handcuffing deputy pushed Thomas’ face against the wall and began to frisk him.

      “Can anyone tell us what happened?”

      “I heard something hit the ground hard, probably the bookcase, so I opened the door,” Corey was slightly less shaken than Maureen. “When I came in, he was lunging at her with that. When I shouted, he came at me.”

      “Anybody hurt?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “He’s not well,” Maureen managed.

      “No shit,” confirmed one of the Marshals. “Someone fired a round?”

      “Anthony.”

      “You missed,” said the senior deputy toeing a black hole in the carpet.

      “I was trying to scare him.”

      “You scared the whole fucking building.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It was the best possible move,” Corey said.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Thomas… Mercer,” Maureen said. “I think he’s having a psychotic episode.”

      “So, he carries a razor around with him just in case he has a psychotic episode?”

      “Usually he’s docile.”

      “Fuck you, bitch!”

      “Shut up, dickwad. We’re gonna need some statements,” the senior deputy said as the two others marched Thomas from the room. “Let me have your gun, deadeye.”

      “I was aiming at the floor,” Anthony said weakly, the adrenaline seeping away.

      

      When it comes to the discharge of firearms, government agencies had some very firm policies. At the top of the list was the general prohibition against firing warning shots. In summary, an officer was never supposed to shoot until he had a clear target. When he did, he should shoot at the target’s center mass. It is against the policy of pretty much every agency to simply wing a suspect, not to mention to make a loud bang to divert attention.

      A shot fired, even when there is no resultant injury requires stringent review. In Federal Probation there was no precedent for the Carbone/Mercer shooting. It had never happened before.

      To head off any bureaucratic bullshit, Zabrisky phoned Washington, specifically the Probation Division of the Administrative Office of the US Courts and explained the incident with emphasis on the happy outcome. He recommended Anthony for an award. Washington took the matter under consideration, which meant they’d sit on it for a month or two waiting to see if there was any negative flak.

      As could be expected a thousand comments began to flow from the various law enforcement agencies in the Federal Building. It wasn’t long before agents suggested that Anthony hadn’t been aiming at the floor but at Thomas’ head—that he was just a rotten shot. He became known thereafter as The Rug Killer or, if you knew him well, “RK”. He got so accustomed to the acronym that he no longer flinched when he heard it.

      

      But that was later. Initially everyone directed their concern toward Maureen. Everyone.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, of course,” she answered hollowly.

      Zabrisky had the foresight to call the Federal Medical Clinic which dispatched a nurse who, upon completion of her examination, recommended she be given the rest of the day off and driven home. Before that could be organized, under the guise that she was going to the ladies’ room, she slipped out the back door.

      A few minutes later, she called the boss on her cell.

      “You okay?” Zabrisky asked.

      “Fine.”

      “You sure?”

      “Fit as a fiddle.”

      “Let me drive you home.”

      “Not necessary, Frank. I’m okay. I’m on my way to a meeting.”

      “AA?”

      “Yes. Do you mind if I take the rest of the afternoon off?”

      “Not at all. You did good, Maureen…” Before he could continue, the line was disconnected.

      

      It was a Wednesday. As was Corey’s habit on Wednesday—and often enough on Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday—at the imaginary closing bell, he headed across the street to his favorite bar, the Jury Box. Tonight, he locked up his files a half hour early.

      The Jury Box was what the Brits would call his local. It also happened to be the local of a segment of the federal law enforcement community, particularly those whose family lives might be wanting. The Box was just around the corner from the federal building.

      A handful of agents came here to either unwind from a hectic day or to stove up courage for a night operation. Then there were those patrons who were the eternal desk bound. Walking the 150 yards for them was the closest they came to physical activity all day.

      This interlude at the Jury Box was executed by all under the guise of avoiding the rush hour traffic. Tonight, given the excitement of the day, Corey decided he could use a stiff one. He committed no crime by ducking out a bit early, at 4:50.

      Tonight might actually be special. There were no greater gossips than law enforcement personnel, always seeking the inside scoop on the day’s foremost incident. As far as he knew the attempted throat-cutting and subsequent shooting in his office qualified as today’s primary event. Since he had been on the scene and had actually been the secondary target, he held the best scoop. If he played his cards right, he could milk the story for maybe a couple of drinks. Gunfire was always big news, and he was just as excited about it as everyone else would be. He was especially happy since he had survived unscathed. This had not always been the case.

      As he walked out of his office, he devised his strategy. For the first group that hit him up for info, he’d say, “I’m sorry. I’m not supposed to talk about it because it’s under investigation.” His inquisitors would immediately buy him a round to guarantee his lips would unseal. For the subsequent wave of arrivals he’d say, “Look, man. I’m kind of tired of talking about it. If you’d been here earlier you would have heard the whole story. Will I tell it again if you buy me a drink? Yeah, I guess so.”

      Bingo. If all went well he might have to take a cab home.

      

      There didn’t seem to be anyone in the place when he walked in. It wouldn’t hurt to have a Jack or two under his belt so that he could articulately field the anticipated questions. He put in his order and told the Korean bartender he’d be right back. He just needed a quick leak.

      As he made his way toward the men’s, he glanced over to a darkened corner. There, sitting with her back to the other tables, was a hunched but familiar figure. Corey stopped short and immediately forgot the piss he needed to take.

      He went back to the bar, grabbed his drink, and walked over to the table.

      “Mind if I join you?” he asked, then sat down before he got a response.

      She looked up from her drink. “Corey.”

      “Maureen.”

      The liquid in her glass was a light amber, resembling neither 7-Up, nor pure Coke. He studied her.

      “Yep. It’s not soda,” she confessed.

      He nodded. “No.”

      “I’ve forgotten how much fun this was.”

      “You don’t look like you’re having fun, Maureen.”

      “No. I suppose it has something to do with throwing so many years of sobriety down the drain, but I’ve dreamed of this glass every night since my last.”

      “It’s not down the drain. It’s a momentary hiccup.”

      “I know me, Corey. This is… well, it’s a big mess isn’t it?” She began to tear up.

      “You narrowly avoided being badly hurt today. Maybe killed. It was a traumatic event. For all of us.”

      “I’m afraid I’ve been looking for an excuse lately. Anything could have set this off. Let’s do a toast: To sixteen years. Down the drain.”

      “They are not down the drain,” he repeated.

      She glanced at his full glass, “You’re not drinking, Corey.”

      “No.”

      “May I have yours?” she asked.

      “It’s probably not good to mix.”

      “I don’t feel like going up there to order.”

      “What are you having?”

      “Scotch.”

      “I’ll get it for you. One more only.”

      In a flash her mood switched from morose to angry. “I’m not here for your advice. I prefer to drink alone, actually. By myself.”

      “And yet you picked the one bar where there was a better than ninety-nine percent chance you’d run into me or somebody else who cares about you.”

      “Coincidence. Will you get my drink now?”

      He went back to the bar, ordered one, and cashed out his tab and hers. Then he returned with her drink.

      “So, what do you think set that guy off today?” he asked.

      “I keep asking myself that. We were talking about how he was halfway through his sentence. Then he seemed to snap. I need to understand what I did to trigger him.”

      “You don’t trigger a lot of people, Maureen. In fact, I think we can all agree that you’re usually a non-trigger.”

      “As in boring?”

      “As in disarming. Which brings up a point. Most people don’t walk around with box cutters in their pocket unless they work in, like, warehouses or something. Where does Thomas work.”

      “He’s got a delivery job.”

      “So, who knows? It could be that this whack job was just looking for somebody’s throat to slash, and you were his most available target.”

      “I feel like, somehow, I set him off. I feel very badly for him.”

      “Personally, I hope he chokes on his baloney sandwich out at the jail and dies. Tonight.’

      “Corey! Drink your drink and banish those thoughts!”

      “Nah. Finish up and I’ll take you home.”

      “I can drive.”

      “Nope.”

      

      He’d never wondered where Maureen Feeney lived but he was surprised to find out. Because of her seniority, she was paid a little more than the other line officers, which—given her grade and time in service—probably neared six figures. But she lived in a very poor part of town, in a three-story walk-up. It wasn’t dissimilar to a lot of places where people on the caseload lived. It had exterior stairs and trashed hallways, a definite welfare dive.

      “Thank you. Here will be fine.”

      “This is your building?”

      “Yes. I’m on the third floor.”

      “Do you live alone?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Since I left the convent. About sixteen years, I guess.” She was beginning to sober up and had no further interest in conversation. Sadness had fallen over her like a veil. “Thank you, Corey. I’ll take a cab in the morning.”

      “I’ll pick you up.” Most of the buildings in the neighborhood looked very much the same. He took out a pen and scribbled the address on a notepad he kept in his console.

      “No. A cab will be okay.”

      “I’ll pick you up. Eight o’clock. Let’s go. I’ll walk you to your door.”

      “Don’t be silly.”

      “It’s part of the service.”

      He pulled closer to the curb. No one was about. Lights and the sounds of television came from most of the apartments.

      When they got to her door. She turned to him. “Thank you again.”

      “How about I come in, and we brew a pot of coffee.”

      “You know I don’t drink coffee.”

      “Tea then. Come on, we can talk. We can sober up and confront our demons.”

      “You didn’t drink anything.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t have demons.”

      “You’re a good man, Corey Sullivan. A very good man. No matter how hard you try to hide it. Go home now.”

      “Please.”

      “Go home.” She unlocked her door and slipped in, closing it quickly behind her.

      “I’ll pick you up at eight,” he repeated as she fastened the chain.

      

      Up the street, two guys in a darkened Camaro watched the scene play out. They were DEA agents monitoring a stash house down the block. The scene between Corey and Maureen provided a needed diversion.

      “You think Sullivan’s boning the nun?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Would you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      

      He drove back to the Jury Box. This time he drank. A lot and not out of joy. He was worried sick but had no idea what to do.

      

      At 7:15 the next morning, she called him at home. “If it’s alright with you, Corey. I think I’d better stay home today.”

      “Feeling a little under the weather?”

      “More than a little.”

      “Now you know how I am most mornings. I’ll take your cases today. Don’t worry about a thing.”

      “Thank you. And for last night as well.”

      “Don’t mention it. Please.”

      “And is there any way we can keep this…” she hesitated.

      “Between the two of us? No worries.”

      But he had some worries. Plenty of them.

      

      Zabrisky stopped as he passed his office. “Feeney?”

      “I guess she took a personal day.”

      “I know that. I got the message. Anything else?”

      Corey shrugged. “That’s it, I guess.”

      Zabrisky looked at him for a second longer than usual. That was the ironic thing about Corey. Though he specialized in rats, he was not one.

      “I’ll handle her people,” he told Zabrisky, which was easier said than done. If he were assigned full-time to Maureen’s caseload, he’d probably keep a bottle in his desk, maybe take a few pills. What a bunch of weirdos! He’d take a caseload of rats and organized-crime killers any day. Somehow, they seemed more professional.

      

      As soon as it was safe to leave work, Corey drove straight to Maureen’s, parked the Volvo, and bounded up the stairs. He knocked on the door. No response. He knocked harder. Still nothing. He could put his fist through a window and do a reach-around to the doorknob or he could probably kick it down—though he might injure his back in the effort. He opted for the kick because he was fairly sure that he would slash a vein on the window.

      Just as he backed into kicking position, the door opened on its chain. He was relieved to see her alive. He wasn’t so relieved not to notice the drab house dress that no woman of hers or the previous generation would want to be caught dead in. It reminded him of something his grandmother used to wear.

      “Corey,” her voice was flat, dead.

      “Maureen. You okay?”

      “Yes. Sure.”

      Then why, he almost asked, did her breath, even at four feet smell of whiskey? Fresh whiskey, not last night’s.

      “I’d like to come in.”

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Let me in, Maureen.” He said this in his PO command tone, making her know there was no choice. She released the chain.

      The place was neat. A week from now there’d probably be stuff overturned and puke on the walls—this was not the first binge he’d interrupted—but, so far, there was only one empty bottle and a full one sitting by the sink.

      “Is there a liquor store within walking distance?” he asked.

      “They deliver.”

      He studied the room: a small loveseat, a turntable, a crucifix on the wall, and the two bottles.

      “Whoa! That’s a lot of booze since last night.”

      “I’m afraid it’s just the start. So, am I fired? Did Frank send you to give me the news?”

      He smiled sadly. “You sound hopeful.”

      “Maybe I am.”

      “Had enough, Maureen? Of the job?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Today when I saw your cases I was reminded of the old Parole Officer joke.”

      “I didn’t know there were any.”

      “A guy gets out of prison and comes into the office and tells the receptionist. ‘I’m here to see my old PO, Mr. Jones.’ The receptionist says, ‘I’m sorry sir, Mr. Jones died last year.’ The guy nods and leaves. He comes back after lunch. ‘I’m here to see Mr. Jones.’ ‘Uh, sir, Mr. Jones is deceased.’ The guy nods again and exits. Just before close of business, he’s back. ‘Is Mr. Jones in?’ The receptionist tilts her head and looks at the guy like he’s nuts. ‘I already told you. Mr. Jones is dead.’ The parolee grins, ‘Oh, I know. I just love hearing it.’”

      Maureen takes a big sip of her drink. “So, they’re hoping I died?”

      “No, it was kinda just the opposite. I saw maybe four of your people today. The first thing every one of those clowns asked—every one of them—was “Where’s Ms. Feeney?” When I told them you were out sick each one of them looked terribly worried. ‘When is she coming back? Will she be all right? Ms. Feeney saved my fucking life. Please tell me you’re not going to be my new PO. Don’t transfer my case to someone else. Ms. Feeney is wonderful!’ All this from a bunch of cons who never show gratitude to anyone. Well, maybe the toughest cons don’t, but…your cons. Honestly, I almost puked.”

      “Thank you, Corey. But right now, it’s not enough.”

      “I know,” he said sadly. “I wish it were.”

      “I need some time.”

      “Okay.”

      “It wasn’t just what Thomas did. It’s been building.”

      He nodded for her to continue.

      “The thought of going back?” She shook her head. “But I hate to burden anyone else.”

      “You just hit your quota, Maureen. My theory is that we can take a finite amount of sadness and when we reach it, our heads explode.”

      “That’s quite a theory.”

      “Yeah. I’m thinking of publishing it. Where’s your car, Maureen?”

      “It’s still at the building.”

      “And that’s where it shall stay. I’d like your keys, please.”

      “Corey—”

      “Your keys.”

      She fished them out of her purse and handed them to him.

      “Who’s your AA sponsor?”

      “I’m afraid she passed away. Two months ago. I haven’t gotten a new one.”

      “What a coincidence. Now look at me. Are you thinking of ending your life?”

      “What?

      “Are you in any way suicidal.”

      “Heavens, no. I’m just going to do this for a while more.” She reached for her glass.

      “That dead sponsor, what meeting did you guys go to?”

      “The one at the Cathedral. In the basement.”

      

      An hour later he was looking for the basement entrance at Sacred Heart. He located it toward the back and then fumbled through some doors and down a hallway. Finally, he found the room. There was a podium at the front and about twenty people sitting in folding chairs. At least eight of them wore Roman collars. Two or three wore the modified habits of the modern nun. Eight or nine of them wore various forms of business attire. Even the ones in plain clothes weren’t fooling anyone. They were all current or former members of the clergy, Catholic, maybe even some Protestant. Aside from religion, they had one other thing in common. They were all alcoholics. Who knew so many religious were current or former juicers?

      Some were sipping from Styrofoam cups. A coffee urn was on a card table on the side. A man concluded his testimony at the podium. People gave him an encouraging round of applause, and the secretary of the meeting returned to the podium.

      “I think that concludes our meeting, unless…”

      Corey walked to the front of the room. “My name’s Corey, and I’m not an alcoholic.”

      They all looked at him, wondering what was next. “I work with a person who I believe might attend meetings here. Do you know Maureen Feeney?”

      The group gave him a studiously blank look. A couple exchanged looks. “Oh, right. You’re anonymous and you can’t make like she’s a member. Anyway, I hope this is the right meeting. If not, please direct me onward. Maureen has been sober now for I think like more than fifteen years, but she underwent a very serious recent shock. She was attacked by a guy with a knife in our office.”

      Everyone looked horrified.

      Corey held up his hand. “No. She wasn’t hurt. But she relapsed—badly. For the past two days she’s been hitting it very hard and she needs your help. I’m afraid I can’t do as much for her as you can and, if she keeps going, she will, well you know… If any of you know her, maybe you can be with her right now. She recently lost her sponsor. I’ll give you her address.”

      A woman in the audience stood. “I know Maureen’s address. I know exactly where she lives. I’ll go to her now.”

      Another woman stood. “I’ll drive you, Sister.”

      Corey nodded gratefully, “If you can help her, we’d appreciate it. She’s a very valuable member of our staff. I’m sorry to have interrupted. Thank you. I’ll leave my card on the podium and please call me to let me know how we can support her recovery. Thanks, I have to go.”

      The meeting secretary stepped forward. “You can stay for snacks, Corey, if you’d like. You are most welcome here.”

      “Thank you, no. I have to be somewhere.”

      Where he had to be was the Jury Box. He badly needed a drink. He might make it before Happy Hour ended.

      

      It wasn’t the happiest of Happy Hours. He was quiet during the general session of interagency trash talk. He couldn’t take his mind off Maureen. What if she killed herself? Maybe he could have…done what?

      An hour later he sat across the street from her apartment. There was a light from the living room. How would she react if he knocked on the door again? He needed to do something. He couldn’t simply trust that others could handle this.

      Screw it. He had to go in. He couldn’t let her hurt herself. He couldn’t accept that. She was his burden.

      He got out of his car, locked it, and began to cross the street. Just then, the door to her apartment opened and someone stepped out carrying a small suitcase. It was the women from the AA meeting. There were two of them balancing Maureen who appeared to be sobbing uncontrollably.

      He got back in his car and watched. It took them a while to get her into the back seat of a small Toyota. Maureen, the woman of dignity, was fucking plowed.

      The car backed out of the parking space and drove down the street. He followed at a distance with no idea where they were headed, through neighborhood after neighborhood. Finally, in an older section of the city, the car stopped in front of a three-story brick building. The driver popped the trunk and took out the small suitcase. The other woman carefully helped Maureen out of the back seat and up the sidewalk into the portico. When they were inside the building, Corey got out and read the small, engraved sign on the lawn:

      
        
        Convent of the Maryknoll Sisters

      

      

      He let out a long sigh of relief and nodded. What was it that his mother used to say? “Put it in God’s hands.” Whatever. Burden unloaded.

      It was a couple of days later that she called.

      “Corey?” Her voice sounded clear, sober.

      “Maureen. How you doing?”

      “Ah, you know? Better. A bit tired, of course, but better.”

      “Great.”

      “I’m so sorry to do this to you with you handling my caseload, I’m going to ask Frank if he minded if I used some more vacation days? Is that too much of an imposition?”

      “Of course not. I don’t think Frank will mind. You earned ‘em.”

      “I’m not sure how many I’ve got.”

      “Well, let’s see. Since you didn’t take any days in all of the time I’ve known you, you probably accumulated like ninety.”

      “Oh, my.”

      “It’s up to Frank, but they’re yours to take, Maureen.”

      “It puts a terrible burden on you.”

      “It’s much less than you can imagine. Don’t worry I will happily share your load with the other guys.”

      “I just need to say…”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Thank you, Corey. For..,

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “I’ll call, Frank now and give him my tawdry story.”

      “We’ll keep it between the three of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            RODRIGO

          

        

      

    

    
      Not all of Corey’s cases were rats. There were not enough on the caseload within that category so he, like the others, drew people from the general sentenced population. Sometimes he was reassigned to people with whom he had previously enjoyed a unique rapport and a modicum of success. Zabrisky believed it made no sense to try to fix something that wasn’t broken.

      So it was with Rodrigo Flores, a former crack dealer from Beacham Street. Beacham was a mean neighborhood on the city’s south side. It seemed that all males here between fourteen and twenty-five at some point were involved in the sale and/or use of illegal substances and that all males above the age of thirty-five were in prison or dead.

      Rodrigo wasn’t a bad guy, but bad things happened to him while he was in federal prison. Corey was never clear about what those bad things were. It could have been something that was done to him. Maybe it was something he did to another or maybe something he had witnessed.

      Bad things happened to Rodrigo outside of prison, too. He came home to find that his wife had become a dancer in a club. It was a club where the dancers started out naked and progressed to exposing themselves further. By the time Rodrigo returned to Beacham, his wife had taken up with the club bouncer. Rodrigo’s little daughter was now calling the new guy Daddy. This kind of thing
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