This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
My training class of twenty-seven officers is in its final day of our seven-week Pre-Service training program. Everyone in the class of new officers feels the exciting mixture of nervousness and anxiety, including Yours Truly. Following seven weeks of listening to the department’s propaganda and regurgitating it back on a dozen or so simplistic quizzes, this last day has finally arrived.
Like the last day of the school year, today is, basically, a formality. The twenty-seven of us will provide a great snapshot for both the county and the probation department’s newsletters, with a nearly even split among gender lines, twelve whites, nine blacks, and six Hispanics. Of the twelve of us with Caucasian complexions, another woman and I are the only two who do not hail of Irish or Italian descent. We are also two of only three officers who did not grow up within the closely-knit Bridgeport neighborhood on the City’s south side or the south suburbs of Lombard, Bridgeview, Palos Heights, or Orland Park. One very tough sonofabitch Italian whom I avoid, Marco Parisi, is from the infamous town of Cicero.
I guess that this time I must have benefited from whatever quota required the department to hire a white Polack from the northwest side. Usually the informal quota system blocks me from obtaining the City and County jobs that I really want.
The last day passes quickly as old-timers and other P.O.’s with a few years under their belts drop in the training room to wish us luck and to pass on words of wisdom. Our training coordinator, a peppy young Latina named Maribel, hugs some officers and offers best wishes to others. The guys that I hang out with in the training class regard Maribel as a joke and refer to her as the ‘probation cheerleader’ behind her back. Listening to her speak, one would think that a fun and rewarding career lies ahead, rather than a future of listening to one lying scumbag after another and churning out several tons of meaningless paperwork.
Then again, having spent only two years as a ‘Resource Consultant’ at a suburban branch location prior to her promotion to training coordinator, she never had the down-and-dirty experience of being a “real” P.O. in the big City that I was unknowingly embarking upon for the next two dozen-plus years.
I sit in the back row of the training room every day with my two newest pals, Eric Monaghan and Nick Romano, two south suburban guys with the same attitude that I have. In other words, we do not buy into any of the crap being shoveled at us, such as that the clients are just like us, only that they have had some tough breaks.
“The three amigos,” as we are sometimes referred to by other members in our class, snicker and make faces in the back of the room as deputy chiefs and other big shots come in and lecture us about the values of compassion, rehabilitation, the importance of proper supervision planning, and our meaningful roles within the community. The three of us are young men in our early twenties who are just happy to have our first “real” jobs with steady paychecks, the littlest bit of power, and badges, to boot.
All of us officers-in-training have spent a total of five days completing on-the-job training, so we have been well-informed by veteran officers as to what our new jobs are truly all about: trying to keep up with endless piles of paperwork, long lunches, blow-off field days, great benefits, dealing with pompous yet lenient judges, and shuffling an endless parade of losers in and out of your office as quickly as humanly possible.
Just before noon, Maribel informs us that our swearing-in ceremony will be in the downtown office of the Chief Judge of Cook County at nine a.m. sharp two weeks from today. That is when we will take an oath and receive our certificates of commission and badges. I can’t wait.
Maribel excuses us for lunch until two o’clock, giving us two hours, and reminds us that we are to receive our assignments this afternoon. She seems more excited than most of us new officers.
As we “three amigos” start heading towards the door, Angel, one of the friendliest persons that I have ever met and a die-hard Cubs fan, like myself, tells us amigos that he and a couple of other guys are heading to Paul’s Club to celebrate a bit and shoot some pool. We agree to join them.
Ten minutes later, we are pulling up in Monaghan’s Grand Prix, right behind the old Buick driven by Angel. We park directly in front of Paul’s Club, one of those small neighborhood establishments that are so popular and well loved throughout Chicago. The proprietor and bartender know Angel when we walk in.
Us six new P.O.’s sit at a table, laughing it up about various other officers and supervisors in the department while sharing a couple of pitchers of beer and shooting three-on-three games of pool. I am extremely out of practice and, shooting only every sixth turn, I miss every shot, only knocking in the eight ball accidentally to lose the second game.
The six of us nurse our beers while speculating where we will be assigned later in the afternoon. A few of us, including me, are actually hopeful of landing halfway decent assignments. We know that none of us are slated for an assignment to a weapon-carrying unit, so none of us will land the department’s absolutely worst assignment – the midnight to eight shift in the home confinement unit.
Mostly, five of the six of us (Angel excluded) do not want to be assigned to Night Court. Having recently embarked on my graduate school career, I cannot imagine how I would be able to juggle two evening courses with covering Night Court God knows how many nights per week.
Andrew McRory is one of the two guys who came over in Angel’s car. He comes from one of those South side Irish families that I would learn about in the years to come. His father is a precinct captain in the democratic political machinery, which gives Andy the necessary clout to get in the APD. Andy’s older brother, Dennis, spent a few years with the APD, as well, prior to becoming a police officer in the southwest suburb of Willow Springs. Thus, Andy is the one of us who is most familiar with the true inner workings of our new employer.
Somehow, Andy already seems to know about who in our class of officers has the juice, or clout, and where some of us are to be assigned. I am just sitting back and listening, sipping some Bud Lite, which I hate, along with my greasy cheeseburger. On the rare occasions when I do drink beer, I generally prefer Heineken or Corona.
“I hear Mary’s going over to Bridgeview,” Andy tells us.
“Jeez, who’d she have to suck off to get that spot?” Monaghan asks.
“Her old man’s got some big juice out there,” Andy says. “He used to be some kind of special prosecutor or somethin’ in the State’s Attorney’s office. I think he went into private practice.”
“Big fucking deal!” Romano says. “My old man worked at the probation department five years, then became a cop out in Homewood and made Chief Dick. That don’t mean Jack, but I don’t give a fuck. I’m going to Night Court and I know it.”
“We’re all going to Night Court,” Andy replies. “All the young, single guys without the juice are going there.”
Damn! I think to myself. I really want to go over to Maywood or Belmont and Western but, realistically, I know that I am not getting either of those two choice spots. I guess that my father’s friend who helped me get into the department did not have enough pull to get me one of those prime assignments. At the least, I do not want to get assigned to Night Court.
“Is anybody going over to Maywood?” I ask Andy.
“Shit!” he replies. “There’s a waiting list of officers as long as my fucking dick waiting to get out there! Believe me, G, you ain’t going to Maywood.”
“Can I put in for a transfer yet?” I jokingly ask, seeing as how we have not yet been given our first assignment.
“Hell, yeah!” he answers. “I’m putting in for my three transfers on Monday, right after I introduce myself to my new supe.”
“Me, too,” I say.
“But don’t hold your breath,” Andy says. “They don’t really need more officers out there, but I heard they might create a new position so Karen Pratt can get out there.”
“Who the fuck is she?” Romano asks.
Andy replies, “she was an officer for a couple of years, then left to go into business, a travel agency or some shit like that. Anyway, she fucks up royally, like any P.O. would, but since her husband’s friends with Jack McLean, they give him a call and, viola! Karen gets her job back. Only thing is, she’s stuck back at the old two-six. Hubby dear makes a few more calls and, what do you know? Now they need a ‘resource consultant’ over at Maywood.
“Where the fuck do you get all this crap?!” Romano demands, echoing my thoughts exactly.
“Ancient Chinese secret,” Andy answers in a bad imitation of the old Tide commercial.
“Why do all those bimbos get the best spots, anyway?” Romano asks rhetorically.
“Shit! What do you think the bosses want to look at out there anyway, dumb ass?!” Andy replies. “Your pimply ass and hairy Wop back or Karen’s big old tits and ass?”
“He does have a point!” Angel chimes in, laughing and slapping a high-five with Andy. “I wouldn’t mind getting a piece of that!”
“No doubt,” I add, joining in the machismo a little bit.
“You know who’s looking pretty good?” Andy says towards Angel. “Cynthia,” he says, referring to a gorgeous Latina in our class whom Angel constantly fawns over.
“Don’t you be talkin’ about my first wife, now,” Angel jokes.
“What is she, anyway? I know she ain’t a Mexican,” Andy says.
“Hey hey!” Jose says from about twenty feet away from our table, where he is knocking down shot after shot at the pool table while the other five of us eat. “I heard that!”
“I think she’s, like, half Ecuadorian and half Brazilian, or something like that,” Angel says. “She’s got a little six-year-old daughter who looks just like her.”
“Perfect,” replies Andy. “Give her daughter a few more years and we can go out on a double date.”
“Fuck you!” Angel says, a big grin on his face.
“So you getting’ any?” Andy asks Angel, referring to his frequent socializing and lunches out with Cynthia.
Having steadily dated my girlfriend, Sara, for nearly four years now, I cannot even fathom becoming involved with a female officer in our training class.
“We’re just good friends,” Angel says laughingly, knowing how absurd it sounds for a fun-loving, horny guy like him to be “good friends” with a gorgeous young woman who could easily pass for a swimsuit model.
“Yeah, right, whatever,” Andy says. “Do you fine young officers want to get another round?”
“What the fuck,” Romano replies. “We’ll all be covering Night Court for the next three years. We might as well.”
“Yeah, why not?” I say.
Andy makes eye contact with our waitress and points to our empty pitcher.
The waitress brings us another pitcher of piss water and while I listen to my colleagues, I still hold on to some faint glimmer of hope that later today I will receive a decent assignment and leave these five guys long behind to cover Night Court.
My digital clock reads 9:35 in red numbers as I open my eyes today. The air conditioner stuck in our bedroom window is still cranking away, trying hard to keep things bearable. I vaguely recall hearing my fiancé getting ready from about 6:30 to 7:30 this morning and pecking me on the forehead on her way out the door. I was up until about one in the morning after arriving home from class at nearly ten, scarfing down some cold KFC, then watching the Cubs lose to the Padres on the west coast, blowing a late two-run lead.
Tonight is my court night, so I do not have to get going for a while. I have two court partners, Tom Whitney and Sandra Archibald. Together, the three of us cover Judge Petrarca’s 4:00 p.m. felony drug case courtroom, a.k.a. Night Court. Sandra covers every Monday night, I cover Tuesdays (since I take classes on Monday and Wednesday nights from 6:00 until 9:00 p.m.), and Tom covers every Wednesday night. We rotate covering both Thursday and Friday nights every third week.
This is one of those tough weeks when I have to either be in class or in court every night. My early-to-bed, early-to-rise fiancé does not appreciate me getting home all hyped up and hungry at ten o’clock most nights, but she certainly understands. This lousy P.O. job helps pay the bills while I am working my way through graduate school getting my master’s in U.S. History. It also helps us save for our wedding planned for next June if we want such things as a deejay, food, a photographer, things like that. My salary of around six hundred bucks per week is better than what I was making at my previous service-industry jobs.
Needless to say, Sara’s and my four conservative Catholic parents are not thrilled with our living arrangement. But my parents like her and her parents like me and she is wearing the best engagement ring that I could possibly afford after saving money while living with my friend, Tom, back when we paid only $375.00 per month each for rent on our two bedroom apartment in Wrigleyville.
The first thing I do after peeling my exhausted body out of bed is slog my way to the bathroom and take care of some business. Feeling better afterwards, I shave, brush my teeth, and pop a multi-vitamin. I then proceed to feed my fiancé’s naughty cat, Lily, who got stuck in the tiniest space behind our kitchen cabinets last week, forcing me to remove a large section to get her out.
In my mind, I know that I should jog a mile or two or stop by the health club, but I also know that I won’t. My body and mind are in a near-constant state of exhaustion and the thought of exerting myself physically like that just does not seem appealing right now. Besides, Sara loves me no matter how I look and I only weigh about 205, pretty good for a guy just a shade under six-foot-three.
Instead of working out, I make my way to the kitchen, grabbing the three sections of the Trib that Sara left for me (Sports, Metro, and Business), then pour myself a bowl of Apple Cinnamon Cheerios, and then take it to the living room. The thing that I like best about my court nights is eating breakfast in front of the TV while reading the newspaper. Normally, I am in too much of a hurry to eat breakfast in the morning. If I am running a few minutes ahead of schedule, I will go through the drive-thru lane at McDonald’s and buy an Egg McMuffin or two, but that is only once per week or so.
After polishing off two bowls of cereal, a banana, a granola bar, and two cups of orange juice, I return to the bathroom, strip down, and then pour a steaming hot bath. With a towel wrapped around my midsection, I return to the living room to dig the book that I need to have read by Monday night out of my book bag with the notion that I will read it in the tub.
Ten minutes later, as I am soaking in the tub with the book safely on the counter, the phone rings. Damn! I always forget something.
I get out of the tub as quickly as I am able; picking up the phone on the fourth ring, right as the answering machine starts playing my recorded voice.
“Hello!” I say as my voice announces our phone number.
“It’s me!” I hear my sweetie say.
“Hold on, cutie pie, let me get the machine,” I say while hitting the off button.
“Did I wake you up?” she asks.
“Nah, I’ve been up.”
“You sure were!” she says, making me realize the connotation of my words. Normally, I would not care for a young lady’s innuendoes, but in this case, I love it.
“Cutie pie! Is that any way for a proper lady to speak to her beau?” I chide.
“Who’s a proper lady? Did I get you out of the tub?”
“Sure did. What’s up?”
“I knew it!” she says as I hear her other line ringing.
“Hold on,” she says, placing me on hold. The Beach Boys are singing “Don’t Worry Baby.” I climb back in the tub while listening to one of my favorite oldies.
“Sorry about that,” she says, returning to the line. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t sleep all day while I’m slaving away.”
“I appreciate that,” I reply.
“Did you look at the court call for tonight…shoot, let me get that,” she says, placing me back on hold as the song wraps up.
I hold for a few seconds this time before Sara announces, “I’m back!”
“I was enjoying the music,” I say. “It sounds like you’re a busy bee today.”
“Yeah, you know it! We can’t all be like you lazy county workers.”
“Very funny and, no, I forgot to look at the court call. I was too busy yesterday between trying to rehabilitate everybody and working on that paper.”
“Well, I’m probably going out with Carla tonight, so you can fend for yourself when you get home.”
“I’ll probably just pick up some Thai or something,” I say.
“Well, I gotta go…Oh, wait! I almost forgot why I called. I need you to feed Lily before you go and do you think you could change her litter?”
Wonderful. Just what I was hoping for.
“Sure thing babe,” I say. “I can’t wait until the weekend.”
“Me, too,” she says as I hear the other line in her office start ringing again. “Love you, gotta go.”
“Love you, too.”
“Bye.”
“Bye.”
I lay back down in the tub for a while before the phone rings again. Not wanting to talk with anybody besides Sara, I let the machine pick it up.
In the living room, I hear our friend, Rich, leaving a message that there will be a gathering of some friends at a local establishment, Justin’s, tomorrow night if we are interested. Not having anything officially planned yet, I figure that at least I will go, if not the both of us.
It is around 10:30 as I emerge from the tub, wishing that I did not have to clean the kitty litter. I wish that I at least knew about it before getting in the tub rather than after.
I proceed to clean the litter, put on some deodorant, and then brush my hair. I get dressed for court, putting on a pair of charcoal gray slacks, black socks and dress shoes, a brown leather belt, a white shirt, and a navy blue patterned tie. I forgo the coat, knowing that it will be too stuffy in the courtroom tonight to wear one and I do not wish to sweat like a pig the whole time. Efficiency is appreciated more in Judge Petrarca’s courtroom than formality.
When first starting the job, I was nervous every time I had to speak up in court. Testifying in front of a large and pissed off audience, an impatient judge, several attorneys, deputies, and defendants made me stammer and lose my train of thought the first five or six times.
However, after doing it night after night on nearly every case, I got over it. Night Court might as well be dubbed Probation Court, as nearly every case either involves a violation of probation or someone who will be sentenced to it. After all, everyone in the system knows that the true alternative sentence is jail, not so-called community corrections. Thus, every night that I cover court, I represent the probation department on anywhere from ten to twenty-five cases. Doing that for a while knocks the nervousness out of anyone.
Returning to the living room dressed for work, I have another half-hour until it is time to leave. Sara and I reside in the Ravenswood neighborhood on the north side, which is a good forty-five minute commute to Twenty-sixth & California during rush hour. At this time of the day, it should not be more than a half-hour.
After watching the recaps of yesterday’s baseball games on Sports Center, I walk outside into the ninety-plus degree humid air and climb into my new cobalt blue Ford Escort at just after 11:00 a.m. I fire up the engine, turn on the A/C, and then slide a Louis Armstrong cassette in the player.
I pull up to the parking structure at twenty to twelve, a time when some early lunchers start to vacate their prime parking spots, another thing that I like about court nights.
I spot a great parking space open up, then proceed to maneuver the Escort into it while going the wrong way down the ramp. I walk through the oppressive humidity and make my way to the lower level where the department is located, signing in at 11:50 on my unit’s time sheet located on the division secretary’s desk.
A highly organized lady in her late sixties, our division’s secretary, Marilyn, maintains a board on the wall behind her desk telling where each officer in the division is. Next to my name, Marilyn has written, “court” and next to Judge Petrarca’s name on the board, she wrote “Kawalik Thur & Fri.”
I check Judge Petrarca’s bin, two steps to the right of Marilyn’s desk. Taking stock of the stacked files, I see that I will require the carrying case that the officers in each night courtroom share to lug the files for that night along with the myriad of forms that we use.
Since my cubicle is in the row of night court officers directly adjacent to these cabinets, I grab the stack of probation files for tonight, then walk over to my desk and plop them down, setting tonight’s court call on top of the file.
I head straight to Malinowski’s cubicle, only a few down the row from my own, but find it empty. I write, “call me before you head out to lunch” on a scrap sheet of paper on his desk, hoping that he has not yet left.
I return to my desk and pull my weekly planner out of the top drawer. I flip it open to the current week to take a look, since I know that I have a few knuckleheads scheduled to come see me today before court.
Previous weeks are bound together with a clip, so it opens up right to this week. Today’s entry appears as follows:
Thursday 14
2:00 (I) D. Almond
2:15 F. Cedillo
2:30 B. Booker
4:00 Court
My two o’clock intake has already missed his first appointment with me three weeks ago, so if he misses today, I’ll be writing up a violation petition on his case. My other two appointments will be quick and painless, assuming that they come in, which I would never do.
I dislike taking reports and doing intake interviews on days when I have court. However, trying to juggle a caseload of 236 adult felons, all on probation for drug-related offenses, while doing everything else like going to court and completing field visits and training, I cannot afford to not see my “clients” on one third of my days.
My first order of business in preparing for court is to go over the court call case by case and making sure that I have all of the necessary files for the probation cases up in court tonight. What I look for is any case that makes mention of probation or says “misc.” to the right of the case number.
My telephone “double-rings” in two rapid intervals, indicating that the call originates from outside of the county’s phone system.
I ponder letting the answering machine pick up, but decide not to.
“Probation!” I say into the receiver.
“How you doin’?” a young male voice asks.
“Fine. Whom am I speaking with?” I respond.
“This is Tyrone,” the caller replies.
Although I am 99% sure of whom it is, I cannot be certain that it is young Tyrone McDonald. One of my other clients’ real name might be Tyrone, but I cannot remember whom. Sometimes it confuses me when someone on probation under an alias gives me his real name.
“Tyrone who?”
“T-Mac McDonald, Kawaler.”
“What can I do for you, Tyrone?” I ask, recalling that he was in custody on a new weapons violation the last time I checked.
“I’m callin cuz the judge tole me to come see you,” he states, matter-of-factly.
“Oh yeah? I thought you were locked up,” I say.
“Yup! The judge throwed the case out on Monday when I was up in there.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yup! He tole me if I come see you fo' three more months, I be through with the probation.”
“Good,” I say, even though I would much prefer this gun-toting, drug-dealing punk gangbanger locked up.
I flip my appointment book to next week and spot a few open slots on Thursday and Friday.
“I can see you next Thursday at 9:45 or 1:15 or next Friday almost any time.”
“Let me come up in there on Friday,” he says.
“Fine with me. Is 10:45 okay?” I ask.
“Can I come up in there a little later, Kawaler?”
“Yeah, I guess. But you gotta come in here before noon, ‘cause I’ll be heading out early next Friday.”
“Is eleven thirty a’ight?” he asks.
“Eleven thirty it is,” I say while writing “T. McDonald” in the 11:30 slot next Friday.
“Do you have to make any payments or anything?” I ask.
“Uh, yeah. I think I owe you, like, a hunerd and twenty. I’ll try to bring in a little something for you.” Oh joy! Tyrone will make a probation fee payment.
“Sounds good, then,” I say as I jot “7-22-92 for payment” on the back of Tyrone’s pink case history sheet, currently residing in my V.O.P. three-ring binder with all of my other cases currently scheduled for court on violations (forty-three others as of now).
“I’ll see you next Friday, Tyrone,” I say.
“A’ight,” he replies. “Cool.”
“Bye,” I say.
“Bye.”
Back to preparing for court, I make it mid-way through the second page of the court when Officer Malinowski steps into my cubicle.
“What’s up, G-Ski?” he asks, calling me by a nickname some of the neighborhood kids called me many moons ago. Ironic, since I was one of the few kids whose name did not end in “ski.”
Joe Malinowski and I grew up in the same predominantly Polish enclave on the northwest side of Chicago and attended all of the same schools and neighborhood gatherings, him being one year ahead of me. We were never great friends growing up, but we share a few common friends and have become closer in our mid-twenties as POs. He started with the department about a year and a half before I did.
My first few months on the job, I came to Joe with questions about every little thing. He always explained to me both what the department’s policy and procedure manual would dictate and what POs really do. I now know what to do in a wide variety of situations and how to take numerous time- and work-saving short cuts.
“Nothing,” I reply. “Just getting ready for a fun-filled night in court. I thought you took off already.”
“Nah. I was just over talkin’ to Henning and them,” he says, referring to some other guys who pal around together.
“Hear anything interesting?” I ask.
“Maybe. You wanna head over to Suzy’s?”
“Why not?” I say, glancing at my watch: 12:11. This gives me plenty of time to grab a bite and be back in time to prepare for court for a few hours in between taking a few reports.
“Let’s roll,” Joe says.
Suzy’s is a nice spot to grab a bite or a drink about two blocks north on California Boulevard. I eat there roughly twice per week with Joe, Monaghan, Romano, or any combination of the three.
Joe and I walk into Suzy’s during its busiest time of day. Dozens of cops, sheriff’s deputies, clerks, attorneys and other POs are already crowded around the small tables and the bar. We nod to a group of four other night court officers sitting together at a table as we pass by. Joe spots a table for two near the bar and quickly grabs it.
“Specials with iced teas for you boys?” the waitress, Pam, asks us. I am not sure if she owns the place or simply waits tables. I assume that the owner is named Suzy, but you never know. I enjoy that Pam recognizes us as regulars and that she is always gracious, even if she is the only one serving forty patrons.
“Sure,” I reply, looking at the board and seeing that $3.99 will get me a plate of spaghetti with garlic bread and a small salad. I will try to keep the sauce off of my white shirt and dress slacks, something at which I do not always succeed. Nobody wants to see a lanky guy with tomato sauce on his shirt running around in court all night.
“I’ll have a slice of the sausage, Pam,” Joe says.
“No salad or anything?” she asks him.
“Nah,” he says, then quickly adds, “a side of cheese fries.”
“Ranch for you, sweetie?” she asks me.
“Yes, please,” I say, getting a nice smile from her.
Joe and I watch Pam’s ass twitch as she walks back to place our order. If I were not engaged…
“I think she likes the G-Ski,” my friend says.
“Ay, I’m almost a married man,” I say.
“Almost,” he says.
“Besides,” I add. “She’s gotta be at least thirty-five or so.”
“That’s all right,” Joe says prior to launching into the story of his intimate encounter with a thirty-eight year-old divorcee that he picked up in a bar a few years ago. I’ve heard this story twice already.
“Well, if I could get us a few free lunches…” I say jokingly.
Joe smiles widely now that I am speaking his language. “Now you’re talking.”
As we are enjoying our lunches, most heads turn as two obvious criminal defendants walk in together. If this was a different time, say two o’clock in the morning, I have little doubt that these two would be bounced out on their ears by some of these veteran cops and deputy sheriffs. However, this being a free country and it being twelve thirty in the afternoon, people simply glare as the two grab a little table nearest to the front door.
Pam nods to the new girl, who goes over to their table with menus.
“Look at those fuckin’ jigaboos,” Joe says quietly through the side of his mouth while glancing their way. “Who the fuck do they think they are?!”
Probably just two guys getting some lunch, I think, and then shrug my shoulders.
“Anyway,” he says. “You know how Browley’s been gone for a few weeks?”
“Yeah,” I say, figuring that the veteran night court officer must be taking an extended vacation somewhere nice.
“Henning said that it said ‘L.O.A.’ next to his name on the timesheets yesterday and today. It seems that our colleague has exhausted all his time on the books and had to take a leave right after the department tested him and two other officers last month.”
I am momentarily confused and must appear so to my astute friend.
“For drugs, you stupid Polack,” Joe says, then sniffs twice rapidly.
“No shit!” I say as Pam comes by with the pitcher of iced tea to refill our cups.
“Thanks,” I say, eliciting her beautiful smile once again. Maybe she does like me. She probably just thinks that we make a lot more money than we actually do, I figure.
“No shit, Sherlock,” Joe says. “That guy got suspended for the same thing a few years ago, I heard, but I guess that talking to other addicts and dealers all day was just too much for our esteemed colleague to handle.”
“He seems pretty cool to me,” I say. “I ran out of forms once and he gave me all of his, then some.”
“That’s ‘cause he don’t give a shit, G-Ski. Our intake forms aren’t worth Jack, so what the hell does he care?! Just don’t go leaving anything of value out if Browley’s around, if you hear what I’m saying.”
Flashback to the time that I discovered the Ray Ban sunglasses that Sara had given me last Christmas were missing from my top desk drawer. But that had been at the end of a long day that I had taken seventeen reports, so I assumed that a probationer had stolen them while I was not looking. Either way, my cool shades are now gone and I learned not to leave anything of value in or on my desk. I now wear a pair of cheap black sunglasses purchased at Walgreen’s for $4.99.
“I get it,” I reply.
Joe and I each leave six dollars on the table prior to walking back to work. This leaves me with one whole dollar in my wallet.
Back at my desk, I spend the next ten minutes matching up my files to tonight’s court call. As usual, I do not have all of the necessary files, as the court call indicates that I should have nineteen files. I have “only” seventeen, missing files for Jesse Johnson and Darrell Collier, making my next order of business tracking those two files down.
Jesse Johnson’s case is an add-on, written in on the last page of the court call, so I assume that he was just picked up on a warrant.
I proceed to our file room, and then wait for a few minutes as the ultra-lazy county hack file clerk painstakingly finishes pulling some files for another officer.
When it is my turn, Bud reaches his hand out to me, not even bothering to say anything. I hand him Jesse Johnson’s name and case number on a scrap sheet of paper.
I hear Bud mutter under his breath as he stoops down to dig through the vast section of old “Johnson” files. If he was not such a crotchety old cuss, I would probably feel sorry for the guy, fetching files all day for POs at the age of at least sixty for eight or nine bucks an hour. Score one for finishing school.
“Here,” Bud says as he tosses the file at me.
“Fill out one’a those,” he says, pointing to a stack of large orange cards on which we write our name, the date, the name and case number on the file, and our reason for pulling it, for one of the file clerks to stick in the file’s place.
As Bud moves on to the next customer, I realize that the Jesse Johnson file in my hands is not the one that I need for court.
“Wrong file,” I mutter as Bud searches for a file for a female officer whose name eludes me.
“Here you go,” Bud says while tossing a file at the woman. She makes a face at me as she turns away from the file room counter saying What an Ass with her expression.
“Sorry, Bud, but I need a different Jesse Johnson file, here’s the case number again,” I say as I hand the errant file and the scrap of paper back to the old goat.
Bud sighs deeply, snatches the file and scrap sheet of paper from my hand then heads back to the “Johnson” section of probation files.
I watch as he squints through his glasses and flips through files. I wish that I could go back there and grab it myself. That would save a lot of time and agony on Bud’s part. But in this large bureaucracy, the files are to be pulled and re-filed by unionized file room clerks only.
Moments later, Bud pulls one of the orange cards out and shuffles back to the counter where I now wait with two other officers.
“That file was pulled by your good friend,” Bud croaks sarcastically while showing me that my court partner, Sandra Archibald, checked this file out six weeks ago without listing a reason on the card.
Finding a file in Sandra’s cubicle or wherever she supposedly has it may not be possible. Her cubicle looks like it was hit by a tornado and that she has never thrown away, recycled, or filed any document in years. I know the answer as to how she is able to manage supervising two hundred-plus offenders; she doesn’t. Every case of hers that makes it to court on my night is a total mess and highly embarrassing for me to represent. Luckily, Judge Petrarca is astute enough to have realized that this is the case, so sometimes I warn him that I have some of Sandra’s cases in court that night if I have a chance to do so beforehand.
Of course, Ms. Archibald has a job for life, her involvement in a South Side black Democrat Congressman’s organization being the key. Also, like me, she has successfully completed her probationary period and is a full dues-paying member of our powerful union. Talk about job security.
I head over to Sandra’s cubicle and find that she is not presently there. I would not be so presumptuous as to open her desk drawers and dig through them, but I would dig through the two stacks of files lying on her desk.
Sandra shows up with a client in tow as I wrap up digging unsuccessfully through the second pile.
“What are you doing!?” she demands, never one for subtlety.
Instead of replying with one of the many snide comebacks that come so naturally to me (“Looking through this pile of crap,” “Trying to figure out what you’re doing!” or “Wondering which way the tornado’s heading”), I tell her that I need the Jesse Johnson file for court tonight.
“Good!” she says. “Tell old Petrarca to lock his lazy no-job ass up!”
I steal a glance at the young man standing behind Officer Archibald. Assuming that he, too, could be considered a lazy no job-having guy, I feel an ever-so-slight moment of sympathy for him having to put up with Officer Archibald’s abuse. Then again, he should probably be behind bars, anyway, so the sympathy passes before it even takes hold.
“Oh,” Sandra says as her thought process computes where she may have stashed the needed file. “Did you check the file room?”
“Bud said that you checked it out last month.”
“Hold on,” she says to me, then turns to her client and orders him to sit, much as one would tell a puppy learning to obey orders.
Sandra pulls out a key ring emblazoned with the phrase “Diplomacy is telling somebody to go to hell in a way that he’ll look forward to making the trip.” Talk about the wrong phrase for the wrong person.
She unlocks her desk (the key to mine is long gone – I filed an order to have another one made over four months ago. Note to self: inquire again about getting a desk drawer key) and opens her bottom drawer, which is stuffed to the gill with all kinds of crap, including case files.
“I know it’s in here somewhere…” she almost whispers as she squats down and digs through the mess. I fear that the file may be in the trunk of her car, at her home, or worse, in file limbo where files occasionally disappear to, never to be seen again.
“Aha!” she says, pulling a tattered and coffee-stained file jacket from the drawer.
As she does, I can hardly believe my own eyes as a moth flies out of the drawer, disturbed from its resting place. Decorum aside, I cannot help but chuckle a little, as does Ms. Archibald’s young client.
“Damned moth!” Sandra exclaims. “Can’t the janitors keep it a little cleaner around here?!”
This time, it takes all of my will power not to bust out laughing at my court partner and making a snide remark. This one is just too ripe to pass up.
“Well, it looks like he’ll have to find another spot to snooze,” I say.
“There better not be no damn moth eggs in my desk!” Sandra says as she hands me the Jesse Johnson file. “And tell Judge Petrarca that Jesse don’t have no business still being on probation, anyway.”
“Will do,” I reply, edging backwards toward the aisle.
“Do you have any more of my winners up there tonight?” she asks.
“I don’t know. I haven’t really checked all the files yet.”
“If you do,” she says. “Just try to get rid of ‘em. I got too many damn cases already!”
“I hear you,” I reply while retreating from her cubicle. I glance back at her young client, silently pleading to me with his eyes for God only knows what. Sorry buddy, I think, she’s all yours.
“So, Leroy! Tell me about your new arrest!” I hear Sandra demand from the young man as I walk down the aisle to my own cubicle.
I may dislike our clients every bit as much as Sandra does, maybe more, but I would never be so openly rude as she is on a daily basis. It just is not worth it, unless you want to keel over from a coronary at the age of fifty, as some POs do.
This leaves me with only Mr. Collier’s file to track down. Our court book has “Wrt 7-13” written next to Mr. Collier’s name and case number in Tom Whitney’s handwriting.
As disorganized and rude as Officer Archibald is, Tom is the exact opposite. He treats his little PO job as if he is a highly compensated corporate executive. Just seeing Tom’s neat script lets me know that he has most likely placed the file on our supervisor’s desk waiting to be turned in to steno for processing.
Just as expected, I immediately find Mr. Collier’s file on Rita’s desk with all of the other files from last night, giving me all of the needed files for tonight.
I head over to the department’s computer room, where close to two hundred POs share two computers permanently signed on to the Clerk of the Circuit Court’s database (where we can check on all court cases in the county) and eight more computers signed on to the PROMIS system, used to enter information on probation cases.
Currently, two of my fellow night court officers are using the Clerk’s computers to check on their cases for tonight.
Spotting me with my large stack of files, Glenn Schoenfeld tells me that he will be done in a few minutes. In the meantime, I grab one of the probation computers to begin checking on what I need to know for tonight’s cases: who has reported and who has not, who has completed community service, who has blown it off, who has paid towards their fines and how much, who tested positive for drugs and who dropped clean, mundane crap like that. I take my notes on the front page of the record sheet in each case file. Before court, I will mark with a highlighter the more relevant facts to report to the court.
“All yours, Kawalik,” Officer Schoenfeld says while gathering up his modest stack of court files.
“Doesn’t look too bad,” I say, nodding towards his files.
“Nah,” he replies. “I only got ten files and they’re all easy; they all got new cases or they’re gonna term.”
“Famous last words,” I say. “You’ll probably get another ten new ones tonight.”
“Don’t say that! Corbin was there ‘til ten thirty last night,” he says.
“Well, that’s Corbin,” I say, referring to a goofy white guy in his fifties who absolutely lives for and loves his job. “Court probably ended at seven and he stuck around for three and a half hours for fun.”
“Yeah, I don’t understand why Larry doesn’t transfer to some cush spot. What does he got, twenty years in?” Schoenfeld asks.
“Something like that,” I reply. “I guess he likes it here or something.”
“Guess so.”
Just as I am sitting down to the computer, an attractive and very voluptuous redhead officer in her early thirties saunters up to it and starts punching a case number into it while asking me if I mind if she quickly runs a case.
“Go ahead,” I say, wishing that I could come up with something charming to say.
“Thanks,” she says after writing something down.
“No problem,” I respond to the curvy woman whose name I do not know. I do know that she is shacking up with a fellow officer who left his wife and kid for her. Malinowski told me all about it.
I spend the next fifteen minutes running I.R. (fingerprint) numbers for those clients whose cases are being brought up on violations based on new criminal cases or who are up for status hearings tonight.
Nothing unusual as I continue taking notes on the top page of each record sheet. The Clerk’s computer shows me what I always see: a bunch of drug addicts and dealers with new possession and dealing cases. One client, Latimore Steele, has a pending murder case. Another guy, Latrell Holmes, is on probation for two separate delivery of cocaine cases and has two additional cases up in court tonight. One of his new cases, also for delivery of cocaine, has been winding through Judge Petrarca’s courtroom since before I became a PO. His second new case is for the far more serious charge of criminal drug conspiracy, a Class X felony punishable by six to thirty years if convicted.
Under Mr. Holmes’ four cases, the court call shows that he is presently free on bond, with the four different dates of his bond postings. Next to his I.R. number on each case, I see the name “Sieben,” a hotshot private attorney who specializes in getting those wrongfully accused (seven times including his two probation cases, two pending cases, and three cases previously ‘beaten’ at trial) of drug dealing acquitted.
To me, the fact that Mr. Holmes’ can afford to post over fifty thousand in cash at the same time that he is retaining Mr. Howard Sieben without any record of employment in his probation file tells me a lot. For these cases, I will not have to do anything at all while the State and counsel haggle things out. The fact that Mr. Holmes also happens to be on probation is a mere afterthought.
More or less prepared for court, with the exception of checking whether a couple of people are in custody or not, I retreat to my cubicle cradling the nineteen files in my arms.
My answering machine shows that I have two new messages. Joe is right; having the answering machine proves to be more of a burden than anything. Every time that I step away from my desk for a minute, I come back to find multiple messages waiting for me. If we have a three-day weekend or I will be out of the office for a while, I try to remember to turn the damned thing off.
The first message is from an irate client claiming to have tried to reach me all week. The second one is from one of the front desk receptionists, Deb, letting me know that Mr. Almond, my two o’clock, is here. I glance at my watch, surprised that Devin Almond showed up at all, let alone fifteen minutes early. I will let him sit and wait for me until at least two o’clock. There’s nothing as effective at letting a new client know that he is on probation more than sitting in an overfilled waiting room with two hundred-plus other criminals waiting for his officer to call out his name.
My phone double-rings and I hesitate to pick it up. That is the real reason that I brought the answering machine in; so I could screen my calls. For some reason, most of my 236 clients feel the need to call me on an ongoing basis to reschedule appointments and for other stupid reasons when all I want is for the mopes to show up when they are supposed to.
“Probation!” I answer.
“It’s me!” Sara replies.
“Hi, you!” I say.
After verifying that, yes, I changed the litter and fed Lily, Sara asks me how court looks tonight. I tell her that it looks about normal for a Thursday night in July, meaning that it will be busy and will go until at least nine o’clock.
“Carla and I are going to see A League of Their Own, so maybe you’ll be back when I get home.”
“Just call me so I can come walk you up,” I say. Even though we live in a relatively “nice” neighborhood, there is a serial rapist on the prowl who has struck four times in the last three months.
“You worry too much,” she tells me.
“Somebody has to,” I say, which is true.
The last thing I need is for something bad to happen to Sara while I’m listening to a junkie plead not guilty to possession for the tenth time.
“I’ll talk to you later then, love,” she says.
“Talk to you later.” “Bye.” “Bye.”
Now on to Mr. Almond. As much as I would prefer to let the guy sweat it out a little bit longer, I figure, What the hell? I also have a 2:15 and a 2:30 scheduled, so I had better get Mr. Almond on his merry way. Also, I need to complete his intake interview, which is supposed to last an hour according to Policy and Procedure. My intake interviews last anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour, depending on how talkative my client is and how pressed for time I am. Joe told me that most veteran officers complete the intakes in ten or fifteen minutes, although I am not sure how.
I pull Devin Almond’s file from the pile of new ones that I store between my desk and the cubicle’s wall, and then lay it out on my desk with the 12-page interview packet on it.
I head over to the waiting room, nodding and saying hello to several fellow officers along the way.
I call out Mr. Almond’s last name a few times before I see someone nudge a skinny kid with a huge afro slumped low in an uncomfortable seat near the back of the waiting room.
“Devin Almond, for Kawalik!” I yell out a third time.
“Here!” the gangly kid who was just waken up calls back as he makes his way over to where I’m standing.
His black jeans are hanging so low that his boxer shorts are nearly totally exposed. His black and red FUBU jersey is halfway unbuttoned and displays a small array of crudely done Indian ink tattoos on his hairless chest.
“Mr. Almond?” I say as he approaches.
“Yup. You my officer?”
“Sure am. Did I wake you up?” I ask in plain earshot of the front desk receptionists, a few officers, and a dozen or so probationers waiting in line to sign in.
“I guess so! I been waitin’ here for an hour,” he replies.
“Oh yeah? Well, let me scratch your name…” I say while heading to the sign-in sheets. I see Mr. Almond’s and a crude rendition of my own name signed in for 1:20 on the prior sheet among thirty or so other names signed in around 1:35 to 1:40. So much for his one hour wait. I scratch his name from the list, and then motion for him to follow me back.
I ask him if he had a late night as we take our respective seats.
“Yeah, you could say that,” he answers.
“How late were you up?” I ask.
“You mean how early. I stayed up ‘til four o’clock, then my auntie, she had to wake me up so I could get here and come see you!”
“Well, I’m glad you made it, Devin.”
“Me, too! My auntie, she got that letter you sent that said you was gonna violate my case if I don’t make it up in here. Ooh, she be mad at me when she seen that and I tole her that I missed my meetin’ with you.”
“She’s right, Devin. If you missed today, you’d probably be heading back to county.”
“Uh uh, no. That ain’t no place for me,” he says while shaking his head and making a sweeping gesture with his hands.
“I agree,” I tell him, although he appears like a character that a director would cast as a young inmate in a prison movie, gang tattoos and all.
“So let’s do this interview so I can get you outta here, Devin. I got two other guys coming in soon and I gotta get to court in a few hours.”
“A’ight, cool,” he says.
I look at the address listed on Mr. Almond’s history sheet, now the fifth sheet in the ‘A’ section of my active case binder.
“You have any verification of your address on West End?” I ask, recalling that Joe and I stopped by this address a few weeks ago while doing field visits.
“Nuh uh, but my auntie, she gave me your card that you left in the do’ when you came by,” he says.
“Do you have it on you?”
“Nuh uh. I left it in the car. I can go get it.”
“No, that’s all right. Just bring it in next time.”
“Yeah,” I continue. “I tried to come by your house a few weeks ago to contact you, but I couldn’t find the right spot.”
“That’s ‘cause when you went to West End, you couldn’t get in that do’. You got to go around to the side on Waller. That’s the do’ we supposed to use.”
“Oh yeah, now I remember!” I say. “It was, like, sealed off or something on one side.”
“Right,” he says. “The landlord, he sealed off that one do’ ‘cause some dudes kept breakin’ into the basement over there.”
“All right. I’ll know where to go next time.”
“Miss Belinda, she tole me someone came by and couldn’t get in. She saw you through the window, but by the time she got out the do’, you be gone. She gave your card you left in the doorknob to my auntie.”
“Good. So that’s where you stay, right?”
“Uh huh. Most the time I be stayin’ there.”
I write the address down on the cover sheet, and then quickly fill in the rest of the information, asking Mr. Almond for his input when needed. Of course, he does not know his social security number, nor does he own anything with the number on it.
I quickly proceed through the interview form with Mr. Almond, making sure not to delve too far, keeping my schedule in mind. He is a high school dropout, having left in the tenth grade due to “fighting” and “gang problems.” He has never held a real job. He is one out of six children and never knew his father. His mother lost custody of him and his siblings through court proceedings, leaving young Devin in the care of her sister, his Aunt Rhonda, with whom he still resides.
Not surprisingly, Devin joined the Four-Corner Hustlers street gang six years ago at the age of eleven, nickname “Krypt.” No need for me to wonder too much how he earned that moniker.
He is on probation with me for eighteen months for the offense of delivery of a controlled substance (crack cocaine). Judging by his appearance, his juvenile record, and his answers, I would bet my next paycheck that he will not make it a year without getting locked up no matter how I handle his case.
“Do you have any kids?” I ask him after he tells me about his own miserable upbringing.
“Uh huh,” he answers sheepishly, shoving both hands deep into the pockets of his jeans.
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