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FOR ANDREW MITCHELL
born: October 19, 1985
unearthed: September 6, 1989
you never had a good day on this earth
sleep now, child

 
 
 
 
BLOSSOM

1
THE SUN dropped on the far side of the Hudson River like it knew what was coming.
I turned off the West Side Highway at Thirtieth Street, cruising east toward Tenth Avenue. Glanced at the photograph taped to my dashboard. Marilyn, her name was. Fourteen years old, her father said. Chubby, round–faced little girl, smiling at the camera, standing next to a Bon Jovi poster in her pink ruffled bedroom.
Marilyn ran away from home. Ran herself straight to Hell. I didn't know what she was before she caught the bus that dropped her into Port Authority, but I knew what she was now.
Raw meat on the streets. A pimp's prey as soon as her feet hit the sidewalk.
She'd be out here somewhere, chasing money.
Me too.
Marilyn wouldn't be working the commuters heading home through the Lincoln Tunnel. The hard–core tunnel bunnies would take her the way a Cuisinart took vegetables. A girl that young should be working indoors, but she hadn't turned up. Only one place left.
I fluttered my hand in a "get down" gesture but Max the Silent was way ahead of me, puddling himself into a pool of shadow in the back seat.
You can't make more than a couple of passes at any one block. The working girls know all about comparison shoppers. I stopped for a light on Twelfth. The Prof was at his post, his tiny body in a wheelchair, a Styrofoam begging cup jingling coins in his hand. He caught my eye. Nodded his head. Pointed up the block with a finger held at his waist.
You couldn't miss her. Babyfat spilling out all around the borders of the red hot pants, nervously plucking at her white halter top. Face unreadable behind the thick makeup. Hair piled on top of her head to make her look taller. Wobbling on spike heels in the heat waves the retreating sun left behind on the pavement. She was leaning against a long low building with some other girls. Cattle waiting for the prod.
My eyes flicked to the I–beam girder on the corner. Something moving in the shadows. Her pimp? No, one of the triple–threat street skells: clean your windshield, sell you a vial of crack, or slash at your face while another snatched at your wallet. Whatever pays.
I slowed the Plymouth to a crawl. Empty parking lot to my right. A black girl detached herself from the lineup, cut diagonally across the block toward me, streetlights glinting off her high cheekbones, crack–lust in her dead eyes.
"Want to give me a ride, honey? Change your luck?"
"Not tonight," I said, my eyes over her shoulder.
"She underage, man. Jailbait, big time."
I lit a cigarette. Shook my head. The black girl stepped aside. Walked away, switching her hips out of habit. Her other habit. AIDS and crack—racing to see which would take her down first.
Marilyn came over. Tentative. "You want to party?" Watching my face. Wanting me to say no. Not wanting me to. Lost.
"How much?" I asked, so she wouldn't spook.
"Fifty for me, ten for the room."
"What do I get for the fifty?"
Her eyes were somewhere else. "You get me. For a half hour. Okay?"
"Okay."
She walked around the front of the car, her head down. Resigned.
She got in the car knees first, the way a young girl does. Closed the door. "Take a left at the corner," she said, fumbling in her purse for a cigarette. I knew where she wanted me to go—one of the shadowy deserted parking lots on West Twenty–fifth. In case I wanted to save the ten bucks for the room. She looked up as I drove through the green light, heading for Ninth. "Hey…I said…"
"Forget it, Marilyn." Using her name so she wouldn't think I had violence on my mind. Her pimp would have warned her about men who wanted to hurt her for fun. He'd tell her this was all about business. Beat it into her if she didn't understand. Beat her again to make sure.
"Who're you?" Everything in her voice running together in a sad–scared baby–blend.
"It's not important. Your father said you ran away, so…"
"You're taking me back there."
"Yeah."
She snatched at the door handle. Jiggled it. Hard. No go. Looked at my face. She knew. Started to cry.
She didn't look up until I pulled in behind Lily's joint. Max flowed out of the back seat. I lit a smoke, waiting.
"This isn't my home."
I didn't answer her.
Lily came back with Max, her long black hair bouncing in the night breeze. She opened the passenger door, said, "Hi, Marilyn," and held out her hand. The kid took it. They always do. Lily would keep her for a while, talk to her, see what happened, and why. Then, if it was okay, the little girl would make a call and her father would come in and get her. If it wasn't okay, Lily knew what to do.
I've been doing this for a long time. Cruising the cesspool flowing around Times Square, trolling for runaways. Sometimes the pimp is around when I work—that's why Max was along.
I used to bring them straight back where they came from. Now I know better.
It's a new game, but the same old rules—her father had paid me up front.
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I LEFT MAX at Lily's. His woman, Immaculata, worked there too. They'd go home together. The Prof's home was in the streets. I went home alone.
Pansy's huge head loomed out of the darkness as I entered my office. Her ice–water eyes were glad to see me—disappointed that I was alone. A Neapolitan mastiff, she runs about 140 pounds. In the office shadows she looked like a muscular oil slick. I took out two hot dogs I had wrapped in napkins from my coat pocket. The beast curled into a sitting position, slobber erupting out both sides of her jaws, waiting. I gave it a few seconds. Finally said, "Speak!" and tossed the whole mess at her. It disappeared. She gave me her usual "Where's the rest of it?" look and finally ambled over to her favorite corner where she's worn the Astroturf carpet down to the original cement.
"You want to go out?" I asked. She was indifferent, but walked over to the back door out of habit. I watched her clamber up the fire escape to the roof. Her yard was all concrete.
Like mine was once.
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IN THE STREET the next morning, I dialed the pay phone in the back of Mama Wong's restaurant. My number—the only one anyone has for me. Mama answered the way she always does.
"Gardens."
"It's me."
"You come in, okay?"
"Now."
"Yes. Front door, okay?"
I hung up. Pulled off the highway, heading east for Chinatown. Past the tiny triangular park at the back of Federal Plaza Watched an ancient Chinese lead two middle–aged women through an elaborate Tai Chi, oblivious to the bench–covering winos.
The white dragon tapestry stood alone in the front window of Mama's joint. Whatever was waiting inside wasn't the law and it wasn't trouble.
I parked the Plymouth in the back, right under the Chinese characters neatly printed on the alley wall. I didn't bother to lock the car—I couldn't read Chinese but I knew what the sign meant. Max the Silent marking his territory.
The blank–faced steel door at the back of Mama's opened just a crack. I couldn't see inside. They could see me. The door closed. I walked through the alley to the street, turned the corner. Bells tinkled as I opened the front door. A red light would flash in the kitchen at the same time.
Mama was at her altar. The cash register. She bowed her head slightly, motioned me to her as I returned her greeting. I glanced toward the back. A woman was in my booth, facing away from me. Dark chestnut hair spilled over the back of the blue vinyl cushions.
"For me?" I asked Mama.
"Woman come in yesterday. Just ask for Burke. Say her name Rebecca."
I shrugged. It didn't ring any bells. Even alarm bells.
"Woman say she wait for you. I tell her, maybe you not come in long time. She say she come back. I tell her to wait, okay?"
"She's been here ever since?"
"In basement."
"She carrying anything?"
"Just message."
"That's it?"
Mama bowed. "You talk to her?"
"Yeah."
I walked over to the back. Sat down across from the stranger.
A slim woman, small face framed by the thick chestnut hair, dominated by big dark eyes, hard straight–cut cheekbones. No makeup. Her lips were thin, dry. Polish half flaked off her nails, roughened hands. Hands that had been in dirt, dishwater, diapers. One of Mama's waiters leaned over, put a pitcher of ice water and two glasses on the table. Replaced the overflowing ashtray. Caught my eye. I shook my head slightly. I still didn't know her.
"You want to talk to me?" I asked the woman.
"I want to talk to Burke."
"That's me."
"How would I know?"
"Why would I care if you know?"
"I'm Virgil's wife," she said, watching my face.
"Who's Virgil?"
"If you're Burke, you know."
"You having a good time, lady? You got nothing better to do?"
Her voice was hard coal, from a deep vein. "I got to know. I'm on my own here. My man's in trouble. He said to find his brother. Told me where to go. I couldn't call on the phone. He said it would be hard. Said you'd be hard. Ask me what you want first…get it over with."
"Who's Virgil?"
"If you're Burke, he's your old cellmate."
"What's his trouble?"
"Prove it to me first," she said, watching.
"Virgil went down for a homicide. Manslaughter. He stabbed…"
"I know about Virgil. I want to talk to Burke."
"You want the secret code?"
"Don't mock me. I have to be sure. These Chinese people, they kept me here. Searched my pocketbook. I don't care. If you're not him, tell me what I have to do to meet him. Whatever it takes."
"I'm Burke. Didn't Virgil describe me?"
Her smile didn't show her teeth. "Lots of men ain't so good–looking. That don't narrow it down much."
"Virgil's no Cary Grant himself."
"My husband is a handsome man," she said. Like she was telling a moron what day it was.
"Virgil I knew, he was a quiet man. Hillbilly. Didn't do much talking. He came to Chicago when the work ran out back where he came from. His woman followed him. A freak from her hometown followed her. Freak got himself diced and sliced. I spent a long time getting him ready for the Parole Board, then the fool blew it when they asked him why he stabbed the man. Virgil told them the guy just needed killing. You remember that?"
"I remember that. I had to wait another six months for him."
"He had a long, straight scar on the inside of his right forearm. Chainsaw kicked back on him when he was a kid. Wrote a letter to his woman every damn day. He could play the piano like his hands were magic."
"Still can."
"You believe I know him?"
"Yes. But I don't know you. Virgil said you'd tell me a name. He said to ask you…the most dangerous man alive…he said there'd only be one answer. And Burke would know it."
I lit a smoke. Watched her face through the flame from the wooden match. "Wesley," I said. Whispering his name. Feeling the chill from the grave.
She nodded. Let out a long breath. "It's you. Burke." She fumbled in her purse, found a cigarette. I lit it for her. "Virgil's your brother…" making it a question.
"Yes," I said, making it clear. She was asking about commitment, not genetics.
She dragged on her cigarette, shoulders slumping against the back of the booth. "Thank the Lord."
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I FELT MAMA behind me. I dropped my left shoulder slightly. She came around to the table, standing between me and Virgil's woman.
"This is Rebecca, Mama. My brother's wife."
Mama bowed. "You want soup?"
I nodded the question at Rebecca. "Yes, please," she said.
Mama's face was composed, eyes watchful. "You not eat anything all this time. Very hungry, yes?"
"I think I must be…never thought about it."
One of Mama's waiters appeared, wearing his white jacket loose to give easy access to the shoulder holster. Mama said something to him in Cantonese. He left as quietly as he had appeared.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
"It's okay, Mama."
The waiter brought a steaming tureen of hot and sour soup. Mama used the ladle carefully, filling my bowl, then Rebecca's.
"Eat first," she ordered, walking back to her register.
"Take small sips," I told Rebecca. It was too late. She snorted a harsh breath out her nose, dropped her spoon.
"Whoa! What is this?"
"It's Mama's soup. She makes the stock herself, adds whatever's around from the kitchen. It's good for you."
"Tastes like medicine."
"Give it another shot. Small sips, okay?"
"Okay." A tiny smile played at her lips.
She was hungry. The waiter brought a plate of dry noodles. She watched as I sprinkled a handful over the top of the soup. Did the same. The bowl emptied. I held up the ladle. She nodded. I filled her bowl again. I could feel Mama's approval from across the room. Two dots of color flowered on Rebecca's cheekbones. She was a tough woman—Mama's soup isn't an appetizer.
The waiter took the bowls away. Returned the ashtray. I lit her smoke. Lit my own. "Tell me," I said.
"After Virgil got out, we left Uptown. Moved out of Chicago. To Hammond, then to Merrillville. It's just over the line. In Indiana."
"I know where it is."
"He got work. In the mill. Things were good, Burke. I had a little girl. Virginia. She's almost ten now. And a little boy. He's called Virgil too, like his daddy. Virgil's a good man. You know that. Worked doubles when the mill was really pumping. When they cut back, he got this regular gig, playing the piano at a club in Chicago. We got a house. Ours. Not rented or nothing. Never did go back to Kentucky, get us some ground like we planned."
Get us some ground—own some land of their own. Never happen here. I dragged deep on my cigarette. Waiting for her to find the rhythm, tell me the truth.
"I got a cousin. Second cousin, really. My cousin Mildred's boy. Lloyd. He got himself in some foolishness back home. Drinking, cutting school, stealing cars for fun. Like kids do, you know?"
I nodded.
"Anyway, Mildred asked me, could Lloyd come up and stay with us for a while? He don't have no father, Mildred figured maybe Virgil'd settle him down some. We got room. I asked Virgil. My man, he didn't say a word. I wanted it, it was okay with him. That's the way he is."
I remembered. On the yard, me moving on a group of blacks who'd surrounded a new kid, wishing I had the shank I kept in my cell. Feeling Virgil move right behind me. Never having to look back—I was covered. I knew the way he is. He wasn't raised in juvenile joints like me, but he played by the same rules. Stand up or stand aside.
She lit a smoke from the butt of her first one. "Lloyd came to live with us. I got him into the high school. He was okay. Kind of kept to himself. Stayed in his room. Virgil got him a little part–time job at the 7–Eleven. He was saving for a car. Lloyd, he was real nice to our kids. Virginia really liked him. Like he was an older brother. I worried 'cause he never had him a girlfriend or nothing, but Virgil, he said a man grows at his own pace, not to fuss about it. Said I was so worried he'd take Lloyd over to one of the cathouses in Cal City Wait downstairs for him. I told Virgil, he brings my cousin's boy to a whorehouse, he'd better find himself a motel room 'cause he wouldn't be sleeping in his own bed." Another thin–lipped smile. "I guess that cured me, though. Anyway, things were okay. Then it happened. There's this place where all the teenagers go to park. Like a lovers' lane? Out by the dunes. The cops found this young man and his girl. Shot all to pieces. The papers said it was a crazy sniper. Bullet holes all over the car. They started this big investigation." Her eyes sneered a coal miner's sarcastic respect for any investigation conducted by the government.
I waited for the rest of it.
"They were still poking around when it happened again. Not a mile away. Two more. Teenagers, the papers said. Just babies, really. Anyway, one of the kids at the school must of said something about Lloyd 'cause the cops came around. Virgil told them he was the boy's father, they could talk to him, they wanted to know anything. Cops asked, could they look in the boy's room? Virgil told 'em get a warrant. One of the cops, this big black detective, he spoke real soft. Made a lot of sense. The other guy with him, skinny, nasty man, he was real hostile. Said they'd checked, found Virgil had a record. He and Virgil, they nearly got into it right in my living room. The black cop, he told the other guy to wait outside and cool off. Sat in my living room, drinking my coffee, talking to Virgil, telling us he didn't give a damn about maybe finding some marijuana in the boy's room, not to worry. Virgil wouldn't move. You know how he is—like a mountain mule. Lloyd, he tried to say something to the cop, but Virgil told him to keep his mouth shut. Then there was a knock on the door. It was the skinny cop. He had a warrant in his hand. The black cop must of told him to go and get it. While he kept us occupied with his talk.
"Virgil got mad. The way he gets. Quiet–mad. The black cop, he took out his gun, told Virgil they was gonna search Lloyd's room. They found a rifle. An old bolt–action .22. We didn't even know he had one. And some magazines. Filthy magazines…and a camouflage suit…you know, like that Rambo wears. They arrested Lloyd. Took him down to the juvenile place in Crown Point.
"We got him a lawyer. The papers said they got the sniper. I went to visit Lloyd. He was scared to death, Burke. They had to put him in a room by himself, all the other boys threatening him and all. I asked him straight out. He said he didn't do it. But he wouldn't look me in the face. Virgil said that don't mean nothing, the boy was probably 'shamed behind those magazines in his room and all.
"The night it happened, Lloyd was out somewhere. We thought he was working, but it turned out that was his night off. He told the cops he was just off walking by himself. So he got no alibi. The lawyer said it didn't look good for him. We was still waiting on the bullet tests…the ballistics or whatever they call it…we got to go to court. The judge wouldn't set no bail. No bail at all. Remand, they called it. Then the bullet tests came back. And it wasn't from that rifle they found in Lloyd's room. That wasn't the murder weapon. So their case, it didn't look so good anymore.
"We went back to court. This time, the judge made the bail. He set fifty thousand dollars on the boy. Virgil and I, we talked it over. We put up our house, and he came home with us.
"Lloyd, he couldn't go back to school, with all this hanging over his head. Just a couple of weeks left anyway. Virgil told him to stay in the house until the trial. He couldn't go back home—the judge said he couldn't leave the state. Then one of the boys at school, he told the cops how he and some other kids used to sneak around at night in the lovers' lane. Just to watch the other kids going at it, you know? He said Lloyd used to go with them. He said, one time, Lloyd was real angry for some reason. Like he was mad at the girls. The papers got ahold of it. That was enough for the cops. The black detective, he called. Told Virgil to bring Lloyd back to court again. They were going to revoke his bail."
She lit another smoke. "That's when Virgil run. He told me where he was goin'. Took Lloyd with him. He told me to find you."
"Find me and do what?"
"He said he had a question. Only you would know the answer. That's what he wants you to do. Answer the question."
"And then?"
"And then he'll know what to do."
"The cops are looking for him?"
"Every cop in the state, seems like. They got a warrant for Virgil too. Aiding and abetting a fugitive, the black cop said."
"How'd you get here?"
"I did what Virgil said. Took a plane to New York. Took a cab to Manhattan and then I called the number. I spoke to a Chinese woman. The woman who's sitting over there right now. She asked me to tell her where I was calling from. Pay phone. Told me to just wait there. Some Chinese men came up in a car, took me here. Then I just waited."
"You know the question Virgil wants answered?"
"No. But I know you'll know the answer. Virgil said so."
"Where is he?"
"You'd never find it. I'll have to show you."
"No good. The cops'll be watching. Just tell me. Slow and careful."
It took her a long time. I made her tell me again. "You don't speak to Virgil?"
"No. He figured the phones'd be tapped."
"Okay. I'll go and see him."
"Now?"
"Soon. You go on back. I'll find him."
She grabbed my eyes with hers. "I know you will. And now I know you're Burke for real."
"How d'you know?"
"You didn't write anything down."
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REBECCA WENT along with two of Mama's thugs. They'd take her to the airport. She didn't look back.
Virgil would be okay wherever he was. He wasn't trained like I was, but I'd schooled him good, all that time we'd spent together in the cell after lights–out. He wouldn't make any rookie mistakes. He called, and I'd come to him. But I had to clear the slate first.
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EARLY SATURDAY MORNING. I found the Prof at work. He was hunched over the tabloids in a restaurant booth in the DMZ, a block past Times Square, listening to Olivia. She's a heavy–built black lady, works as a cleaning woman, cook, hospital orderly…whatever rich people need. She plays stupid but she doesn't even come close. And she's got camera eyes.
He felt me close in, whispered something to Olivia. She slid out of the booth, eyes down.
"Remember Virgil?" I asked the little man.
"The ridge runner? Sure."
"He got himself a major beef. Out in Indiana. I got to go see about him."
"You doing social work now?"
"He's one of us."
"Yeah, you're singing my song, but you're singing it wrong. My man's a stone citizen, Burke. He picked his home, let him go it alone."
The Prof could never forgive anyone who'd rather work than steal. People like that, they couldn't be trusted.
"I got to do it."
"Yeah. You always got to do it. That white trash holding any cash?"
"It's not like that."
"Never is, seems like. You went to school, but you still play the fool. A rhino ain't a racehorse."
"What's that mean?"
"Means you can't operate outside, bro'. The city, the streets. Even the jailhouse. You know all that, right? But you can't pay your bills in the hills. You got a subway complexion, son. And you smell like concrete. You ain't gonna fool nobody. You can't even buy yourself heat out there, turns out you need it."
"So I'll live by my wits."
"That what they call being half safe?"
"I know what I'm doing."
The little man ignored me. The way he always does when he's on a scent. "What you want to mess with all those beady–eyed, inbred Bible–thumping farmers?"
"Virgil was with us," I told him.
"Was was yesterday. This ain't. The straight track never goes back."
"I'm not asking you to come along."
"That's right. Be crazy by your ownself. You know how to work it. Lay in the cut, work the shadows. Talk loud and you draw a crowd."
"Okay."
The Prof snorted his disgust. "I ain't your parole officer, bro'. Why you reporting in?"
"Backup."
The little man nodded. "You need a loan, pick up the phone."
"The Mole, okay?"
"I'll give him a play. Once a day."
"Thanks, Prof."
He extended one hand to the counter, helped himself to my cigarettes, pocketing the pack as he lit one. Nodded his head and went back to his hustle.
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I HAD ONE more job to wrap up before I left the city. The call had come in a few weeks ago and I'd been dancing with the freak ever since. He'd called a few times. Always the same thing: told Mama he had some information he wanted to sell. About a missing kid. He wouldn't leave a callback number. Wouldn't say when he'd call again. Wouldn't drop the kid's name.
Mama reads phone voices the way some Gypsies read palms. She'd been screening my blind dates ever since the first call, years and years ago. When I thought I could scam my way through this junkyard of a life. "Twisted man," she'd said. Voices came through the phone wire to Mama's filter all the time. Dope dealers, gunrunners, porno merchants, mercenaries and missionaries, cops and gangsters. They all knew where to find me.
They thought.
If Mama said the man was twisted, he'd bounce every needle on a psychiatrist's scale.
One night, I'd been there when he called. In the basement with Max. Mama called me to the phone. I picked it up.
"Okay. Talk to me."
"This is Burke?"
"Yeah."
"I got something." A young man's voice. "Something I want to sell."
I let him feel the silence. Feel what was in it. Waited.
"A missing kid. I know where he is. What's it worth?"
"To who?"
"That's not my problem. That's yours. You make the connection, get the cash. And we'll trade."
"Trade for what, pal? Is there some kind of reward out for this kid?"
"No. He's been gone a long time."
"So?"
"So I figure…you talk to his people …see if they're willing to pay. I don't…I can't call them myself. I don't even know where they are."
"Give me a name."
"Not a chance."
"The kid's name, pal."
"Oh."
The line went quiet again. I cleared my mind, listened: the freak's bad breathing, wires humming. No background noise. A pay phone, somewhere quiet.
"Jeremiah Brownwell."
"Never heard of him."
"Just check it out. I'll call you back."
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THERE'S ALL KINDS of registries for missing kids, from federal to local. None of them would tell me what I needed to know to put this together. I called the cops.
The postcards show the Brooklyn Bridge from the top. From the bottom, it wouldn't attract any tourists. There's an opening at ground level along Frankfort Street just past Archway Seven. Big enough for a football game. A long time ago, they rented out the space. You can still see what's left of the faded signs: Leather Hides, Newsprint, Packing and Crating. One Police Plaza to the north, high–rise co–ops to the south.
Four in the afternoon, the moist heat working overtime. The streets would overflow with yuppie traffic in a short while, heading for South Street Seaport bistros to unwind, cool down after a hard day worshiping the greed–god. When it got dark, the urban–punk killing machines would become sociopathic clots in the city's bloodstream, preparing themselves to defend their graffiti–marked territory. Merciless and coarse, their only contribution to society would be as organ–donors.
In this city, race–hatred so thick you could cut it with a knife. Some tried.
I waited on the abandoned loading dock, playing the tapes again in my head. There's supposed to be a kid inside every adult. When women talk about men being little boys inside, they say it with a loving, indulgent chuckle. Or they sneer. I knew the little boy I'd been—I didn't ever want to see him again.
The car was the color of city dust. It bumped its way onto the concrete apron. The front doors opened and the cops rolled out. McGowan and Morales. NYPD Runaway Squad. They strolled over to where I was waiting, McGowan tall and thick, hat pushed back on his head, cigar in one hand, Irish smile on his mobile face. Morales was a flat–faced thuggish pit bull—more testosterone than brains. If he was a shark, he'd be a hammerhead.
I dropped to the ground, leaned against the loading dock as they approached.
"You okay?" McGowan asked in that honey–laced voice that had charmed little street girls and terrorized pimps for twenty years.
I nodded, watching Morales. We'd gone a few rounds a while back, then touched gloves when it was over. He wouldn't turn on me for no reason, but he'd never need a very good one.
"Is it for real?" I asked.
McGowan puffed on his cigar. "Jeremiah Brownwell was reported missing almost five years ago. He was seven then. With his mother at a shopping mall in Westchester. Just vanished. No ransom demand. Not a trace."
"So it was in the papers?"
"Yeah." Reading my thoughts. "Anyone could've picked it up."
"Was there ever a reward posted?"
"Not that I know of. It was before all this missing children stuff in the media. The kid's parents hired a PI and he put the word around. That's all. The kid's picture was in the paper."
"He won't look like that now. If it's him."
"No."
Morales leaned forward, chest out, forehead thrusting. Like he was getting ready to butt the bridge of my nose into my skull. "What's the deal? What's the motherfucker want?"
"Cash."
"Where d'you come in?"
"He wants me to see if the kid's parents will put up the money. Make a switch."
"What's ours?"
I ignored him. "You speak to the kid's folks?"
McGowan took over. "Yeah. They'd pay. Something. What they have. It's not all that much."
"If it's him…he's not going to be the same kid."
McGowan's face was grim. "I know."
"They still want him?"
"They want what they lost, Burke."
"Nobody ever gets that back."
McGowan didn't say anything after that. Morales' ball–bearing eyes shifted in their fleshy sockets. "The fuck that called you. It's extortion, right?"
"I'm not a lawyer."
"A lawyer's not what that guy needs."
McGowan shot his partner a chill–out look. Like asking a fire hydrant to run the hundred–yard dash.
"They got any sure way to identify the kid?" I asked.
"Pictures, stuff like that. Things only the kid would know. Name of his dog, his first–grade teacher…you know."
"Yeah. The freak…the one who called me…he says he wants ten large."
"They can do that."
"No questions asked?"
"No."
"Win or lose?"
"Yes."
"Let's take a shot."
"That's one thing we can't do," McGowan said, a restraining hand on his partner's forearm. Morales had flunked Probable Cause at the Police Academy—his idea of civil rights was a warning shot.
"I'll give you a call," I said.
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THE FREAK kept dancing. It took another few days to calm him down. I let him pick the place. A gay bar off Christopher Street. He told me what he'd be wearing, what he looked like. When he'd be there. "Bring the cash," he said. Hard guy.
Vincent's apartment was on West Street. The outside looked like a set from Miami Vice. Glass brick, blue–enameled steel tubing wrapped around each little terrace. I stood so the video monitor would pick up my face, pressed the buzzer.
Inside it was turn–of–the–century England. Vincent's twin pug dogs yapped at my heels until I sat down on the dark paisley couch. He's a big man, maybe six and a half feet, close to three hundred pounds. Long thick sandy hair combed straight back from a broad face.
"You know nothing about this person?"
"Just what I told you on the phone," I said.
"He thinks he's safe in a gay bar," Vincent said, two fingers pressed against a cheekbone. "Like he's one of us."
"That's the way I figure it."
"What can I do?"
"I need to talk to him. Not in the bar, okay?"
"You want to take him out of there?"
"Yeah."
"He won't want to go?"
I shrugged.
Vincent rubbed his cheekbone again, thinking. "You did me a favor once. I consider you a friend, you know that. But I can't be part of…uh…your reputation is…I'm not saying I personally believe every silly rumor that jumps off the street, but…"
"All I want to do is take him out of there. Without anybody noticing."
"Burke…"
"A little boy disappears. Five years later, a young guy calls me, says he knows where he is. Wants to trade him for cash. Scan it for yourself. What's it say to you?"
He wouldn't play. "It's not important. Those…creatures…they have sex with children and they say such sweet things about it. Fucking a little boy isn't homosexual."
"I know."
"I know you know. Are you saying I owe you? From that business in the Ramble?"
The Ramble is part of Central Park. An outdoor gay bar. One of Vincent's friends got caught there one night by a wolf pack. They left him needing a steel plate in his head. Good citizens, Vincent and his friends went to the cops. The badge–boys found the gang easily enough. Fag–bashers: pitiful freaks, trying to smash what they see in their own mirrors. One got the joint, the rest got probation. Then Vincent came to me. Max went strolling through the Ramble one night. The punks who'd walked out of the courthouse ended up in the same hospital as Vincent's friend. When the cops interviewed them, all they remembered was the pain.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"I have to make some phone calls," he said.
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THE MEET WAS for ten o'clock. The pay phone in the parking lot off the West Side Highway rang at 9:50. Vincent's voice. "He just went in. Alone."
A smog–colored Mercedes sedan pulled up. Vincent's life–partner was in the front seat. "Please don't smoke in the car," he said. Didn't say another word to me, looking straight through the windshield. Dropped me off in front of the bar.
The freak was in a back booth. Short curly brown hair dropped into ringlets over his forehead. Dressed preppie, older than he was. I pegged him for maybe nineteen. Greenish drink in a slim glass in front of him.
"I'm Burke," I said, sliding into the booth across from him.
"You have the money?"
"Sure."
He dry–washed his hands. Noticed what he was doing. Fired a cigarette with a lighter that looked like a silver pencil. "How can we do this?"
"You give me the kid, I give you the money."
"How do I know…?"
"You called me, pal."
"If I tell you where he is…how do I know I'll get the money?"
I shrugged. "You want to come along when I pick him up?"
"I can't. That's not the deal."
"Is there a pay phone in this joint?"
"I guess so…I'm not sure." He waved his hand. Heavy gold chain on his wrist. Slave bracelet. A waiter came over. Didn't look at me.
"What will you have?"
"A ginger ale. Lots of ice, okay?"
"And for you?" he asked the freak.
"I'm okay. Do you have a pay phone here?"
"In the back. Just past the rest rooms."
"Thanks."
I lit a smoke, waiting. The waiter came back with my drink. A black cherry floated in the ice. All clear. I leaned forward. "We'll go to the pay phone. I'll call a friend of mine. He takes a look. While we wait, okay? He tells me he's spotted the kid…where you say he is, I give you the cash."
"Right here?"
"Right here."
"You've got it with you?"
"Sure."
"Show me."
"Not here. Out back. Okay?"
He got up. I followed him. The corridor was shadowy with indirect lighting. Past the rest rooms. No sounds seeped from under the doors—it wasn't that kind of gay bar. The pay phone stood against the wall. I reached in my inside pocket. Took out an envelope. "Count it," I told him. He took it in his hands, opened the flap. He was halfway through the bills before he noticed the pistol in my hand. Blood blanketed his face. Vanished, leaving it chalk–white.
"What is this?"
"Just relax. All I want is…"
Max loomed behind him, one seamed–leather hand locked on the back of the freak's neck. Pain took over his eyes, his mouth shot open in a thin squeak. I holstered the pistol, took the envelope from his limp hand. Max pushed the freak ahead of him. I slipped out the back door first, checked the alley where my Plymouth was parked. Empty.
We stepped outside. I heard bolts being slammed home behind us. I popped the trunk on the Plymouth. Wrapped the duct tape around the freak's mouth a few times, lifting the hair off the back of his head so it wouldn't catch. Max slapped the heel of his hand lightly into the freak's stomach. The freak doubled over. I put my lips right against his ear. "We're going for a ride. Nothing's going to happen to you. We wanted you dead, we'd leave you right in this alley. You're riding in the trunk. You make any noise, kick around back there, anything at all, we stop the car and we hurt you. Real, real bad. Now nod your head, tell me you understand."
The freak's head bobbed up and down. The trunk was lined with army blankets next to the fuel cell. Plenty of room. He climbed in without a word. Max and I got into the front seat and took off.
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I USED THE Exact Change lane on the Triboro, grabbed the first exit, and ran parallel to Bruckner Boulevard through the South Bronx to Hunts Point. Turned off at Tiffany, motored past the mini–Attica they call a juvenile detention facility at the corner of Spofford, and turned left, heading for the network of juke joints, topless bars, and salvage yards that make up half the economy of the neighborhood. The other half was transacted in abandoned buildings. They stared with windowless eyes above crack houses doing a booming business on the ground floors.
We drove deeper, past even the bombed–out ruins. Past the meat market that supplies all the city's butcher shops and restaurants, past the battered hulks of railway cars rotting on rusty tracks that run to nowhere. Tawny flashes in the night. Wild dogs, hunting.
Finally we came to the deadfall. A narrow slip of land jutting into the East River, bracketed by mounds of gritty sand from the concrete yards and the entrance road to the garbage facility. I wheeled the Plymouth so it was parallel to the river. Max and I climbed out. Rikers Island was just across the filthy water, but you couldn't see it from where we stood. We opened the trunk. Hauled the freak out, ripping the duct tape from his mouth. He was shaking so hard he had to lean against the car.
"Take a look around," I told him.
A giant German shepherd lay on her side a few feet from us. Dead. Her massive snout buried in a large paper McDonald's bag. Her underbelly was a double row of enlarged, blunted nipples. She'd sent many litters to the wild dog packs before her number came up. A seagull the size of an albatross flapped its wings as it cruised to a gentle stop near the dog. Its razor beak ripped at her flesh, tiny eyes glaring us to keep our distance. Some kind of animal screamed. Sounds like a string of tiny firecrackers closer still.
The freak's chest heaved. He snorted a deep breath through his nose. It told him the truth his eyes wanted to deny.
"This is a graveyard," I said, my voice calm and quiet. "They'd never hear the shots. Never find the body. Got it?"
He nodded.
"You bring something with you? Something to prove you know where the kid is?"
He nodded again.
Max reached inside the freak's jacket. A wallet. Inside, a Polaroid snapshot of a kid. Long straight hair fell down either side of a narrow face. The kid in the picture was wearing blue bathing trunks, standing on a dock, smiling at the camera.
"Tell me something…something so I know it's the right kid."
The freak dry–washed his hands. "Monroe found him. A few years ago. In Westchester. He ran away from home."
"I won't ask you again."
"Lucas…that's what we call him…he told us everything. Just ask me…anything…I can…"
"Tell me what his room looked like—his room at home."
"He had bunk beds. His parents always thought they'd have another kid. Lucas, he said that bed was for his brother, when he came. And he had a whole G.I. Joe collection. All the dolls. And the Transformers. He loved the Transformers."
"He have a TV set in his room?"
"No. He was only allowed to watch television on the weekends. In the morning."
"He have a dog, this kid?"
"Rusty. That was the name of his dog. He cried all the time about Rusty until Monroe got him a dog."
Yes.
I lit a cigarette, feeling Max close, waiting. I handed the freak back the money envelope, feeling every muscle in his body soften as he took it.
"Tell me something," I asked him. "How old were you when Monroe found you?"
He didn't waste time playing. "How did you know?"
"How old?"
"Ten."
"And now you re…"
"Seventeen."
"So when you got too old, the only way to stay with Monroe was to bring him someone new, yes?"
His face broke, trembled for control, lost it. I listened to him cry.
"Lucas, he's old enough now, isn't he? And you're out."
He slumped down on the filthy ground near the car, head in his hands. "I could've helped him…find someone else."
"Yeah. But Monroe, he's gonna let Lucas do that. And you, you wanted the money for a new start?"
"He never loved me at all!" the freak sobbed.
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