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for
SHEBA
a warrior who fought blindness
until the last battle closed her eyes
if love would die along with death,
this life wouldn't be so hard
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"Burke is back, tougher than ever….Gritty….hard-edged."
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"Vachss's characters are carefully sketched, the dialogue is sharp, and the driven Burke is a creature you can't spend enough time with. Many writers try to cover the same ground as Vachss. A handful are good. None are better."
—People
"As savage as Celine…As pure as Euclid."
—Newsday
"Burke is an unlikely combination of Sherlock Holmes, Robin Hood, and Rambo, operating outside the law as he rights wrongs…Vachss has obviously seen just how unable the law is to protect children. And so, while Burke may be a vigilante, Vachss's stories don't feature pointless bloodshed. Instead, they burn with righteous rage and transfer of degree of that rage to the reader."
—Washington Post Book World
"Andrew Vachss, a New York lawyer who specialized in the problems of child abuse, writes a hynotically violent prose made up of equal part of broken concrete blocks and razor wire."
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"Strong, gritty, gut-bucket stuff, so unsparing and vivid that it makes you wince. Vachss knows the turf and writes with a sneering bravado….Burke prowls the city with a seething angry, almost psychotic voice appropriate to the devils he deals with ….Vachss is good, his Burke novels first-rate."
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When you hunt predators, the best camouflage is weakness.
The E train screeched into Forty–second Street. I got to my feet, pulling slightly on the leather handle of the dog's harness. She nosed her way forward, wary. Citizens parted to let me pass. A black teenager wearing an oversized blue jacket with gold raglan sleeves braced one side of the doors with his arm, making sure they wouldn't close as I passed between them. "You okay, man. Step through."
My dark glasses had polarized lenses. The kid's face was gentle. Sad. Someone in his family was blind. I mumbled thanks, stepped off the subway car onto the platform.
I pushed forward on the harness handle, like shifting into gear. The dog headed for the stairs, waited for a clear path, then took me up along the rail.
On the sidewalk, I turned my face toward the sun, feeling the warmth. "Good girl, Sheba," I told the dog. She didn't react, a professional doing her work. I shifted the handle and she went forward, keeping me in the middle of the sidewalk. Away from doors that might open suddenly, maintaining a safe distance from the curb. I closed my eyes, counting steps.
Sheba halted me at the corner of Forty–fourth and Eighth. She didn't watch the traffic signals any more than the other pedestrians did. It's the same rule for everyone here—cross at your own risk.
I made my way carefully along the sidewalk, counting steps, guided by the dog. Found my spot. Tugged slightly backward on the handle—Sheba sat down. I unwrapped the blanket from around my shoulders, knelt, and spread it on the ground. When I stood up, Sheba lay down on the blanket, made herself comfortable. I opened my coat. Inside was a cardboard sign, held around my neck with a loop of string. White cardboard, hand–lettered in black Magic Marker.
PLEASE HELP
I held a metal cup in my hands. Added a few random coins to sweeten the pot.
Waiting.
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Humans passed around me, a stream breaking over a rock. They didn't look at my face. If they had, they would have seen a couple of rough patches where the blind man had missed with the electric razor. I was wearing high–top running shoes, loosely laced, denim pants, a gray sweatshirt. All under a khaki raincoat that came past my knees. A well–used black fedora on my head.
The local skells were used to me by now. I made it to the same spot every day. Patiently collected coins from passing citizens, face held straight ahead.
I was a piece of scenery, as anonymous as a taxicab.
My eyes swept the street behind the dark lenses.
Sheba settled into her task. An old wolf–shepherd, mostly gray, soft eyes watchful under white eyebrows. She had a warrior's heart and an undertaker's patience.
Hooker's heels sounded on the sidewalk. A bottle blonde, wearing a cheap red dress, short–tight, black fishnet stockings, a hole the size of a half–dollar on the front of one thigh, pale skin poking through the mesh, low–rent makeup smeared her face. Getting ready to work the lunchtime crowd.
"Your dog's so pretty." 
"Thank you." 
"Can I pet her?" 
"No, she's working."
"Me too… I guess you can't tell."
I drew a sharp breath through my nose, inhaling her cheap perfume as greedily as a cokehead. She laughed, bitter and brittle. "Yeah, I guess maybe you can. I seen you before. Standing here."
"I'm here every day."
"I know. I seen you smoke sometimes…when someone lights one for you. You want one now?"
"I don't have any.
"I have some…" Fumbling in her red vinyl shoulder bag. "You want one now?"
"Please."
She stuck two cigarettes in her mouth, fired them with a cheap butane lighter. Handed one to me.
"It tastes good," I told her, grateful tone in my voice.
"It's menthol."
"The lipstick…that's what tastes good."
"Oh. I guess you don't…I mean…"
"Only my eyes don't work."
She flushed under the heavy makeup. "I didn't mean…"
"It's okay. Everybody's missing something." Her eyes flashed sad. "I had a dog once. Back home."
"And you miss her?"
"Yeah. I miss a lot of things."
"Go home."
"I can't. Not now. You don't understand…Home's far away from here. A million miles away."
"What's your name?"
"Debbie."
"These are bad streets, Debbie. Even if you can't go home, you can go away."
"He'd come after me."
I dragged on my cigarette.
"You know what I'm talking about?" she asked, her voice bitter–quiet.
"Yeah. I know."
"No, you don't. He's watching me. Right now. Across the street. I spend much more time out here talking to you, not making any money, I'm gonna get it from him."
Even with my eyes closed, even with her facing me, I could see the coat–hanger marks across her back. Feel them. I shifted my face slightly, let her hear the core to my voice. "Tell him you made a date with me. For later."
"Sure." Melancholy sarcasm.
"Put your hand in my coat pocket. Your left hand."
"Wow! You got some roll in there."
"It's mostly singles, two twenties on the inside. Take one…Tell him you asked for half up front."
She glanced over her shoulder, hip–shot, leaned close to me. "I tell him that and he'll be waiting for you later…when you go home."
"I know. Tell him the roll was a couple a hundred, it's okay."
"But…"
"Just do it, Debbie. You live with him?"
"Yeah…"
"You can go home tonight. Away from here."
"How…?"
"Take the money, go do your work. Tell him what I told you."
"Mister…"
"Reach in, pull out the roll. Shield it with your body. Take the bill, put the rest back. Pat my dog. Then take off. Tonight, you go home, you understand? Stay out of the bus station—take a train. It'll be okay, Debbie."
She reached in my pocket, knelt down.
"Sheba, it's okay, girl," I said.
The dog made a sweet little noise as Debbie patted her. She straightened up, looked into the lenses of my glasses. "You're sure?"
"Dead sure."
I listened to her heels tap off on the sidewalk. A different rhythm now.

3
It was almost two o'clock before he showed. I recognized him easily by now. In his thirties, close–cropped brown hair, matching mustache, trimmed neat. Wearing a blue windbreaker, jeans, white basketball shoes. Youth worker from one of the Homeless Shelters. Last time he stuffed a dollar bill into my cup. I remember saying, "God bless you."
Watching his smile.
This time he wasn't alone. The kid with him was maybe eight years old. Skinny kid, wearing a brand–new sweatshirt with some cartoon character on the front, munching a hot dog. Having a great time. Probably spent a bunch of quarters in the video arcades first.
They turned into the electronics store a few doors in front of where I was standing—the same place he'd gone into the last time. When he'd come up behind me and put the money in my cup. The same place he always went.
He was inside almost an hour. When he came out, he was alone.
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He walked past me. Stuffed another dollar in my cup. "May the Lord follow you always," I thanked him. He smiled his smile.
The Prof strolled up to me. A tiny black man, wearing a floor–length raincoat, scuffling along.
"You got him?" I asked.
"Slime can slide, but it can't hide."
"Call McGowan first," I told him, holding his eyes to be sure he got it. McGowan's a cop—he knows what I do, but kids are his beat, not hijackers. "Tell him the freak made a live delivery this time. Tell him to go in the back way—Max is there on the watch."
"I hear what you say—today's the day?"
"The bust will go down soon—they're ready, warrants and all. You find out where the freak goes, where he holes up. They'll take him tomorrow, at work. Then we take our piece out of his apartment. Just the cash—the cops can have the rest."
The Prof took off, disappearing into the crowd. The freak would never see him coming.
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Time to go. I gently pulled on the harness and Sheba came to her feet. I folded the blanket, wrapped it around my neck, and let the dog pull me forward. I turned the corner, headed down the alley where Max would be waiting.
I spotted Debbie's owner lounging against the alley wall. Tall, slim brownskin man wearing a long black leather coat and a Zorro hat.
Stocky white kid next to him, heavily muscled in a red tank top. A pimp: he needed reinforcements to mug a blind man.
I plodded on ahead, oblivious to them, closing the gap.
The pimp pushed himself languidly off the wall to face me. The muscleman loomed up on the side.
"Hold up, man."
I stopped, pulling on the harness, squeezing the button on the handle that unsnapped the whole apparatus from the dog.
"Wha…?" Fear in my voice.
"Give up the money, man. No point in getting yourself all fucked up, right?"
"I don't have any money," I whined.
I saw the slap coming. Didn't move. Let it rock me to my knees, pulling the harness off as I fell.
"Sheba! Hit him!" I yelled, and the dog sprang forward, burying her wolf's teeth deep into the pimp's thigh. He shrieked something in a high octave just as the muscleman took a step toward me. I heard a crack and the muscleman was down, his head lolling at a chiropractic angle.
Max the Silent stepped into view, his Mongol face expressionless, nostrils flared, eyes on the target. Hands at his side: one fisted to smash, the other knife–edged to chop.
"Sheba! Out!"
The dog backed off, cheated, but acting like a pro. The pimp was holding his thigh, moaning a plea to someone he didn't know.
I squatted next him, patted him down. Found the little two–shot derringer in his belt, popped it open. Loaded. No point warning this dirtbag—he wouldn't be a good listener. I held my hand parallel to the ground, made a flicking motion like I was brushing crumbs off a table. I heard a pop, like cloth snapped open in a gust of wind. The pimp slammed into the wall, eyes glazed. Blood bubbled on his lips. I stuck the derringer back into his belt—it was all the ID he'd need at the hospital.
He wouldn't come home tonight. The rest was up to Debbie.
A putty–colored sedan lumbered into the alley at the far end, bouncing on a bad set of shocks. The cops. Max merged with the shadows. I put on my dark glasses, snapped Sheba's harness, and made my slow way out to the street.
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The E train let me out at Chambers Street, the downtown end of the line. I found my Plymouth parked at the curb near the World Trade Center. Unlocked the back door, unsnapped Sheba's harness. She leaped lightly to the seat.
I took off the dark glasses and climbed behind the wheel. None of the watching citizens blinked at the miraculous transformation.
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I turned the Plymouth toward the West Side Highway, slipped through the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel, tossed a token in the Exact Change lane, and cruised along the Belt Parkway just ahead of the rush–hour traffic.
Taking Sheba home the back way.
I pulled over to a quiet spot the other side of the Brooklyn Aquarium. Exchanged the running shoes for a pair of boots, the sweatshirt for a turtleneck jersey, the raincoat for a leather jacket. Threw the blind man's props into the trunk.
The Plymouth purred past JFK Airport, its overtorqued engine muted, well within itself. Sheba slept peacefully on the back seat, profoundly uninterested in where we were going. Just doing her job.
Like me.
I turned off the Van Wyck Expressway onto Queens Boulevard. A short hop to the City–Wide Special Victims Bureau, sitting in the shadow of the House of Detention. I found a parking place, snapped Sheba's harness back on.
The entrance to the Bureau is blocked by a steel gate, guard's desk to one side, two–passenger elevator to the left of a narrow corridor. An Oriental woman was at the desk. Pretty face, calmly suspicious eyes.
"Can I help you?"
"I'm here to see Ms. Wolfe."
She handed me a sign–in sheet on a clipboard with a cheap ballpoint pen attached by a string, but her eyes never left my face. "Your name?" she asked. The way cops ask.
Sheba jumped up so her front paws were resting on the desk, her ears up and alert.
"Hi, Sheba!" the Oriental woman said. "I know I've got a treat for you around here someplace. Let me see…" She rummaged in her desk drawer, came out with a dog biscuit in her left hand. Tossed it at Sheba while she showed me the pistol in her right.
"Where did you get our dog?" she asked, still calm, much colder.
I moved my hands away from my body. "Ask Wolfe," I told her.
She must have kicked some button under the desk. Wolfe came around the corner, a cigarette in one hand, a sheaf of papers in the other.
"What is it, Fan?" She spotted me. "Oh, here you are. Right on time."
Sheba bounded over to her. Wolfe reached down, scratched behind the dog's ears. "Sheba, playroom! Go to the playroom." The dog trotted off.
"He's okay, Fan." Wolfe smiled. The Oriental woman inclined her head about an inch, put the gun away.
I followed Wolfe back into her office. It looked like it always does: paper all over the place, walls covered with charts and graphs, a computer terminal blinking in one corner. And a white orchid floating in a brandy snifter.
"Where's the beast?" I asked, looking into the corners.
"Bruiser? He's somewhere with Bruno. Everything work out?"
I sat down across from her, lit a smoke of my own. "He brought a kid with him this time. Left him there. When I took off, McGowan's boys were hitting the back door."
She nodded, picked up a phone, pushed a button. A doll–faced young redhead with a pugnacious jaw walked in fast, her spike heels tapping on the hard floor.
"The Kent case, you got the warrants ready?" Wolfe asked her.
"All set," the redhead replied, confident.
"He delivered a kid this afternoon."
"We'll pull him in tonight."
I shook my head slightly. Wolfe caught it, looked up at the redhead. "The warrants…you have tap and search?"
"Mail cover too," the redhead said. "The Task Force is on it."
She meant the FBI Pedophile Task Force. They're right down the road from City–Wide. Must be the freak was networked way past the storefront in Times Square—the one thing baby–rapers have in common is enough to link them all over the damn earth.
"Take him tomorrow," Wolfe said, watching my face. I nodded agreement. "At work," she continued. "But start the tap tonight. If he gets a call from the Times Square people, we'll have them hooked in. Execute the search tomorrow night."
"What if he runs tonight?"
"Then grab him. But don't do it unless there's hard evidence that he's fleeing the jurisdiction, you understand?"
"Sure."
The redhead walked out fast, covering ground, her pleated skirt flying around her knees.
Wolfe dragged on her cigarette. "That's the best I can do," she said.
"It's okay. Good enough. I don't think they'll call him…degenerates don't work like that. No loyalty."
"A lower class of criminal." She smiled. A lovely, elegant face, framed by glossy dark hair shot through with two wings of white.
Wolfe knew what I was. What I did.
"Sheba was good?" she asked.
"Perfect."
"She's perfect here too. Calms the kids down like no psychiatrist ever could."
"Where'd you get her?"
"You know what happens to Seeing Eye dogs? After they work about ten years, they retire them." A soft sneer in her voice. "So their owner won't have to deal with an older dog. You know, they slow up, they get sick easily…like that."
"Where do they go?"
"Into cages. That's where I found Sheba. Can you imagine what it must be like…to work all your life, be so loyal and true…and end up in a cage?"
"Just the last part."
She nodded.
A tall, slender woman came in, sat on the edge of Wolfe's desk, crossed her long legs. An ankle bracelet gleamed. She had a Cleopatra face, long, dark nails. Kept her eyes on me as she talked to Wolfe over her shoulder. "We can't use the shield on Mary Beth. The judge ruled she wasn't a vulnerable witness."
"What does Lily say?" Lily runs SAFE, a treatment center for abused kids, works as a consultant to Wolfe's crew. I've known her forever.
"It'll be close," the tall woman said. "You'll take a look?"
"Yeah." She turned to me. "Want to see?"
"Okay," I told Wolfe. Her beautiful pal acted like I was furniture.
We walked down the hall to the playroom, stood in the doorway. Lily was talking to a little girl. The child had pale white skin, lank blonde hair, thick glasses. She was listening intently to Lily when she looked up, spotted me. Her expression didn't change.
Sheba was standing next to the little girl. I moved a bit too close and she growled, taking a step forward. Our relationship was over.
An angry–looking man in a double–breasted silk suit shouldered his way past me into the room. He had longish dark hair, a thick neck, slight Mediterranean cast to his features.
"You heard?" he asked Wolfe.
"I heard. It's your case?"
"No, it's not my goddamned case. But I'm gonna be there. He wants to watch Mary Beth, okay, we'll see how he likes me watching him."
"Rocco…" A warning tone in her voice.
"I know, I know. But…"
Wolfe turned to Lily. "How're we doing?"
"We're doing just fine. Aren't we, Mary Beth?"
The little girl's "yes" was a whisper.
I knew what was going on. The judge had ruled the little girl would have to face the perpetrator in court, not testify over closed–circuit TV like they'd wanted. And she was scared. He'd watch her, his eyes warning her, reminding her. Maybe he'd lick his lips, make a little gesture that only she knew. Maybe she'd go mute from terror. Wouldn't act like a kid on TV. A jury of citizen–hypocrites would talk about how normal the defendant looked. And another child molester would be acquitted. Her little face turned slowly, watching everyone in the room.
I stepped back against the wall, feeling her terror radiate—I've been tuned to that station all my life.
I touched Wolfe's hand. Lightly. "Could I try something?" I asked.
"What?"
"She doesn't want to see him, right?"
Wolfe nodded. We all knew who "him" was. There's always a "him" in Mary Beth's kind of nightmares. Or a "her." Sometimes "them." Never a stranger.
Rocco pushed in between us, his nose inches from my face, hoping I'd take offense. "Who're you?"
"This is a private investigator, Rocco," Wolfe told him. "He's worked with me before."
"Private investigators work for whoever pays them."
"Rocco, come over here a minute." Lily's voice.
Lily took him over into a corner. The little girl patted Sheba, watching.
The tall woman stepped next to me, pinning me between her and Wolfe. Listening.
"It doesn't matter what he can see, right?" I asked. "It's what she can see.
"Right."
"What's the distance from the witness chair to the defense table?"
"I'm not sure," Wolfe said, looking past me to the tall woman. "You know, Lola?"
"I'll find out," she said, making some gesture at Rocco. "Wait in my office," Wolfe told me.
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A chesty thug stepped across Wolfe's threshold. He looked half my height and twice my width, straps from a shoulder holster over his arms. And an annoyed–looking Rottweiler on a heavy chain in his hand.
"I remember you," he said. Some office Wolfe had: the women looked like fashion models, the men looked like a continuing criminal enterprise.
The Rottweiler snarled his acknowledgment—he remembered me too.
"I'm waiting for Wolfe."
"She let you in?"
"Yeah."
"Bruiser, stay!" he snapped at the dog, leaving me alone.
The Rottweiler watched me, praying I'd try to leave.
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I was on my third smoke when Wolfe and Lola came back. Wolfe smacked the Rottweiler on top of his broad head. "Bruiser, place!"
The thickly muscled beast walked grudgingly over to a far corner, lay down on a slab of carpet. Pinned me with his eyes.
"He gets along with Sheba?" I asked her.
"Not really. They don't mix much. She has her space, Bruiser has his. Sheba, she's the whole Bureau's dog. Even sleeps here. But Bruiser's mine. Aren't you, Bruisey?"
The Rottweiler made a noise between a yawn and a growl.
"The distance between the witness chair and the defense table is about thirty feet, depending on the line of sight," she said. "Why'd you want to know?"
"I got an idea…something that might work."
Wolfe flashed her trademark smile—the one that made defense attorneys think about switching to real estate work. "And all you need is the defendant's address, right?"
"You misjudge me," I said, trying for an injured tone. "It's nothing like that."
"What do you need?"
"How about a look at the courtroom?"
Wolfe looked across her desk. Lola nodded. "It's after hours," she said.
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We moved through the marble corridors in a loose diamond–shaped cluster: the thug taking the point, holding Bruiser on his leash. Me to the right, Lily beside me. Wolfe and Lola to the left, Rocco bringing up the rear.
In the center of the diamond, Mary Beth.
Courtroom K–2 was one floor up from the DA's basement. Empty.
Lily escorted Mary Beth to the witness chair. Lola took her place at the prosecutor's table. I sat in the defendant's spot, Rocco next to me. Wolfe stood by the jury box, one hand on the railing. The thug stayed by the door with Bruiser.
"It's your show," Wolfe said.
I took a breath, pulling up the calm, centering…so my voice would carry without cutting.
"Hi, Mary Beth," I called out. "Can you hear me?"
She nodded her head. If she said anything, I couldn't catch it.
"Let's play a game, okay?"
Nothing.
"Okay, Mary Beth? Come on, it'll be fun."
Lily leaned over and whispered something to her. The little girl giggled.
Lily nodded at me. I took a roll of bills out of my pocket, handed some singles to Rocco. He took them without a word, going along.
"Now, Mary Beth, my friend Rocco is going to hold something up. If you can guess what it is, you can have it, okay?"
"Okay." Soft, but audible.
"Don't hold up the whole fucking roll," I whispered to him. "One at a time."
He held up a dollar bill.
Mary Beth said something I couldn't hear.
"What was that, baby?" I called out to her.
"Money."
"That's right. You win."
"And you lose," Rocco said, jumping to his feet, walking over to the girl, handing her the cash. Making a production out of it, like a game–show host. Faint trace of a smile on the child's face.
"This is too easy, huh? Okay, Rocco, you stay there. Let's try something harder. Mary Beth, tell me how many fingers I'm holding up and you win again, okay?"
She nodded.
I held up three fingers.
"Three." A little girl's voice, faint.
Rocco bowed deeply, presented her with another dollar.
I tried again.
"One." Her voice stronger now, hint of a giggle underneath.
"Damn! You're good at this, Mary Beth. One more time, okay?"
"Okay." This time, I didn't have to strain to hear her answer. None of us did.
I tried two fingers. She was right on the money. Rocco made the delivery, happy to be spending my cash.
I took a breath. "Mary Beth, take off your glasses, okay? Let's try it that way.
She whispered something to Lily. I saw a grin spill across Wolfe's face and instantly disappear. The glasses came off.
I held up two fingers again.
"I can't see," the child said, her voice clear and firm.
"Try again," I said, holding my hand high above my head.
"I can't see anything."
Wolfe stepped away from the jury box. Walked around until she stood behind me. "Can you see me, honey?" she called.
"No. It's all a blur."
"Then you won't be able to see him either, Mary Beth. You won't have to see him, baby!"
The little girl's smile lit up the room.
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Back in Wolfe's office, waiting for her to come back. Rocco waited with me, suspiciously patient.
"That was a slick trick, man," he finally said. "Where'd you learn stuff like that?"
"From them."
"Who?"
"The freaks. Child molesters, rapists, pain players…like that."
"You studied them."
"Up close," I said, giving him my eyes.
Wolfe walked in with Lola, another man next to her. Slim, handsome Spanish guy. Wolfe signaled to Rocco to take off. He acted like he didn't see the gesture—kept his eyes on me. "What's your name, man?"
"Juan Rodriguez."
The Spanish guy laughed. "So where's your cross, homeboy?" he asked me.
I held my hands out, showing him the backs were clean, no tattoos.
Rocco looked over at the Spanish guy. "What is this?"
"This cholo is fucking with us, bro'. He was a Mexican, he'd be a pachuco."
Wolfe sat down behind her desk, in command. Lit a cigarette, motioning for everyone to sit down.
"These are my people," she said to me. "I trust them, you understand?"
I nodded, waiting.
"I'm not going to be here forever. Things change, I want them to stay the same, you following me?"
I nodded again. No DA's office is free of politics. Wolfe had made a career of mashing rapists and molesters but she wasn't connected. So she wasn't protected. If she had to go someday, her crew would carry it on. The boss couldn't fire the whole lot of them.
"In or out?" she asked me.
"Do it," I told her.
She dragged on her cigarette. "Mr. Burke," she said, tilting her head in my direction, then toward each member of her crew, "this is Lola, my deputy [Cleopatra with the ankle bracelet], Amanda [the redhead], and Floyd [the Spanish guy]. Rocco's just come with us, a transfer from the Rackets Bureau. You've already met Bruno—he'll be back soon. The Spanish guy nodded in my direction—the others just waited.
The Rottweiler made a noise.
"And Bruiser." She laughed. Nobody else did.
"Mr. Burke has worked with this office in the past. Before some of you came." Looking at Rocco.
He snapped at the bait. "When?"
"Bonnie Browne," Wolfe answered, combing back her thick mane of dark hair with one hand, posture challenging.
I'd been looking for a photograph then. A picture of a little kid. He wanted his soul back. The photo was in a luxurious house in Wolfe's territory, the headquarters of a kiddie–porn ring run by a husband–and–wife team. Wolfe wanted the team—I wanted the picture. Her surveillance crew was on the job the night I went inside. When I left, there was a fire. They found the husband at the bottom of the stairs, his neck broken. The wife was lying on her bed upstairs, still dazed from the ether I'd rubbed into her evil face. The old bitch lived, and she'd ratted out a dozen others. A big case.
Rocco nodded his head. "That was you?" he asked me.
"Mr. Burke assisted in the investigation," Wolfe said, cutting him off. "He has a…limited relationship with this office. We understand each other."
Rocco wouldn't let it go. "You're a PI?"
"I'm just a working man. Once in a while, like Ms. Wolfe said, our paths cross. That's all there is."
Floyd's eyes found me through the cigarette smoke. "Burke. I heard about you."
"Did you?"
A faint smile played across his mouth. He bowed his head slightly in my direction.
I got up to go. "I'll fill them in," Wolfe said.
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Balanced. Centered, back to myself. Back from the sweet illusion of family I left in Indiana. No more part of Virgil's family than I was blind.
Illusions can make you jump to conclusions. Like off a bridge.
I have no home. I pitch my tent on rocky ground, a nomad, never planting a crop. I live by poaching. Stinging, scamming, stealing. Always ready to move along when the herd thins out.
I walk the line, but I draw my own. Hit and run. I've been a ground–feeder ever since I got out of prison the last time. A small–stakes gambler in crooked games.
No more hijacking, no more gunfighting. The scores are richer in the penthouse, but it's safer in the basement.
That's what I want—to be safe. When I was younger, I waded in, throwing hooks with both hands, looking for that one shot that would take out the other guy. TKO in the first round. I thought that would give me strength, then. Keep me safe.
But it was me who kept going down. No more. Now all I want is to go the distance, be standing at the end.
Standing up.
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I nosed the Plymouth into the one–stall garage at the corner of the old factory. The landlord converted it to living lofts years ago. Made himself a nice bundle from sensitive artists with rich parents. I live on the top floor. You look at the building plans, all you'll see is storage space up there. The landlord owed me for something I didn't do—my office is the price.
He could always start charging rent—make me homeless. I could always make a phone call, whisper an address—and the people his coke–loving son sold to the federales would make the little rat room temperature.
Pansy wasn't at her post when I let myself in the door. The beast was lazing on the couch, one massive paw draped over the edge, 140 pounds of brick–brained muscle, her light gray eyes flickering with just a trace of contempt.
"You glad to see me, girl?" I asked the Neapolitan mastiff.
She made a sniffing noise, like she smelled something bad on me. If I didn't know better, I would have thought the bitch copped an attitude because I'd worked with another woman.
"You want to go out?" I asked her, opening the back door to the office. Outside, a small iron fire escape, rusty and gnarled with age and neglect. From there, a shaky set of stairs to the roof. She ambled over and climbed up to her yard, ignoring me.
When she came back inside, I reached in my jacket pocket. Took out four orders of shish kebob in pita bread, individually wrapped in foil. They sell them on the street here. Along with watches, jeans, radios, necklaces, logo'd sweatshirts, street maps, handguns, videotapes, books, hot dogs, cocaine, flesh, and artwork. Pansy immediately whipped into a sitting position, slobber erupting from both sides of her gaping maw, watching me toss away the foil, squeeze the whole thing into a giant smelly, greasy ball.
"Still mad at me?" I asked her, holding the prize right in front of her snout.
She didn't move, rigid as a fundamentalist.
"Speak!" I told her, tossing it in her direction. Her first snap sent pieces flying all over the room. Her tail wagged madly as she chased down and devoured every last scrap.
I sat at the desk and watched her. When she was finished, she came over to me, put her bowling–ball–sized head in my lap, making gentle noises as I scratched behind her ears, blissed out.
They're all alike.
Sure.
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I leafed through my mail. It's not delivered here—I keep PO boxes all over the city, open new ones all the time. I'd never go back to the latest group once this collection of scores was done.
A dozen or so responses to my latest ad in the freak sheets. Darla's only ten years old, but she's real pretty. She loves to have her picture taken, and her daddy's real good at it. You tell Daddy how you want to see Darla posed, and he'll send along some really delicious Polaroids. Five hundred bucks gets you a set of four—custom work is expensive. No checks.
The first loving correspondent wanted Darla in pink ribbons—and nothing else. Another wanted to see Darla disciplined. I didn't read the rest, just carefully separated the money orders, put them in a neat stack to one side.
I mail the original letters to a Customs agent I know in Chicago.
He doesn't know me—I'm his mystery pal. A concerned citizen. The Customs people mail some porno they have lying around to the letter–writers. Then they bust them for possession. I keep the money orders for my trouble. Like a bounty.
Another batch of letters responding to my mercenary recruitment service.
More mail: applicants for membership in the Warriors of the White Night. One human handwrote a long letter along with his entry form. Told the Central Committee how eager he was to link up with real urban guerrillas who knew how to deal with the Nigger Menace. He sent cash—didn't want to wait the customary four weeks for processing.
There's a check–cashing joint in the Bronx that converts the money orders for me. Somebody comes around, they'll describe me to perfection. Black, about six foot four, 230 pounds, shaved head, razor scar down one cheek. Driving a gold Cadillac with Florida plates.
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Not all my mail comes to PO boxes. My personal drop is over in Jersey. One of Mama's drivers picks it up for me every couple of weeks, brings it to her restaurant. Max takes it from there, stores it at his temple until I come around. It takes longer, but it's safer.
That was the only address Flood had. For years after she left, I waited for a letter. I don't do that anymore.
Michelle's last letter was still on the desk. Shell–pink stationery, a fragrance to the ink.
It's not going to happen here, baby. You're the only one I can tell this to. I'll deal with Terry and the Mole when I make up my mind. Sorry if this sounds incoherent but it looks like your baby sister stayed too long at the fair, honey. I had the money. I still have it—they won't take it. All those years of scheming, risking…
I got myself a lovely apartment, right near the hospital complex. At least it's lovely now, once I got through with it. The psychological screening wasn't much of anything. I mean, I didn't tell one single lie until it got to the part about how I've been living these past years, do I have significant family support for sex reassignment surgery?—you know how they do.
I've been living as a woman. That's what they say they wanted, the hypocrites! But I've been a hustler all my life, ever since I escaped. And I didn't always work dry. I told a psychiatrist about my biological family once. I won't ever do that again.
Anyway, it all looked good. What happened is I failed the medical. I've been on the hormones too long, and those bootleggers I dealt with, they must have mixed and matched too many times. I remember how much it hurt when I started, how I got cramps I wouldn't wish on any of my sisters.
The doctor I asked back then, he said it was purely psychological, the pain—all in my head. Of course, he was a male.
Anyway, estrogens can contribute to clotting, they said, and I'd have to come off them before surgery. But if I stop now, stop the hormones, they said I could crash. I've been on them too long, with too heavy doses.
And when they asked me who did my breasts, I wouldn't tell them. The silicon's still holding up…I'm as beautiful as ever. But I was crazy once. Before you knew me. When I was so young and headstrong. I played around with some other hormones then. I wanted these poor boobs of mine to lactate, and I had to have more surgery.
Bottom line, baby: they won't do it! Too high a risk, they said. I'm all a mess inside.
God, like I needed some fool in a white coat to tell me that.
So here's my choices. I can come back, like I am. Keep taking the hormones. Even get psychotherapy if I want it. Above the table. That's one thing they gave me, I'm official now, the diagnosis is on paper. Pre–op transsexual.
But I learned some things from this. And there's one thing I know, baby, I can never go to jail. Not ever. I'd die first. So how do I live?
I'm trapped, and they won't fix me here. I can go overseas.
One of my shadow–sisters gave me a name of a hospital in Brussels, and I know it can get done in Morocco too. Casablanca. Only there's no Bogart for me.
I went through the hormones, the electrolysis, everything. All I wanted from these people was the final chop and some reconstruction. I don't need their simpleminded therapy. In my heart and my soul, I'm a woman. Your sister. Terry's mother.
I need some time. To see what's important to me. I'll let you know.
Watch out over my boy.
I love you.
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The next morning, I took a short walk. Brought back the newspapers and a bag full of bakery for Pansy. Took my time, stretched things out. I read the paper the way I used to in prison, sucking every ounce of juice from the pages. It didn't bother Pansy—she has a dog's sense of time. Only two limits for her: never and forever.
It was almost ten by the time I entered the garage from the back stairs. A piece of paper torn from a yellow legal pad floated under the windshield wiper. Two broad slashes with a heavy black felt–tip pen, running parallel to a small circle at their base. The number 7 to one side.
Max. Telling me I should come see him right away. Telling me where. Not a sign of forced entrance to the garage. I'd offered him a key once—he thought that was funny. Max the Silent doesn't speak. Doesn't make any noise at all.
I found a parking place in Chinatown, just off the Bowery. Made my way to one of the movie houses standing under the shadow of the Manhattan Bridge. Narrow alley along the side. Back door, dull green paint streaked with rust. I turned the knob, not surprised to find it unlocked. Metal stairs to my left, winding up in a Z pattern. I put a hand on the bannister and two Orientals materialized. They didn't say anything. They worked it together: one watched my hands, the other my eyes.
"Max?" I offered.
They were as silent as he is.
"Burke," I said, pointing at myself.
One moved to me, ran his hands over my body, a light, spider's touch. He wasn't looking for a knife…anything less than a machine gun wouldn't do much good where I was going.
They stepped aside. I climbed to the landing, found another door, entered. Followed more stairs, this time up.
Another door. I opened it to a long, narrow room with a high ceiling, lit by suspended fluorescent fixtures. I was facing a row of windows, pebble–glassed, caked with a hundred years' worth of yellowing cigarette smoke. The floor was broken into sections with neatly painted areas: a square, a rectangle, a circle. One wall was lined with weapons: Japanese katanas, Thai fighting sticks, Korean numchuks, throwing stars, kongos. It wasn't for show—in this joint, you checked your carry–weapons at the door. The other wall was mostly Orientals with a light sprinkling of roundeyes, black, brown, and white. Men and women, young and old. No mirrors, no mats, no stretching bars. A combat dojo—bring your own style.
Max moved in next to me, his hand on my forearm. I followed his lead to an empty space along the wall. A short, fat man stood in the center of the rectangle, bent at the waist, the back of his right hand at his hip, the other extended, wrist limp, fingers softly playing as if in response to air currents, almost a parody of effeminacy. He looked like a soft dumpling—nobody'd step aside for him on the street.
A slightly built young man stepped onto the floor. Bowed to the fat man. Moved in small, delicate circles, his body folding into a cat stance, front leg slightly off the floor, pawing. Testing the water.
The fat man stood rooted, only his extended fingers in motion, as though connected to the younger man by invisible wires. All balance centered deep within his abdomen, keeping his point.
The young man faked a sweep with his leading foot, flashed it to a plant, firing off a back kick with the other leg. The fat man made a whisking motion and the kick went off the mark—a motion–block too fast for me to see.
The fat man was back inside himself before his opponent recovered. He waited—the sapling facing the wind.
The young man tried again…drew blanks. He threw kicks from every angle, went airborne once…but the fat man deflected every attack with the extended hand, never moving from his spot.
The younger man bowed. Stepped off the floor.
An ancient man in a blue embroidered robe stepped to the border of the rectangle. Barked out something in a language I'd never heard before. I didn't need a translator: "Who's next?"
I glanced at Max. He put three fingers against my forearm. The young man hadn't been the first to try and penetrate the fat man's crane–style defense.
I held my left hand at an angle, parallel to my shoulders, in the middle of my chest. Moved my right hand into a fist, swept the left hand aside, smacked the fist against my chest off the carom. Opened my hands in a "why not?" gesture.
The warrior's mouth twitched a fraction, quick flash of teeth behind the thin lips. Pointed toward the floor.
A behemoth stepped into the rectangle, his glossy black hair woven into the elaborate set of the sumo wrestler. Looked like an old oak tree, sawed off halfway up. He bowed to the fat man, dwarfing his opponent. The knife hadn't worked—they were going to the club.
The sumo crouched, snorted a deep breath through his nose, trumpeted his battle cry, and charged. The fat man flicked his extended wrist, spun in place with the rush, and lashed the back of the sumo's head with an elbow as he went past, driving him into the far wall.
The wall survived the impact.
The sumo rolled his shoulders, waiting for the battle music in his head to reach crescendo. His eyes turned inward and he charged again. The fat man's left hand fluttered, a butterfly against an onrushing truck, extended fingers darting at the sumo's eyes. The sumo's fists shot up toward the fat man's face just as the fat man's right hand came off his hip, a jet stream striking the sumo's sternum. The bigger man stopped like he'd hit the wall

OPS/images/Vach_9780375719066_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
SACRIFICE

ANDREW VACHSS





OPS/images/Vach_9780375719066_epub_001_r1.jpg
SACRIFICE

Andrew Vachss

Gee

Vintage Crime Black Lizard
Vintage Books
A Division of Random House, Inc. New York





