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This is for Philippe Pelletier,
 who knew only Alaskan winters.


Here’s a pretty state of things!

Here’s a pretty how-de-do.

—W.S. GILBERT

Truth sits upon the lips of dying men.

—MATTHEW ARNOLD


ONE
Captain Holmes

Peewee waited, rocking back and forth on his sneakers, sometimes breaking into a little dance done to the sounds in his mind.

The fish stall was closed down. The boys had hosed down the counters and the floor and washed away the remains of the fish and the bits of shell. The only thing left was the faint and rotting smell of sea.

Peewee knew he was beautiful. Even the marks on his hands were beautiful. Girls look at those marks and look at the unmarked face with its deep, sad leopard eyes and they thought he was some kind of a man.

Peewee looked at his hands, at the new cut where the thin shucking knife had slipped along the seam of the oyster shell and tore into the thick protective glove on his left hand and bit the flesh underneath. Just a little cut, not like some of the other cuts.

How did you get cut?

He’d grin at them and shrug and make his eyes look sad. Wasn’t going to say he got cut because that was his stupid fucking job, cleaning fish and cracking oyster shells for old man Hunzinger. Girls wanted mystery, all the time living in a dream world, talking about soap operas, for Christ’s sake, like they were real.

Peewee stepped into the shadows of the shuttered stalls of the Pike Place Public Market and watched the prostitutes trotting out along First Street, like they were going somewhere.

Friday night was always like this in Seattle, always full of hustle and people moving into position and the feeling that something was going to happen, something worth waiting for.

Peewee had the blade in a sheath under his SeaHawks jacket. The top of the handle was just inside his jeans. He took care of his knife. He watched a fat girl cross against the light up the street and the motorcycle cop was on her case just like that, went over to her with his long boots and his jodhpurs, swaggering because he caught her jaywalking.

Fucking town, Peewee thought. Get you a piece of ass any color you want any way you want it, get you dope, gambling, any fucking thing you want and the cops want to write you up for jaywalking. It was comical if you thought about it. Peewee had a con’s sense of irony.

He heard a sound in his memory and tried a step on the hosed-down floors of the public market. Killing time, waiting. Traffic climbed up Pike Street to the top of Seventh, which was the top of the long hill that started way down at the Puget Sound waterfront, on the street called Alaska Way.

Damn, I’m beautiful, Peewee thought because he was thinking about girls, not himself, trying to figure out what it took to get girls seeing him the way he saw himself.

Some of the little girls came over from East Side, little Norwegian girls with their little round cans carved out in jeans, looking for the price—you’d be surprised how many amateur tricks were out there. Some of the nice-looking girls from East Side go right downtown, right down to the Westin Towers or someplace, pull their tricks out of Trader Vic’s or someplace. Some of these girls dressed, Peewee thought. He thought about the kind of money it takes for a girl like that with silky underwear, the kind you want to feel under your hand.

Like Mai-Lin. Little Hong Kong girl, shops the market, kids around with Grecchi and Peewee but she’s miles from them. Not snotty, you know, just business. Mai-Lin sits in the big lobby at the Olympic Hotel when it’s cocktail time, just sits waiting for someone to buy her a drink. They play the piano in the big room and got little dainty things to eat and the girls who serve the drinks all got long legs and wear these high-collar satin dresses that make their boobs look big.

“Shit,” Peewee said out loud, thinking about it, thinking about Mai-Lin.

He went down the corridor to the back of the public market, where the French restaurant was that looked over the hillside down at the waterfront. Behind the public market was a flight of stairs that dropped three stories to the level of the waterfront, to the railroad tracks that ran a hundred feet beneath the elevated freeway. There were one or two restaurants up here and a lot more down there on the dockside street called Alaska Way.

It was a working and playing waterfront, crammed with restaurants and souvenir sheds and long piers full of working ships and ferries. Down at Pier 48, the large blue Alaska Marine Highway ferry was getting ready to sail, its hold full of trucks and campers and the mix of old-timers and residents who found it the cheapest way north. The ferry would sail for most of a week up the string of islands that formed the Inside Passage. It was spring now and the volcanic islands were full of trees and shining white glaciers and the waters were deep and blue and still.

Peewee thought about Alaska sometimes, thought about making all that money up there that he had heard about all his life. Sometimes he dreamed about it.

Nobody on the steps, steps slick with remains of a light early evening rain.

Something has to happen, he thought. And then saw it.

The barman was leaning over the guy at the edge of the bar. The guy’d been sleeping. Guy woke up fast, shook his head, denied everything. Moving the guy out. Big man with a black mustache and a red whiskey face and that walk. That walk, the way they walk.

Peewee held his breath when he saw the roll.

The big guy with the black mustache pulled a twenty off the roll and the barman started to protest but said what the hell, not out loud but saying it with the way he shrugged. He took the twenty and the roll went right back into the wrong pocket, the right-hand jacket pocket, the pocket it was so easy to grab out of.

The barman led him to the door and held it open twenty dollars’ worth and the big guy said something and then lurched out onto the wet floor of the empty market.

Peewee held his breath, waiting in the shadow between the bar and the street. Like no one else was in the world.

You can tell which ones are the longshoremen and which ones come from the ships. The sailors carry a roll off the ships and they roll when they walk, even if they’ve been on dry land for months. Even when they stumble down on the wet walks to the back of the public market. To the stairs. Down to Alaska Way, down to the darkness beneath the viaduct road, down to the fog and sounds of ferries steaming out in the night.

Peewee put his hand on his jacket, felt the handle of the knife, felt the sheath press against his flat belly. He looked toward First Street again, almost to the place where he had been waiting for Friday night to start and nobody was around.

The sea wind cut across the rumble of the elevated freeway. The fog crept through the silence of the covered market. The sailor was on the stairs, holding on to the rail, rolling down the steps. He stumbled once and then rested, gripping the banister, heaving like he was about to throw up.

Peewee stood on the top of the steps and decided about the thing.

He started down the steps, graceful, beautiful.

Went down the steps all the way, past the stumbling sailor, all the way down to the dark of the street below where the warehouses were in shadows. Stepped beneath the stairs, away from the single streetlamp. Felt the knife in the sheath and pulled it out and waited.

There was a way to do it.

Don’t just go stick people, go around sticking people every time you roll them, even the pigs get off their jaywalking patrol and start looking for you. No. Be cool. Let them know about the knife, know they’re this close, let them shit in their pants if they want to, and then let them go. They get grateful, in fact, for you letting them go.

Away from the warehouses, across the tracks, the bars and restaurants along the waterfront were bright. Along the gutters across the way, Indians slumped dead drunk, propped against garbage baskets and lampposts, their bodies sprawled in abandoned positions as though they had been slaughtered. The ferry boat for Edmonds slipped away from the pier and sounded the horn across the water. Puget Sound did not sleep, even in fog, even in darkness.

Heard the sailor above on the steps. Heavy, uncertain footsteps.

Fucker is singing, Peewee thought. It made him smile.

He stepped into the light and drew the knife right across until it rested against the Adam’s apple. Pushed his shoulder so the seaman felt the knife on the front of his throat. The sailor felt it all right. Sailor was dead still all of a sudden, without a song. Sailor stopped weaving, felt the knife’s edge on the softness of his frightened flesh.

Peewee waited, pulled the knife a little until the flesh felt the sharp edge sink in just enough to make a thin line of blood. The sailor was positive about it. The only thing that ever worried Peewee was that the drunk would be so drunk he’d fall against the knife and cut his own goddamn throat through no fault of Peewee’s.

This one knew.

Peewee felt the roll in the side pocket, pulled it out of the jacket pocket, held his breath, slipped the roll into the pocket of his SeaHawks jacket.

“Don’t cut me, man,” the sailor rumbled.

Big fucker and he was shitting, Peewee thought. Felt good the way Friday was turning out, first day of spring, felt good about thinking about Mai-Lin sitting over there in the lobby of the Olympic. What it was all about was money. Just as soon open those pretty Hong Kong legs for Peewee as some fat-ass tourist with a Seattle duck on a T-shirt and an American Express card. Shit, yeah.

“You just put your hands out on the railing, hold them there five minutes, motherfucker, five fucking minutes and then you be alive for the rest of your life. You dig?”

The sailor gurgled something. It was hard to talk, feeling the blade across your throat.

Felt good making the sailor afraid.

Peewee drew the knife slowly away from the flesh and then put the point on the cloth of the jacket.

“Feel that?”

“Yes,” the sailor said.

“You hold that rail. Just hold it. You don’t know when I’m going, you just count five minutes.”

The sailor held.

Peewee pulled the knife back.

The sailor turned with a wide swing and hit nothing but air. Smashed his body into the stair rail. Stumbled and rose, this time with something shiny in his big hand.

Peewee backed up, held his ground, looked at the strange knife. It was crescent shaped, with a bone handle on the back of the crescent. Peewee smiled at the knife, at the red-eyed sailor. Fucker was so drunk he could barely stand up. What was he going to do with a knife like that? Shave himself?

The sailor surprised Peewee.

He made a quick lunge and brought the funny-looking knife down and out and the blade flashed in the single streetlamp. Peewee felt the blade bite at his left hand and felt the slice. He looked down and saw blood in a curved line smiling at him from the back of his left hand. He didn’t think the sailor had got so close.

The move had been quick and sure and sober. But now the sailor was drunk again, overwhelming the adrenaline. The funny-looking knife was over his head and then he brought it down. He wasn’t even close this time.

The sailor took a step, lurched, stumbled on a broken piece of concrete and went down hard on hands and knees.

Peewee stomped the back of his hand twice and heard the yell. Stomped again.

“Leggo the fuckin’ blade,” Peewee said. Stomped again and heard the shout of pain and the crescent knife was kicked free.

Peewee saw his own blood on his hand.

Peewee’s eyes took on that funny look. Grecchi knew that look when they were working in the stalls and old man Hunzinger came down on Peewee about this or that. The look was cold in leopard eyes. Peewee learned to do that look doing two years in Angola on the way west from New Orleans. Learned the look to survive inside, survive the old cons looking at him like he was a girl.

Peewee knew he was going to cut this dude. That’s what you had to do, inside or outside: Don’t take no shit, don’t give them two times at you.

Knelt over the prostrate sailor and brought the thin-bladed knife down in the easy, practiced arc, the way you slice open a big salmon from head to belly without damaging the precious fillet.

The arc never finished.

He felt the blow a moment after it came. He rose, felt dizzy, hit his head on the steps. He held the knife and turned.

Where the hell did he come from?

He wasn’t there a minute ago. This one had gray hair and gray eyes and a face just as cold as Peewee’s leopard eyes. Some dude come into the play. Some fucking tourist hero come into the play he wasn’t part of.

There was nothing to say. Peewee moved in, the knife fading back and forth in front of him, tracing an intricate pattern of threats on the night air.

The other waited. Just stood and waited. Stood like a flatfoot tourist, messing with something wasn’t his business.

Peewee felt the anger coming through his eyes, putting fear on Gray Eyes.

“You a fucking hero, tourist? You come down to Sea City to be a fucking hero?”

Because the gray man had nothing in his hands. He was looking at the knife and he didn’t have a fucking thing in his hands.

“Come on, hero,” Peewee said. “You wanna fuck around so fuckin’ bad, dad.”

Slash across and down and it caught the hero’s raincoat sleeve and Peewee stepped in, ready for the counterslash. But the crazy man was stepping in too, with nothing in his hands. Peewee realized he was too close. Too fucking close. He tried to pull his knife hand back and the other reached for his shoulder and pressed it.

All the feeling went out of his arm, from shoulder to hand.

He dropped the knife because he didn’t even feel it.

And then, a moment later, felt the screaming pain up and down his dead arm. The hero stood there and made pain like that without hardly moving.

And then Peewee was moving except he wasn’t doing any of it, swinging around like the end kid on crack-the-whip, the gray man pulling him fast and then Peewee saw the brick wall a moment before it crushed his nose. He felt broken teeth behind his lips and heard a terrible sound and then realized he had made it.

Was the guy going to kill him?

He had never thought about that possibility.

Swung out on the whip again, coming around fast and this time he closed his eyes so he wouldn’t feel anything.

He thought of Mai-Lin, she said he was a pretty boy. Said it just so he knew wasn’t nothing he could do about it with Mai-Lin.

Felt no pain again, except the thought that he wasn’t pretty anymore.

Devereaux took the roll out of the SeaHawks jacket. He gave the sailor a hand and pulled him to his feet. The sailor blinked, looked down at the slumped skinny form of the mugger.

Devereaux gave him the roll and the sailor stared at it dumbly and then looked at Peewee on the ground. “Fucker was gonna kill me. Fucker practically broke my hand.”

He looked at the other man then. “You kill him?”

“Probably not.” The man said it as though it didn’t matter. The sailor stared at him a moment, trying to figure this out. The man stood there very still, flat-footed, the large hands held easy at his sides. He had big shoulders when you studied him, but he didn’t come off as a big man. The shoulders and arms and hands were all of a piece, coming down like the slouch of mountainside.

The sailor blinked again. His adrenaline-induced sobriety hurt. He kicked Peewee. “Ought to kill him.”

“You tried once,” Devereaux said. He said it flat but the sailor heard the contempt in his voice. The sailor stared at him.

“Captain Holmes. At least, it used to be ‘Captain.’” The sailor held out his hand. Why had he said that about being a captain? Why explain? But something in the gray eyes demanded the truth, knew the truth before he even said it.

Devereaux did not take his hand.

The sailor blinked again. It was all he could think to do. He dropped his hand and felt bad about extending it. He held the roll in his hand like a beggar’s cup. His right hand was swelling fast.

“Who the hell are you?”

“The man who saved your life.”

“So what do you want? You want money?”

Devereaux said nothing.

The air was full of city sounds but they were apart from it. No one had even seen the attack down here under the freeway, in the shadow of old brick warehouses. Holmes said, “What are you to me?”

“I saved your life. That makes you my responsibility,” Devereaux said.

“That’s Indian shit. You listen to Indian shit, you turn your brains inside out after a while.”

“You lived with them,” Devereaux said. “When you were in Alaska, working the Inside Passage.”

“Fuck it, fuck you too,” Holmes said. “Where’s my fucking knife?” He found it, picked it up, held it in his left hand with the roll, the only hand he could use. He felt drunkenness coming back on a wave of nausea. It would overwhelm him in a moment.

“Jesus Christ, I feel terrible, I was gonna die,” Holmes said.

Devereaux did not move, did not speak.

“What the hell do you want? I give you a hundred dollars you get me to my room all right. Pacific Plaza Hotel right up—”

“I know,” Devereaux said.

“What the hell do you want, man?” And Holmes felt the same edge of fear he had felt when the knife was at his throat. He looked at the knife in his hand and looked at the gray man across from him. “Answer me, you sonofabitch.” He was afraid and it made him shout.

“Henry McGee,” Devereaux said at last. “I want to talk to you about Henry McGee.”

Holmes took a step back. “I dunno nothing—”

“We’ll talk about Henry McGee until you remember everything,” Devereaux said.

And Holmes shivered then as if the knife was being drawn across his throat.
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