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Fog piled against the train windows like wool and kept on coming after the brakes screamed and the cars rolled to a stop. Val Buchanan, still a happy freelance private investigator since his expulsion from the Pinkerton agency, felt it in his teeth the way you feel a storm coming. San Francisco, a smell of brine and coal, iron and old wood. The bell from somewhere down on the harbor clanged once, twice, the sound swallowed and thrown back by the gray.

He sat a moment longer with his hat in his hands. The porter came through with a rag, wiping at the brass that no one would notice, and nodded.

“Long ride?” the porter asked.

“Long enough,” Buchanan said.

He stood, slid the hat on, checked the inside pocket where the telegram lay folded in half and then half again. It was no bigger than a matchbook now. He had read it enough times that the creases had gone soft. Come west. Unofficial. Keep order. — E. Sarsfield.

Evelyn’s letter was not in his pocket. That one he kept in a book, and the book was back in Chicago on a shelf he had bought with her one afternoon when the rain had turned the sidewalks into rivers and the cabbies swore like actors. He thought of her handwriting, a rightward slant with a stubborn cross on the t. He could hear her, the way she cleared her throat when she was about to ask a question that would land like a pickaxe. He told himself he would write her from San Francisco, soon as he found a room and a pen that didn’t leak. He had told himself the same thing in Denver and Los Angeles and on a station bench in Kansas City where he had watched a man’s life leak out through his coat while everyone looked away.

He stepped down into a harbor of fog. The platform boards were slick under his soles. The fog had weight to it, a human weight, as if you could set a shoulder against it and move it a little at a time. Bells rumbled somewhere beyond the freight sheds. Steam bled from iron noses and went pale in the gray. Men’s voices came as if through cotton—dockmen cursing, a woman laughing, a newspaper hawker trying to sell war and scandal to travelers with wet collars.

He moved with the flow until he found the end of the platform where the station opened its mouth to the street. The horse smell came first, then the petrol. Trolley wire hummed overhead. A sailor in a pea coat kissed a girl who kept her eyes open the whole time, and when he broke away he touched her face like a benediction and ran for the rear platform of a car that was already moving.

At the curb a man stood in a bowler hat, a short man with a long coat that had seen some rain. He had pale eyes and a mustache trimmed so close he might have cut it with a ruler. The fog beaded on his lashes. He didn’t have to look around to find Buchanan; he looked the way a man looks when he owns the corner.

“Buchanan,” the man said.

“Captain Sarsfield,” Buchanan answered.

Sarsfield’s handshake was dry and quick, like striking a match. “Let’s not enjoy the scenery,” Sarsfield said. “Car’s this way.”

They moved to a low black motorcar with a driver wearing a cap pulled to his ears. The driver didn’t look at them. Sarsfield slid in back and Buchanan followed. The door thunked shut. The car pulled out like a boat from a dock, fog closing behind it.

“Welcome to our fair city,” Sarsfield said. “You can tell it’s fair by the way you can’t see a damn thing.”

“I can smell it,” Buchanan said.

“Brine and coal,” Sarsfield said. “You’ll get eucalyptus when the wind shifts. That’s for the poets. The rest of us get bills.”

They rode in silence. The fog made the buildings ghosts. Once in a while the car crawled past a gas lamp and the world took shape: brick fronts, narrow alleys, a painted sign for a steam laundry, a Chinese apothecary window with drawers like a missionary’s cabinet. Boys ran across in front of them, two at a time, a bundle of newspapers under one arm, shoes slipping on wet boards. A siren somewhere far off rose and fell like a woman calling a child’s name.

“You came fast,” Sarsfield said.

“The train came fast,” Buchanan said.

“Don’t be cute,” Sarsfield said. “We got trouble on the water. Longshoremen on strike since the first. All twelve ports, they say. That kind of unity never lasts, which is a mercy for men like me with ulcers.”

“What do you want me to do?” Buchanan asked.

“Keep order,” Sarsfield said.

“Unofficially,” Buchanan said.

“Unofficial,” Sarsfield said. “Means if you fall off a pier you tripped over your own feet. Means if you knock a man down who needs knocking, I didn’t see it. Means if you hear things, you tell me, and if I tell you I never heard them, you go on breathing. You understand.”

“I’ve worked without a badge before,” Buchanan said.

“I know,” Sarsfield said. “You and your famous oath. You still carry it around in your pocket?”

“It’s got holes,” Buchanan said.

“Good,” Sarsfield said. “In this town a clean oath will get you drowned. The Chamber boys will sew rocks in the lining.”

The car turned toward the water. The fog lightened just enough to show a forest of masts and derricks, crossbeams like iron crosses against a sheet-white sky. A gull hung in the air and then vanished as if someone snuffed it. Men moved on the pier heads in clumps, hats down, collars up. From one shed to the next, the color changed from old tar to fresh black, as if they painted the place with the same brush they used on the truth.

“Lot of men,” Buchanan said.

“Men everywhere,” Sarsfield said. “Hungry, angry, backed by preachers and agitators and a few smart bastards who figured out how to get rich on somebody else’s fight.”

“Who’s paying for the car?” Buchanan asked.

“Don’t ask that again,” Sarsfield said.

They stopped near a pierhouse with a number stenciled in white so thick you could see the brush marks. Sarsfield didn’t get out right away. He drew a cigarette, played with it without lighting it, then put it back and looked at Buchanan.

“You see that building,” Sarsfield said. “Number Seven. Inside it, a hiring hall. Not the union kind. Company kind. Men queue up to sell themselves to the same boss who kicked them yesterday. They carry little blue books that say they’re part of a great family. The family loves them when they work cheap and keeps them out when they ask for bread.”

“I’ve seen blue books,” Buchanan said.

“You were Agency?” Sarsfield asked.

“I was,” Buchanan said.

“Then you know how this goes,” Sarsfield said. “We got ships to load. We got sugar, coal, wheat, scrap, war goods in crates that say they aren’t war goods. We got a Chamber that prays every morning that boys who chant solidarity get tired and go home. We got an Archbishop who wants quiet and a newspaper that wants pictures of broken noses. We got you.”

“I’m flattered,” Buchanan said.

“Don’t be,” Sarsfield said. “You were recommended by a man who spelled your name wrong and told me you caused trouble wherever you went. I like you already.”

They stepped out into a damp that went through cloth. The driver stayed at the wheel and huddled. Sarsfield led Buchanan along the loaded edge of the pier. The water sucked at the pilings, a sound like a man drinking through his teeth. The bell a few slips down clanged again, slow and patient as a debt collector.

On the edge of the fog a figure appeared and became a man in a cap with a knit scarf. His nose had been broken more than once. He watched them come, then watched past them as if trouble traveled like weather.

“Morning, Marno,” Sarsfield said.

“Captain,” the man said. His eyes ticked to Buchanan and stuck there. “This him.”

“This is Buchanan,” Sarsfield said. “Buchanan, this is Marno Greeley. He runs numbers for the pier bosses and numbers for the men when they’re too proud to say they run numbers.”

“Marno said,” Marno said. “I count things. Men, hours, crates, teeth.”

“You count trouble,” Sarsfield said.

“Everybody counts trouble,” Marno said. “Not everybody writes it down.”

Marno turned his head and spit into the water without looking. “Last night there were three fights,” Marno said. “Two on the line and one behind the shed. On the line the cops kept their sticks to themselves like you told them. Behind the shed a man kept his to somebody else and no one saw anything.”

“Any names?” Sarsfield asked.

“Not the kind you want on paper,” Marno said.

Sarsfield looked at Buchanan. “We don’t say ‘I didn’t hear that,’ we say ‘speak softer,’ ” Sarsfield said. “Come on.”

They walked toward the shed. The door stood open. The fog bled in and pooled along the floor. Inside the air was warmer, stale with rope and dust and old hemp. Men looked up and then did not look at all, a practiced blindness. A plank table stood at the front with a man behind it. He had hair so black it looked painted on. On the table lay a ledger, the kind of thing that had ruined cities. A pile of the little blue books sat beside it, the edges curled where hands had gripped them too tight.

“Morning, Mr. Dunn,” Sarsfield said.

“Captain,” the man said. “We are conducting lawful hiring. I expect the law to respect that.”

“It will until it won’t,” Sarsfield said. “This is Buchanan. He’s here to keep an eye on things.”

“We don’t need an eye,” Dunn said. “We need peace.”

“Peace is just a way of spelling power,” Sarsfield said. “Hire fair, keep your men from swinging at shadows, and you won’t notice him.”

Dunn smiled without teeth. “We hire by merit,” Dunn said. “That is fair.”

“Merit’s strange,” Buchanan said. “It grows best in dark rooms with one window.”

Dunn’s eyes met his and then slid away, as if he had seen something he didn’t want to remember. “I have work to do,” Dunn said.

“We all do,” Sarsfield said.

They stepped back into the gray and the bells. Buchanan looked out across the slips. The fog made islands of everything. He thought of Evelyn, the way she would have counted the steps it took to cross a room like this and then found a sentence to hang the men with. He told himself her picture in his head was an old tintype and he had to let it go. He told himself something else he didn’t believe.

“Come on,” Sarsfield said. “Let’s show you the other side.”

They walked a block, then another, the fog thinning where the wind came up the avenues like a soft hand. The signs had characters on them that looked like a rail yard seen from above. Red paper lanterns hung limp in the wet. Music clinked from a doorway, metal strings and a drum that sounded like a heartbeat in a cellar.

A woman stood in the door of a teahouse, one hand on the frame, the other around a cup. She wore a dark dress that caught light and gave it back in folds. Her hair was pinned high, and there was a silver needle through it that looked ceremonial until you thought about what a needle could do. She watched them without watching them. Sarsfield stopped and straightened as if a schoolmaster had entered the room.

“Mae,” Sarsfield said.

“Captain,” she said. Her voice was low and shaped like smoke. “You bring weather with you.”

“Fog’s not mine,” Sarsfield said. “Trouble is.”

“Your men made trouble last night,” she said. “Or men who borrow your color when they need it.”

“We’re past the polite part already,” Sarsfield said. “Mae, this is Buchanan. He used to belong to a club where they make you promise not to sleep. Now he sleeps when he can and works when he can’t.”

“Buchanan,” she said. She looked him over like a tailor who could sew through bone. “You have eyes for two things at once.”

“Sometimes,” Buchanan said.

“Sometimes is enough,” she said. “If you don’t get yourself killed.”

“What happened last night?” Sarsfield asked.

“A boy was hurt,” Mae said. “He went to the water and did not come back. His friends swear he slipped. The men with sticks swear they were somewhere else. The night swears nothing.”

“Do you have a name?” Sarsfield asked.

“Names are hard on the living,” Mae said. “Harder on the dead. He was called Lin. He carted tea when there was tea to cart, and when there wasn’t he carried other things and did not write that down either.”

“Where?” Buchanan asked.

Mae tilted her head toward the alley that ran beside the teahouse like a seam. “There,” she said. “Where the barrels sit. You can smell it.”

They went down the alley. The boards were slick with the kind of wet that stays all day. Barrels stood along one wall like fat soldiers. Rope lay in coils. Buchanan crouched where the boards ended and the pilings went down into dark water. He could see a scuff on the edge where someone’s heel had slipped. He could see a smear that the rain hadn’t taken, brown gone black. Coal and salt came hard into his nose. He looked down where the tide moved like muscle. He did not see a body. He saw the absence it left.

Sarsfield stood with his hands in his coat, elbows tight to keep warmth. “You see something,” Sarsfield said.

“I see where it stops being my business and starts being yours,” Buchanan said.

“This whole city is my business,” Sarsfield said.

“That’s a pity,” Buchanan said.

They walked back to the teahouse door. Mae hadn’t moved. She held the cup as if the heat was the last honest thing she could buy.

“Your strike is a rope,” Mae said. “Men pull it from both ends until it breaks and they all fall down. In the middle, there are people who sell rope.”

“Who?” Sarsfield asked.

Mae smiled without humor. “You know the names,” Mae said. “They change their coats more than their friends.”

“Tell me anyway,” Sarsfield said.

“Victor Laskin,” Mae said. “He blesses the Chamber’s hand and the city’s pocket. Jonas Weber, the one with the good teeth who says the law is a house he built. Men like that. Men who would buy this fog and rent it back to you.”

“Red Jack,” Sarsfield said.

Mae’s face did not change, but something in the room did. “He is not a man you say twice,” Mae said.

“I just did,” Sarsfield said.

“Then spit,” Mae said. She did not smile. 

“What do you want, Mae?” Sarsfield asked. “Peace? Money? Respect for your door?”

“I want the harbor bells to ring for ships,” Mae said. “Not for boys.”

Sarsfield nodded. “You have my ear,” Sarsfield said.

“I would rather have your eyes,” Mae said. “But ears are a beginning.”

They left her in the doorway, a figure cut out of smoke. The music started up again inside, the metal strings walking a slow river. Buchanan felt the taste of tea on his tongue without drinking any. He thought of Evelyn again, how she would have seen all this and called it by names men hated. She would have gone down that alley without waiting for permission. She would have eaten the city and written the bones.

“Don’t fall in love with the scenery,” Sarsfield said.

“I won’t,” Buchanan answered.

“I wasn’t talking about the scenery,” Sarsfield said.

A whistle blew from the direction of the piers, a sharp blast that turned the fog a shade whiter. Men shouted. The sound came like a tide.

“Let’s go,” Sarsfield said.

They moved back toward the water. A line of men stood with their backs to the sheds and their faces to the street, hats bristling like fence pickets. Across from them another line, blue coats wet, batons at their thighs. Between them, empty boards slicked with fog. A man in a tweed jacket—Dunn—stood near the door to the hiring hall with his hands behind his back as if he were waiting for a portraitist. Buchanan saw Marno on the edge, counting with his eyes. He saw a boy with a bandage around his head look at the empty space where someone else should have stood.

Sarsfield stepped forward like a priest to the altar. “All right,” Sarsfield said. “We’re not dancing today.”

A voice from the men said something that made other men laugh the way men laugh when they hate. A voice from the blue line said something that made a baton tip rise and fall like a metronome. Sarsfield did not look back to see if Buchanan was there. He knew.

Buchanan moved along the empty space, his hands out from his coat so no one could say they hadn’t seen them. He looked at faces. Some he recognized without names: hungry, cold, eager for the blow that proves the day means something. He found O’Rourke’s equal in the glare of one man with a red scarf tied tight as a promise. He found a man with a mustache that had been combed for a funeral. He found a boy who had cut his chin shaving that morning so he would look older.

“You’re wasting your voices,” Buchanan said.

The man with the red scarf said, “What else we got.”

“A day,” Buchanan said. “You could get through it without bleeding. That’s a thing.”

The man with the mustache asked, “Who are you?”

“Buchanan,” Buchanan said.

“We don’t hire on that name,” Dunn said from behind him.

“I’m not looking for a job,” Buchanan said.

“Everyone’s looking for a job,” Dunn said. “You either work for the men who pay or you work for the men who refuse to pay. The difference is mostly paper.”

“Paper burns,” Buchanan said.

Dunn’s smile slipped and came back crooked. “Everything burns,” Dunn said.

The whistle blew again. Buchanan looked toward the slip. A tug ghosted out of the gray, black smoke making the fog bruise. Behind it a freighter eased in, slow as a man sneaking into his own house. The bell clanged three times. Men moved without anyone telling them, old rhythm that comes before law. A gang of scabs pushed toward the hall door, heads down, hands buried. The line of strikers tightened like a belt.

Sarsfield’s voice came across the boards, flat and dry. “Stand off,” Sarsfield said.

A baton struck a plank. A man on the line jerked as if someone had hooked him with a wire. Another struck. The sound multiplied. Men moved because the body moves when wood hits it. Then the first shout broke in two and someone went down.

Buchanan stepped into the space that wasn’t there. He caught the arm of a man swinging a stick and looked him in the eyes. The man blinked and swung again anyway. The stick clipped Buchanan’s shoulder and made the bone sing. Buchanan shoved him back into his own line and the man looked surprised at the discovery of gravity.

“Captain,” Marno said. His voice carried like a rock thrown low. “Behind.”

Sarsfield turned. Buchanan turned with him. Three men were coming along the edge of the shed with their hats pulled down. The fog liked them; it stayed close to their legs. They moved easy, men who walked into fights the way other men walked into kitchens. The one in the middle had a scar that ran from his ear into his collar like a river on a map. He smiled and it never reached his eyes. The men from the blue line let them through the gap as if they had been invited.

“Friends of yours,” Buchanan said.

Sarsfield didn’t answer. He was already moving.

The scarred man stepped into the empty space and looked at the lines like a foreman choosing timber. He said something in a language Buchanan did not know, and the other two laughed. The scarred man lifted his hand, not much, and the two men stepped forward and hit the air like it had offended them.

“Enough,” Sarsfield said.

The scarred man looked at him and smiled with only the left side of his mouth. He said something soft and the men stepped back. He turned the smile to Buchanan and it stayed the same. He touched two fingers to his brow like a salute and then he and his shadows moved on, along the edge, into the fog.

“Who?” Buchanan asked.

Sarsfield took a breath and let it out through his nose. “You don’t want to know his given name,” Sarsfield said. “They call him Red Jack.”

Buchanan felt the name like a tack underfoot. Mae had said not to say it twice. He wasn’t superstitious. He had just lived long enough to see what names could do.

“Captain,” Dunn said. “If you will kindly clear these men, we have lawful hiring to conduct.”

“Lawful,” Sarsfield said. “Everything is lawful until someone writes it down.”

“Then don’t write,” Dunn said.

Sarsfield turned to Buchanan. “You see how it is,” Sarsfield said.

“I see,” Buchanan said.

“I want you where I can’t put men in uniform,” Sarsfield said. “Where I need eyes and a mouth that knows when to shut. Spend time on these piers. Spend time up on the hill where the men who like the word Chamber take their lunch. Spend time in those alleys where the tea is good and the knives are better. If you find a spark, stamp it. If you find a fire, tell me if it’s ours.”

“What do I get?” Buchanan asked.

“You get to keep walking,” Sarsfield said. “And if you do it well, I might even pay you.”

Buchanan looked at the lines and the gaps and the water beyond. The city smelled like salt and promises. He felt the letter from Evelyn he didn’t carry. He heard her say, Write your own oath. He heard the harbor bell, not holy, not damned, just the truth rung on iron.

“All right,” Buchanan said.

Sarsfield nodded. “I’ll have Marno show you where not to go and where you might live if you insist,” Sarsfield said. “Try the North Beach boarding houses. The landladies there will kill you last.”

Marno drifted up like a man the fog had built. “Come on,” Marno said. “You should eat something that suffered to be on your plate.”

They walked away from the shouting. The city rose in steps. A cable car went past with a man hanging off the side like a flag. The conductor rang a bell that sounded cleaner than the harbor’s, and the fog made lace of it.

“You worked for men in suits once,” Marno said.

“I did,” Buchanan said.

“Now you don’t,” Marno said.

“Now I don’t,” Buchanan said.

Marno grinned on one side. “This town will ask you who you are every block,” Marno said. “If you don’t answer quick, somebody will answer for you.”

“Who answers for you?” Buchanan asked.

“Whoever pays first,” Marno said. “Then I count their teeth.”

They stopped in front of a lunch counter with a tin roof that shed beads like a beaver hat. Inside it was warm and smelled like onions married to bacon. A girl poured coffee that was as black as harbor water and not as honest. Buchanan ate eggs that broke like the sun inside fog. He listened to the talk: a ship late, a man late, the price of coal and the price of girls. He folded Sarsfield’s telegram until it was a seed and set it by his plate.

When they came out, the fog had thinned to a memory in some places and settled deeper in others, like guilt. A billboard rose across the street, a woman in a hat smiling at a cigarette that smiled back. A boy on a bicycle threw a bundle of newspapers at a stoop and missed.

“What now?” Marno asked.

“I find a room,” Buchanan said. “Then I find the places where the city keeps its secrets.”

“You don’t find those places,” Marno said. “They find you.”

“They always do,” Buchanan said.

They turned toward North Beach. A church bell added itself to the bells already singing. The streets lifted and fell, and the water showed itself at the end of a block like a promise made by a liar. Down by the piers, a whistle blew again. Somewhere in Chinatown a door slammed and a man laughed like breaking glass. Buchanan pulled his collar up and kept walking. He didn’t have an oath anymore. He had work. He had fog thick enough to cut and a city that would hand him the knife and ask if he knew how to use it. He did.

At the corner an old man stood with a crate of oranges that looked like coins. He said something in a language Buchanan didn’t know, and then he said it again in English. “Ten cents,” the old man said.

Buchanan bought one. The old man wiped it on his sleeve and handed it over with a nod. Buchanan dug a thumb under the skin and the smell came up bright and sharp, cutting the coal for one clean breath. He ate and walked and thought of letters unwritten and doors he would knock on and faces he would learn by their scars. He thought of a boy named Lin and a man named Red Jack and a woman in a doorway who could read the weather of men. He thought of Evelyn’s last line, the one he had memorized without meaning to. If you leave, don’t lie about why. He didn’t. He was here because the world kept making pacts without him, and someone had to read the fine print.

The harbor bell counted the afternoon. The fog carried the sound inland, and the hills gave it back. The city breathed and waited. Buchanan finished the orange and tossed the peel into a gutter where it shone like a lost flag. He put his hands in his coat and kept to the boards, the heels of his boots ticking off a new map in a town that made and unmade men every time the tide turned.
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The fog opened like a torn curtain when the sun leaned on it, and for a late hour the streets came into focus as if the city was embarrassed to be seen so close. Buchanan took a room in North Beach with a cracked mirror, a bed that listed to starboard, and a window that looked out on a small square where old men argued about saints and ships. The landlady counted the bills twice and bit the corner of one like an expert. She gave him a key big enough to fasten a horse.

“You pay Sundays,” the landlady said.

“I pay Sundays,” Buchanan said.

“And no women besides your wife,” the landlady said.

“I don’t have a wife,” Buchanan said.

“Then no women,” the landlady said.

“Understood,” Buchanan said.

He washed the harbor out of his hair and changed into a shirt that would pass in daylight. He laid Sarsfield’s telegram under a glass on the dresser the way a man pins a bug. He did not write Evelyn. He told himself he would at night when the noise quieted and he had something clean to say. He listened to the square while he laced his boots—men laughing, a dog with a cough, a piano practicing the same tune wrong in three different windows. Then he put on his coat and went downhill to where the city smelled like spice and wet rope.

Chinatown began with a change in the light. Even with the fog thinning, the alleys lay in a softer shade as if the sun had to ask permission. Lanterns drowsed overhead. Signs painted in strokes like rails and ladders hung above doors that breathed heat and the sweetness of things boiled slow. The boards underfoot were old, worn shiny by work shoes and silks alike. A girl with a basket moved like a phrase through the crowd. Two boys chased a hoop that did not belong to either of them and belonged to both. Somewhere a huqin sang the street’s secret and a small drum agreed.
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