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for chelsea




You never know what is enough until you know what is more than enough.

—William Blake, Marriage of Heaven and Hell





tweeker 1. A methamphetamine user. Tweekers are known for their extreme paranoia, flagrant dishonesty, and lack of non-tweeker friends. A tweeker will steal your stuff and then help you look for it.



If you let those goddamned tweekers come to your party, don’t expect to have your stereo in the morning.



From www.urbandictionary.com





Had to Tell You Lies



I had to tell you lies to help you get to the truth.

This is the motto of Detective Wyatt James, who believes a good old-fashioned dialogue is the surest way to solve anything, though sometimes the specter of coercion is necessary to keep the conversation lively.

“Let’s hear it, Marvin,” he says.

“Hear what?”

Marvin squirms and adjusts the cuffs on his wrists, aggravated by the cold steel rubbing against his scabbed skin. Over long johns he wears shredded Levi’s and a gray T-shirt that reads: REHAB IS FOR QUITTERS.

“Don’t waste my time,” Wyatt says, walking in a circle around the scrawny tweeker.

“I don’t know what you want, I swear.”

Sweat drips from Marvin’s pocked forehead. He licks his teeth, dying brown and gray pegs poking out from swollen gums. Judging by the dental deterioration, Wyatt figures Marvin has been using for at least three years.

Though a plainclothes detective, Wyatt wears a uniform of a kind: khakis, a button-down oxford shirt, and a worn blue blazer. He looks like an overgrown college kid except for the Glock .40 on his hip next to his badge. His parents named him Wyatt after the Peter Fonda character in Easy Rider and, weirdly, Wyatt grew up with a vague physical resemblance to the lanky movie star.

“Have I been fucking with you, Marvin?” Wyatt asks, stopping in front of him.

“No, I guess not.”

“You guess not?”

“No, you haven’t.”

“Then why are you fucking with me?”

“I’m not,” Marvin says, glancing at him, then looking back down. “I swear to God.”

The more they swear to God, the more they’re lying.

Wyatt could conduct this interview back at the station, but he prefers the eerie atmosphere of the cook site. They are in a clearing surrounded by fir trees. On a grill mounted on rocks over a campfire is a shallow pie pan crusted with white powder and littered around the site are mason jars, porn magazines, shredded lithium batteries, cans of muriatic acid, a propane tank with blue tinting around the valve, and a plastic soda bottle with rubber tubing snaking out to nowhere.

Despite a chilly fall breeze, ammonia lingers in the air and stings Wyatt’s nostrils. He is considering his next move when the wind suddenly picks up and the tree branches rustle.

Seemingly out of nowhere a dirty white Starbucks paper cup rolls toward Wyatt’s feet and stops with the black and white mermaid inside the green circle facing up.

A sign.

“Howard was here?”

Marvin twitches in a nodlike motion, but Wyatt cannot be sure if this is an answer or a random tweeker jitter.

Wyatt once read about an East Indian monkey trap in which a hollowed-out coconut with rice inside is chained to a peg in the ground. The trap has a hole carved in the coconut and the hole is large enough for a monkey to reach inside and grab the rice, but small enough that the monkey cannot pull his hand back out while holding on to the rice. Even as hunters approach, the monkeys hold fast.

Tweekers remind Wyatt of these monkeys—they typically cannot let go of the rice, no matter the cost.

“Do you want to talk? Or do you want to just go to jail?”

“Talk.”

“Then start talking.”

“What do you wanna know?”

“The truth.”

Marvin dimly weighs his options, the upsides and downsides of snitching flapping around in his meth-damaged brain like bats.

“Was the midget here?” Wyatt tries.

“What?”

Genuine confusion contorts Marvin’s face and Wyatt knows he missed. He has heard that Howard sometimes works with a midget, but it could be a joke, the sort of semi-amusing information tweekers occasionally dissemble. Clearly Marvin is not in on the joke, if it is one.

“Who all was here?” Wyatt asks, quickly moving past his misstep.

“Just me and him.”

“Just you and Howard?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell me what you know.”

“Like what?”

“Let’s start with what he looks like.”

“He’s…short, I guess.”

“How short?”

“Five-foot-six or so.”

“Complexion?”

“You know, the usual. Very white.”

“Hair?”

“Long, dark blond.”

“Facial hair?”

“Just kinda unshaved. And a goatee.”

“Age?”

“Around thirty. Maybe forty.”

Wyatt looks at him, not pleased with this answer.

“I don’t know,” Marvin insists, convincingly. “It’s hard to tell sometimes.”

“Tats?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Anything else about him you do remember?”

“Well, he always wears black cowboy boots.”

“Good. Anything else?”

“That’s…it.”

“What about his real name?”

“I don’t know his real name. Nobody does. I swear.”

“How about his mom? Does his mom know his name?”

This flummoxes Marvin.

Patience is key to questioning a suspect, but Wyatt does not have much of that these days. He attributes this to his assignment to the meth lab team, which he mistakenly thought would be a low-stress break from homicides but instead has been a grim tour through doom and decay.

“Quit fucking with me, Marvin.”

“I’m not, I swear.”

Waiting for Marvin to crack, allowing time for meth paranoia to build as Marvin continues to come down, Wyatt steps around the site. He kicks the Starbucks cup, stops at a boom box on the ground, leans over, clicks it on.

“Ain’t found a way to kill me yet…”

Alice in Chains from the MTV Unplugged recording, which Wyatt also owns.

“I went to high school with Jerry Cantrell,” Marvin says. “Spanaway Lake. Not far from here.”

“Yeah,” Wyatt says, turning off the CD. “I know where Cantrell went to high school.”

“He was in choir,” Marvin adds.

“Do I seem like I give a crap about Jerry Cantrell right now?”

“No,” Marvin says, shaking his head.

“If you don’t fuck with me, I won’t fuck with you. But if you do fuck with me…”

Though Wyatt has never beat a suspect, it happens so often and gratuitously on television and in the movies that he figures the scare factor can work for him. He steps directly in front of Marvin and puts his hand behind his back and slouches and tilts his head, mirroring Marvin’s posture, a standard technique for establishing rapport.

“What kind of criminal history do you have, Marvin?”

“Just misdemeanors. No felony convictions yet.”

“Yet. Well, I guess it’s good to leave yourself something to work toward.”

Wyatt smiles, and then so does Marvin, lopsided and snaggletoothed.

“There are some advantages to being a nobody, Marvin. Namely, we don’t care about you. We don’t care if you go to prison or walk. You get what I’m saying?”

Marvin nods. Wyatt nods along with him, encouraging him in the direction he is leaning, pull your hand out of the coconut.

“So where can I find him?”

Marvin’s eyes blink and dart rapidly, as skittish as the brain behind them, avoiding Wyatt’s gaze. Raindrops start falling, pinging on pans and the blue tarp.

“Time’s running out, Marvin.”

“He won’t find out I told?”

“This is confidential background, just between us.”

I had to tell you lies to help you get to the truth.

“And if I tell you?”

“Truth is its own reward.”

Though Marvin suspects Wyatt is hustling him, even mocking him, he decides it does not matter.

Nothing matters, except staying free.







The Last Tycoon



With freakish focus Howard methodically pops Sudafed pills from blister packages into a blender, pop, pop, pop, his filthy fingers trembling with anticipation like a poker player with the winning hand. His eyes are red, pupils dilated, skin pale, blond hair long and stringy and dirty.

Piling up behind him on the floor of the kitchen area of the double-wide trailer are dozens of crumpled blister packs. In the corner sits Amber, a skinny tweeker transfixed in front of a television. She is doing exactly what Howard told her to do—staring at a black and white image of an empty rural road, looking for signs of trouble in the dim light of dusk. Howard, who prides himself on superior security precautions, wired the television to a camera he set up on a post at the end of the dirt and gravel driveway.

Amber’s four-year-old girl sits nearby on the floor in a purple jumper, eating potato chips and playing with the bag, mesmerized by the crinkling sound. She occasionally glances up at the television or the adults.

“Mom?”

“Sssshhh.”

Rain patters lightly on the aluminum roof. Howard cooks regularly at Amber’s trailer, which is parked on the property of a couple in their seventies who allow Amber to keep her trailer on the three-acre rural lot because they know her mother, who works as a waitress at a Sizzler in Puyallup. The couple is clueless, oblivious to the occasional chemical odors and the poisonous meth waste Howard has been dumping onto their land.

As soon as Howard pops the last of the blister packs, he turns the three-speed blender on high. The pills disintegrate into powder and the blender pitcher fills with a cloud of white dust.

He feels a Pavlovian rush as the process begins.

Two mason jars with coffee filters set in the mouths are ready on the kitchen counter. He pours the powder in the filters, then adds HEET, America’s “#1 selling brand of gas-line antifreeze,” through the powder. This filters out the binder from the pseudo pills.

He pours the pasty mess from the mason jars into a twelve-inch frying pan set on simmer, which evaporates the methanol and leaves purified pseudo powder in the pan.

“How’s it going?” Amber asks, hand tapping her thigh.

“Shut up. Watch the monitor.”

When Howard started cooking a few years ago, he burned out a friend’s trailer, and then a shed, and then a motel room, and then his girlfriend’s apartment. He subsequently refined his technique.

He uses the so-called Nazi method of production because it is the easiest and quickest: extraction, reaction, and gassing. Contrary to tweeker lore, the modern Nazi technique was not developed by Nazis or even used in the Third Reich.

Though the Nazis did feed their World War II troops uppers that included methamphetamine, as did the Japanese and the Allies, the labs of that era were designed for mass production and employed a process far more complicated than the one practiced in mobile homes and kitchens across contemporary America.

The currently popular Nazi method was developed in the 1980s by a chemistry student at a Midwest university who discovered that the Birch reduction method could be used to reduce pseudoephedrine to methamphetamine, and presto, meth-making for dummies.

This ambitious student wrote the recipe on a sheet of notebook paper, which was copied repeatedly and passed around like a salacious rumor. Because the original paper happened to have Nazi swastika doodling in the margins, the technique became known as the Nazi method.

The first Nazi lab was busted in California in 1988. Seven years later local police found the first Nazi meth lab site in Pierce County, Washington, though they did not initially realize they had stumbled onto a trend. The cook reportedly taught countless other locals his process and it spread with amazing rapidity because it was simple and all the ingredients were legal and easily available.

Though pseudoephedrine is becoming increasingly difficult to obtain in volume, Howard believes the Nazi method produces the best product. After he has completed the first stage, the extraction of pseudo from the pseudoephedrine, he straps on latex gloves and a white disposable dust mask over his mouth and nose with the theatricality of a mad scientist. He is ready for the reaction stage.

Next to the oatmeal on a kitchen shelf is a jar with lithium strips stored in kerosene, which Amber helped extract from Eveready batteries earlier. Howard, like most tweekers, prefers Eveready because of the Energizer Bunny ads, which he and other tweekers believe to be an inside meth joke. He adds the lithium into the frying pan.

He opens the propane tank and pumps anhydrous ammonia over the pseudo and the lithium. Vapors rise toward his unprotected eyes. He stirs with a spatula, turning the sludge blue and gray. To expedite the evaporation of the ammonia he heats the pan up a touch further, adding water to quench the reaction.

“Mommy, what’s that smell?”

“Shut up.”

“It’s not nice to say shut up.”

Continuing to add water, Howard stirs until the concoction turns cloudy white. According to tweeker lore, a penny should be added at this stage, but Howard researched this on the Internet and could not find any justification in chemistry for this, so he assumes it is like throwing a coin into a fountain, superstitious and futile.

Into a mason jar Howard pours the paste from the frying pan. Next he adds toluene. Ether is cleaner and more efficient, but Howard passed out the only time he used ether and woke up with a hangover and a burned hand.

He pulls the jar close to his face and stares as a bilayered liquid forms—molecules of meth—and he nods along, “Yesssss.” He only has one stage to go and he is shaking. He sets down the jar and picks up a turkey baster and begins sucking up the top layer and squirting it into another mason jar.

This is methamphetamine oil, but not yet methamphetamine hydrochloride, the real stuff that makes you get naked and climb the tree.

“You stay,” he says to Amber, lowering his mask and passing her a walkie-talkie that is the companion to the one on his hip.

“Cook safe, Howard.”

“Shut up, don’t call me H-o-w-a-r-d in front of the k-i-fucking-d.”

“Who’s she gonna t-e-l?”

“Why must I live my life surrounded by morons?” he mutters, then picks up the jar containing the siphoned-off oil and carries it outside toward the ramshackle wooden toolshed, which glows blue from a Coleman lamp he left on earlier. He walks quickly through the dark, hunched over to shield the mouth of the jar from the rain.

Howard has thirteen aliases, all backed up by Washington State driver’s licenses. Howard A. Schultz is his current and favorite identity. He paid one of his runners two grams for the date of birth, address, and Social Security number of the Starbucks coffee mogul.

He sometimes worries that he has stuck with this moniker too long. He enjoys being well known—he craves the underground fame, is proud of his place in tweeker lore—but he also recognizes the hazards of being the top cook in Pierce County or, as Howard likes to call the county that leads the western United States in methamphetamine production, Methlehem County.

If you want to make movies, you go to Hollywood. If you want to play poker professionally, you go to Las Vegas. And if you want to be the meth king, you go to Pierce County, Washington, Howard is fond of proclaiming. He grew up in Woodinville, a town north of Seattle, but after his first stay in prison, a short one for burglary, he was released to a halfway house in Tacoma, which proved to be an excellent networking opportunity. He quickly befriended addicts and cooks from around the county and recognized the “high-growth” market for methamphetamine.

Entering the shed, he sets the meth oil down on top of a broken freezer that serves as a storage container. Stocked alongside the tools on rickety shelves is muriatic acid, aluminum foil, a Dr Pepper bottle, rubber tubing, and gaffer’s tape—everything he needs to create an HCL generator for the gassing stage.

Under the spooky glow of the lamp hanging from the low roof, he mixes muriatic acid and balls of aluminum foil in the Dr Pepper bottle. Usually he uses rock salt and drain opener, which makes for a cleaner and whiter final product, but Amber used up the drain opener on a goddamned clogged drain, so Howard must improvise.

He pokes a tube into the plastic bottle, wraps gaffer’s tape around the opening, and the gas generated by the acid and foil, hydrogen chloride, bubbles through the hose and into the methamphetamine oil.

“Time to snow,” he whispers, kneeling ceremoniously.

Sparkles form in the haze as the methamphetamine crystals begin forming—white and dirty beige—clouding the mason jar like a snowstorm.

Because the muriatic acid dirties up the product with tan patches, he will have to clean it with acetone before putting it on the market.

Ice, crank, speed, zoom, it all means money.

Howard gets high just watching this, the tingle spiking through his body. He is reminded of snow globes he shook incessantly as an ADHD child. Enraptured, he does not hear the walkie-talkie at the first crackle.

“Howard,” Amber repeats.

He is about to tell her not to call him that, not to call him at all unless it is an absolute emergency, don’t bother me, I’m working, when the walkie-talkie crackles again.

“Howard, cops!”







Reality TV



“You sure this is the right damn place?” Wyatt asks, stopping the gray Ford Taurus with its low nose pointed up the narrow muddy driveway surrounded by blackberry bushes.

“Pretty sure,” Marvin says from the back seat.

“Pretty sure?”

“Sorry, every goddamn road out here looks the same. Doesn’t it? Don’t you think?” Marvin’s shaking and babbling. “But this is it. I’m pretty sure. We’re like out between Bonney Lake and Sumner, sort of?”

“We’re where you told me to go.”

“Okay, well, a trailer should be at the top of the driveway.”

Headlights shine into the streaky drizzle and darkness as they bounce up the driveway, and then Wyatt clicks on the high beams and there’s the trailer, an old silver double-wide with a blue tarp hanging off one end.

Trailer, blue tarp, looks like a meth lab.

Leaving Marvin locked in the back seat, engine running, headlights on, Wyatt steps out and walks up to the front door. His senses are attuned to his surroundings as the drizzle falls quietly. He can hear scurrying inside, the micelike noises he usually hears when tweekers are home.

“Hello,” Amber says, opening the front door about six inches, just enough so the child can look out past Amber’s skinny thighs.

Immediately Wyatt can smell the ammonia. “Hello, ma’am. I’m Detective Wyatt James.” He smiles amiably as he opens his blue blazer enough to display his badge and gun. “Is anyone else inside?”

“Just my child,” Amber says, switching unconsciously into a pathetic whine.

“You mind if I come in out of the rain and talk to you?” he says. “You have the right to say no,” he adds, “but I’d like to come in if I could.” Police officers must, under the law, inform residents they can refuse them entry, but experienced criminals already know this, so it is only the amateurs who allow police inside without a warrant. “I’d like to talk to you about someone,” Wyatt says casually, “if you don’t mind.”

Amber has been in jail before and does not want to return and, in her experience, pissing off police officers often results in a trip downtown, while giving information can lead to a free pass.

“Okay.”

“Thanks,” Wyatt says. From his inside pocket he pulls out a “Ferrier warnings” form, which reiterates that Amber has the right to refuse him entry, limit his search, or revoke her consent at any time, and he has her sign the sheet acknowledging these rights, blah, blah, blah.

As he steps inside, blister packs crush under his shoes. He scans the filthy interior and amid the sundry trash he picks out the blender, the coffee filters, the propane tank, mason jars, porn magazines, and a black cylindrical object that could be either a butt plug or a chew toy.

And this is after she had time to clean up.

“How long ago did he leave?”

“Who?”

“Howard.”

“Howard?”

Amber fumbles long enough for Wyatt to know that Marvin gave them good intel, albeit too late.

“Yes, Howard.”

“Howard,” she repeats again, jittery and on the down slide. Wyatt figures she was left without any product, a hasty exit, no doubt.

“Howard Schultz,” he says impatiently, eyes watering from the ammonia remnants. “The cook.” He puts his palm over the frying pan with white crust, still warm. “Where did he go?”

“He left.”

“Yes, we’ve established that. Where did he go?”

“I don’t know.”

Amber’s child is on the floor watching the road and driveway on the television monitor. Wyatt studies the screen for a moment, realizes that his approach was observed. “Let’s get out of here,” he says when his throat starts to itch. “Your child, too.”

Wyatt herds them outside. A cat scampers out with them, disappearing quickly. Between the trailer and his car, Wyatt steps in front of Amber and her child so that he is backlit, partially blocking out the glare of the headlamps. Mist has replaced the drizzle.

“So what’s your name?” he asks.

“Amber.”

“Of course. Last name?”

After a long pause she says, “Johnson.”

Wyatt assumes this as a lie but is not inclined to bother with calling her on it yet.

“Were you helping him cook?”

“Who?”

“Or did he do all the cooking and promise you some product in exchange?”

“That.”

“What?”

“He promised me some.”

Always works: give them two choices and they will pick what they think is the lesser crime.

“So you let him use your place to cook meth?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Where did he go?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know if you’re going to tell me?”

“I don’t know.”

“How much do you know about him?”

“Nothing. I just met him today, at this party, at this, like, apartment, more like a motel….”

She’s so obviously lying, so obviously tweaking, so obviously useless, Wyatt cuts her off by holding a hand up like a traffic cop. Sometimes he just cannot take another damn lie.

“Stop.”

“No, no, I swear—”

“Stop.”

“Okay, okay.”

Wyatt looks down at the child standing behind Amber’s legs. His own eyes are still watering, but she stares back at him with clear pupils, apparently immune to the ammonia. He expects meth will show up in her urine test from secondhand smoke and dermal exposure.

“Have you had dinner?” he asks the child, bending down, hands on knees.

She shakes her head.

“You hungry?”

She nods.

“There’s a Denny’s down the road. Have you been there?”

She nods, almost smiles.

“We’re going to meet a nice woman from the government there, and you can get something to eat, okay?”

The child nods agreeably, either uncomprehending or unfazed.

Flipping open his cell phone, Wyatt rings the on-duty supervisor and gives him a situation update and asks for Child Protective Services and the meth lab team.

“You’re calling in CPS?” Amber says when he’s finished with the call. “Why?”

“Because you’re going downtown.”

“To jail?”

He reads Amber her Miranda rights by memory and the child mouths along, as though to a nursery rhyme she has heard many times before.

“Tell Grandma I need bail money,” Amber says.

“Turn around.” Wyatt clicks on the cuffs. “If you decide you want to talk about Howard, let me know.” He turns her around by her shoulders and slides his card in the front pocket of her jeans. She is not ready to pull her hand out of the coconut yet, but tweekers generally detox after about twelve weeks. “I’m Detective Wyatt James. Your public defender will know who I am.”







Brandy, You’re a Fine Girl



I am, I am Superman, and I know what’s happening…. This snippet of a song lyric plays over and over in Howard’s head as he runs for what seems like miles, tromping in his black cowboy boots, through the woods, across grassy fields, over wooden fences, until he arrives at an intersection, where he stops to finally catch his ragged breath. He sounds like Darth Vader.

To the outside eye Howard looks depleted and decrepit, wheezing like a man dying from the plague, but inside he feels dynamic and destined for greatness, ruling the world like a man holding the hammer of the gods. As dopamine surges through his brain cells he is proud that he is zooming on his own homemade fuel, euphoric that he is wildly free, confident that he can outsmart the cops every time, and these sensations flood together in a kaleidoscope of sweaty, teeth-grinding, finger-twitching, head-

bobbing, crazy ecstasy.

I am, I am Superman….

Above him a nearly full moon emerges between dark clouds. He steps into the shadows behind the stop sign, clumsily sits in the tall and wet grass. The closest streetlight is a hundred yards away and there are no cars coming. He pulls out a cell phone, calls a taxi service.

Despite all his licenses, Howard does not drive. He does not own anything that can be traced back to him. The cell phone is registered to Ted Nugent, with a PO box in University Place. When the wireless company eventually shuts down the service for lack of payment, as they invariably do, he will get another phone with one of his other identities.

He collects SSI, Social Security Insurance payments, because he is “disabled” and “unable to maintain employment” after his stroke-resembling collapse in the county jail that followed a week-long meth binge. The disability payments are enough for him to live on even when he is not supplementing his income with meth sales. He relies on the kindness of tweekers for shelter and his only expenses are for manufacturing supplies, Kools, taxis, alcohol, and fast food.

I am, I am Superman….

This song keeps playing in his brain, and he does not know it is an R.E.M. song and if he did he would be amused by the band’s name.

When the cab approaches, Howard stands up and waves it down, trying to appear normal and amiable, but he is grinning and fidgeting like a fiend.

Still, the cabbie stops. Howard gives directions to Brandy’s house on the outskirts of Eatonville. Amber was fun, but Howard was tired of her squalid little trailer and mouthy four-year-old child. “Bag ’ho” is his phrase for addicts like Amber, women who will have sex for whatever meth residue is left at the bottom of a baggie.

Brandy actually owns a house, not a trailer. She inherited it from her parents when they died. Though she used to share it with her white supremacist boyfriend, word on the street is that he went to prison for domestic violence. Howard stayed with Brandy for a few weeks before she hooked up with the wife-beater and he expects her door is always open for him.

Though he thinks she has sad eyes, which he calls cow eyes, Brandy can be attractive sometimes. Better yet, she has a daughter she saddled with the name Porsche who wore hip huggers and chokers at eleven and must be twelve by now.

I am, I am Superman, and I can do anything….







The Crime Warp



Tacoma is famous for its crime.

Serial killer and rapist Ted Bundy lived in Tacoma, as did serial killer and rapist Robert Yates. Gary Ridgeway, the Green River Killer, is said to have buried bodies in Pierce County. Serial child rapist and murderer Joseph Edward Duncan is from Tacoma. John Lee Malvo and John Allen Muhammad, the D.C. snipers, used a Bushmaster rifle from Bull’s Eye Shooter Supply in their former hometown of Tacoma.

David Brame, the Tacoma police chief, murdered his wife and shot himself in a Pierce County strip mall parking lot in 2003. This seemed like a high point, or a low point, until two years later when a disgruntled twenty-year-old meth user carried two semiautomatic weapons to the Tacoma Mall and cut down seven shoppers, prompting Charles Mudede, a reporter with The Stranger, a Seattle alternative weekly, to write, “The only time Tacoma makes national news is when one of its citizens opens fire on innocent people.”

Mr. Mudede is not entirely correct. Tacoma and Pierce County also make national news for leading the country in methamphetamine labs, and it was national news in 2004 when Sperling’s Best Places, a research firm, rated Tacoma “America’s Most Stressed-Out City,” topping such high-tension contenders as Miami, New Orleans, and New York, and it was national news in 2005 when Stacy Fuson, a Playboy Playmate and Tacoma native, became the St. Pauli beer girl. Celebrated in the local News Tribune as a Tacoma girl “through and through,” she moved to Los Angeles.

Downtown, in the most stressed-out city in the country, is quiet at nine o’clock on a Tuesday, when Wyatt exits the freeway. He returns his unmarked squad car to the parking lot of the County-City Building, a plain eleven-story box containing courtrooms, the County Council chambers, the sheriff’s department, and the cramped offices of the Pierce County Prosecuting Attorney.

This classically drab example of functional fifties architecture replaced an ominous gothic courthouse, and Wyatt continually laments the lack of grandeur and gravitas the larger replacement presents to its visitors.

Wyatt could drive the county car to his apartment, but he lives less than a mile away and parking is difficult there and he likes the exercise of walking and the meditative aspect as well. He needs wind-down time before he can sleep.

Though it is not raining, he removes a black umbrella from the trunk. The trek ahead is only about twenty minutes, but he does not want to bet on the rain letting up for long. A light wind blows from the north and the horizon is dark.

He walks briskly south on Tacoma Avenue, stepping through the fallen leaves from the Flowering Cherry trees, enjoying the crisp fall air. Earlier in the day the sidewalk was filled with animal rights protesters passing out leaflets demanding the death penalty for a defendant who poisoned a dog. Child molesters, rapists, and murderers are on trial every day and nobody seems to notice, but when an animal suffers, outrage follows.

At the corner of Eleventh and Tacoma Avenue, Wyatt takes a left, enjoys the postcard view of the steel girders of the Murray Morgan Bridge lit up ahead. On his right are office fronts for bail-bonding companies, the dominant business around the County-City Building, and tweeker alley, a dead-end street near a homeless shelter where riffraff gather to do drugs, make connections, urinate and defecate, and generally keep the area off-limits to anyone but criminals and police.

Overlooking tweeker alley is the wooden deck of a new nightclub, Syren, trying to make a go of it where many have failed. In the summer hipsters congregate near the railing, smoking cigarettes and drinking microbrews while observing the peccancy below. Tonight there is only one couple outside and they are staring out across the alley as if it does not exist.

Wyatt figures he could, if he wanted to take a stroll, observe half a dozen crimes without even trying. The city has conceded tweeker alley to the ne’er-do-wells. Wyatt sometimes wonders why the homeless folks dragging ratty sleeping bags over their shoulders do not leave the cold and wet Northwest for warm and dry Southern California.

Maybe they, like he, prefer the gloom and the gray?

A couple blocks south of this Wyatt takes a right on Broadway, passing a fountain of concrete blocks and cascading water with an enormous sculpture of pink and tan fiberglass salmon poking out of the water on a metal pipe. Northwest art: fish and water. He considers stopping by Fujiya, a sushi restaurant and downtown landmark, but it is closing up on schedule with the other civilized portions of the city.

A block behind him is the Winthrop, a former grand hotel that currently functions as federally subsidized housing for addicts, dealers, and their unfortunate low-income neighbors. Ahead of him, just beyond the Sea Grill, is the new $65 million convention center, lights on as always, an astonishing four-hundred-foot-tall trapezoid, a brightly lit vision of the future with a slanted wall of stainless steel mesh and green-tinted windows looking out over the city toward Commencement Bay.

Just past the convention center he crosses a triangular concrete park toward Pacific Avenue, strolling past five stepped infinity pools that slowly spill into each other. Reflecting off the dark water is the sleek new Tacoma Art Museum, which is constructed with steel and glass much like the convention center, another testament to urban renewal.

He recalls twenty years ago when all of downtown Tacoma was like tweeker alley: prostitutes, drug dealers, bums, and thugs. Customers came from all over the county, including from the two military posts, Fort Lewis and McChord Air Force Base. You would not walk around in soft-soled shoes because of the syringes that popped up more numerous than weeds on an abandoned playground. In some ways it was a cop’s dream city: real life that resembled the caricatures of crime meccas in graphic novels.

However, the dotcom wave of prosperity that swept through Tacoma’s northern neighbor Seattle flooded into Tacoma as well. Pulp mills, which accounted for the infamous Tacoma aroma, began modernizing or shutting down. In 1993 the transition was symbolically sealed when the Asarco copper smelter tower, one of the city’s chief polluters, tumbled in a staged implosion. The Environmental Protection Agency is still appraising the damage to the waterfront.

Tacoma and Seattle, like their California cousin San Francisco, are port towns. Ports are the most vital cities. Ideas, trends, and adventurous spirits drift in by land and sea. Seattle’s cool peaked in 1992 when Nirvana became a phenomenon and Microsoft, uninhibited by the Justice Department, was taking over the world.

Coolness, though, like freshness, fades, and as it ebbed from Seattle it flowed into Tacoma. People who would shudder at the thought of crossing the Pierce County border in the 1980s were shopping for Tacoma houses and lofts by the late 1990s. For years the underdog to Seattle, Tacoma emerged in the new millennium as the hip and gritty alternative, humming with possibilities.

“Tacoma is on a roll,” Mayor Bill Baarsma continually announces at the rising number of civic events filling local calendars.

Still, the crime continues in this frontier town.

Criminal subcultures took root in the 1970s when the Department of Corrections, which administers the prison system, began dumping hundreds of violent felons, sex offenders, and drug addicts into Pierce County every year through work release and halfway house programs. Pierce County Prosecutor Gerry Horne calls it the crime warp.

Power brokers in Seattle, heavily invested in the state’s economic capital and its world-famous image, successfully keep their fair share of felons out of King County. Seattleites find it much easier to be understanding of criminals and their unfortunate childhoods if the crime stays south.

Drawn to underdogs, challenges, and adrenaline, Wyatt moved to Tacoma—or T-Town, as he calls it—when he graduated from law school. He had already decided to be a cop rather than a lawyer. This was done partly because law school bored him nearly to tears, and partly to aggravate his father, but proved to be a fitting choice despite his motives. He does not discuss his law degree with fellow cops, just as he does not discuss his colonoscopy.

Sometimes he wishes he had a more colorful backstory, such as the detective in one of his favorite books who had a hooker mom who was mysteriously murdered because of her scandalous involvement with powerful and corrupt people. Scandal and mystery intrigue Wyatt. The biggest mystery at his own house was when his father broke some china without telling his mother.

Wyatt tried marriage after his first few years on the force. In retrospect, he is not sure what the attraction to his ex-wife was. She was pretty, primarily by virtue of her youth, and he believed their mutual affection, bouncy in the beginning, would evolve into a romantic, mellow, mutually understanding harmony, the two of them chuckling together over the Sunday paper. Instead they became indifferent roommates.

Nearly a year after the relationship died, she initiated a divorce. He surrendered the house, started renting downtown, and soon decided it was a good thing that he had lost the house and the wife. He is forty years old and loves his job and does not mind his age or the detours he took getting here.
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