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Death
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From the San Francisco Call:

FEAR SIX ARE

DEAD IN A

TUNNEL

———
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Believed That Those entombed

at Camp 1 of Edison Electric

Company near Bakersfield

on Friday were crushed.

———
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DESPERATE EFFORTS

MADE BY RESCUERS

———
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It May Take Weeks to Reach

Place Where Men Were at

Work, but a Large Force of

Men is Digging Away. 

Los Angeles, Dec. 8. The EdisonElectric company is making desperate efforts to remove the six men entombed by a tunnel cave in at Camp #1 in Kern County eighteen miles from Bakersfield. It is feared however that the men were crushed to death instantly by the tons of dirt and rocks. It may take two weeks to reach the spot where the men were at work.  A large force of men, headed by superintendent W. N. Cone of the Edison company, has been dispatched to the scene. Provision has been made for the use of iron shields, such as are customarily employed for tunnel construction work under water to protect the men in the construction work. 

***
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LINDSAY HICKS SHONE his lamp on the tunnel pilings and tapped a few of them, listening for any flat sounds that might mean rotten wood. He felt satisfied, until he found one beam that didn't ring true. He scraped at it and found a soft, pulpy interior. That beam would have to go.

But the crew had done a good job. This was a good tunnel, at least so far. Ahead and higher up, he could hear four other men arguing in low tones about something. They might be disputing about stuff having nothing to do with the work, maybe sports or women. Hicks didn't care. The foreman knew what he was doing, and Hicks did the work. By his watch it was nearly time for a lunch break. He would need to go back down the tunnel a way to find his dinner box, with the corned beef sandwich, apple pie and coffee that already made his mouth water.

He got no warning. There was a loud bang, the next he knew he awoke from some bad dream to another. It was pitch dark and utterly silent. When his head began to clear, he knew what happened. Cave-in. In all his years of mining, he'd always known this might happen some day. No, that wasn't right. He'd always felt somehow certain it would happen to him. He'd known other men in cave-ins. Some had made it out, some had not. Hicks hadn't known when he would be in one, but somehow he'd always seen it coming, somewhere down the line. Here it was.

He gave an inward sigh and shrug. Here it was. He would either die, or not. He began taking inventory. He could move his arms and legs, so nothing broken. He felt his face. He found more dirt, but his nose and mouth were open, and he was still breathing and no blood so far. He was lying on his back with a wall of rubble above and below. The tunnel at this point sloped upward at about a five-degree angle. He reached above his head and immediately found a surface of hard steel. At first, he was puzzled, till he realized he must be lying beneath a mine car. It must have rolled down the slope from above and pinned him underneath. It was the only thing that had prevented a mountain of rock from falling directly onto him. He grinned. So God wasn't ready for him yet.

Hicks tried shouting the names of the other men—George! Jack! Anybody! Can you hear me?"

He was answered by a faint groan. Hicks shouted again, "Who's that? Where are you?"

The voice came faintly from up the tunnel. "It's George. Is that Hicks? I'm hurt bad. Can't move. Everything came down on us. I think I'm done for."

"Hold on, George! They'll be coming for us. Don't give up now."

But George didn't answer.

After a few minutes Hicks gave up calling. He would save his breath. Come to that, he supposed he was most likely to die from lack of air. That was better than from thirst or starvation. He wondered how much air was in this part of the tunnel where he was trapped. He could last three or four days without water, maybe two weeks without food. When the air went he would go with it.

Hicks lay back and relaxed. He was no praying man so he didn't bother. He'd had a pretty good time on this planet, made a little money, knew a few good women, had some fun. He had no regrets. He settled in to wait.

***
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BRODERICK MCRAE FELT something was wrong, but he didn't know what. In a couple of weeks it would be Christmas. He had no religious viewpoints, but he usually enjoyed this season, the winter equinox, the turning from dark to light, the parties, celebrations, gifts, and music. This year something was missing.

Of course, it was partly the earthquake and fire in April. San Francisco was rebuilding at an almost frantic pace, yet it had lost much. There were still thousands without homes. There was food, but not everyone had cash for purchase. Most people put on a good face, but McRae knew it might take years for the shock to wear off. This year he had no taste for Christmas.

Julianna, his wife, wasn't much at home of late. After the loss of her business, the lady's clothing store, she had turned to political action. She was out campaigning for women's rights, suffrage, and the temperance movement. McRae didn't begrudge her the time. He knew she needed to feel useful. Perhaps if they'd had a baby she might be home more, but so far that hadn't happened.

He had a nagging feeling something was out of place, there was something he'd missed, more trouble ahead. It was now six months since he was last possessed by the mind or soul of Elinor Juste. Now Elinor was alive and doing well. As yet no other troubled spirits had invaded McRae's mind and body. No more automatic writing, no vengeful dead soldiers. He dared to hope he was past that stage of his life.

But he did not feel at ease.

He gave a mental shrug, picked up his notebook and pencils, and headed out the door of his flat. Julianna had gone out earlier. Now it was nearly noon. McRae headed for his job at the San Francisco Call.

Mr. Sawyer, usually called Sour behind his back, didn't look up from the copy he was scanning when McRae walked in. McRae waited in silence till Sour glanced up. "Need something, McRae?"

"It's about my assignment, Mr. Sawyer. I mean my beat."

Sawyer shrugged. "No complaints so far, McRae. You're good at digging up dirt. It looks like Boss Ruef is headed for jail, and the mayor with him. There's plenty to keep you busy."

"That's just it, sir. I feel like I'm getting stale. Frankly I get tired of writing about corruption and graft. How about shifting me, maybe to the waterfront, or even Chinatown? I could get a fresh slant on things. Maybe some nice violent crime."

Sawyer leaned back in his chair and gave McRae a quizzical look. "City Hall is a plumb. I know a dozen men who'd like to get that as their regular beat." He stared at McRae for a moment, then shrugged. "Well, why not? So happens we just got a breaking story you might like. I was wondering who to send. Take a look at this copy. It just came by wire. How would you like to visit Bakersfield for a day or two?"

"Bakersfield? I was there once in summer. It gets hot as a two dollar pistol . " He took the scrap of yellow foolscap that Sawyer held out and read it quickly. He looked up. "Six miners trapped underground? You want me to cover that?"

Sawyer straightened up and pulled a different file toward him, as if the subject was closed. "It's a good disaster story. The public loves disasters, they sell paper. Especially when it's somebody else. The race to rescue trapped miners, et cetera. That mine is owned by Edison Power, by the way. I want you on this afternoon train. The Call will cover hotel, meals and train fare. Save receipts."

"Yes sir." McRae nearly saluted, but caught himself in time. He had been in the army once. A deeper part of him would never cease being a soldier. He turned and got out of there before Sawyer could change his mind.

He had to go home first, to collect a few spare socks and underwear. He was surprised to find Julianna home. She rose from the table where she'd been having a late lunch, and gave him a long embrace.

"They canceled our committee meeting, so I came home. I thought you'd be at work, Brod."

"I am." Quickly he explained. "So I have to leave town for a day or two. Do you want to come with me? Vacation in wonderful Bakersfield."

She gave a sniff. "Not likely. I've got my own work to do. I'm getting the right to vote, remember? But you go ahead and have fun. Wire if you need anything."

He gave her a long kiss. "Sorry I don't have more time, Julia. Train to catch."

She slapped him on the rump. "What are you waiting for? Go ahead and catch it."
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Chapter Two

Mollie
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His nervous sense of something wrong had not left him. McRae took the ferry across the bay to the Oakland rail terminal, trying to enjoy fresh sea air and sunshine. He found he couldn't relax. He tried saying the word he'd learned, Lazarus, that always helped him relax and focus. It only seemed to make it worse. He had an inner sense of something bad about to happen, some unknown monster or demon rushing toward him, which he could not avoid because he didn't know its name. But he got to his train on time.

The ride south would take only a few hours, mainly through valley farmland. McRae had picked up several newspapers from Oakland and nearby towns, mainly for distraction. He tried to read, but his mind kept wandering elsewhere. He found himself wondering if there was going to be a train wreck.

An old lady came wandering down the aisle, half staggering as the train lurched. She was hunched over, wearing ragged clothing, her face mostly covered by a veil. She carried a patched cloth bag over one shoulder. McRae wondered if she were drunk or perhaps mad. Probably senile. She kept her eyes on the floor until she came opposite McRae's seat. She croaked,

"Would ya have a dime for a poor hongry woman, sir?"

McRae was startled. There were a few other passengers in the car, but he was the only one she chose to speak to. He reached in his pocket, found a quarter, and held it out for her. A claw-like hand reached out and snatched it from him. She said in a more normal voice,

"That the best you can do, McRae? I haven't seen you in months. You oughta be rich by now." She pushed back her veil.

McRae jumped out of his seat. "Mollie! Mollie Malloy! What are you doing here?"

She straightened up, grinning. "Fooled ya, didn't I? Mind if I sit down? You should give up your seat for a lady."

There were plenty of other seats, and he refrained from questioning her use of the term lady. He could recall when she was known as Crazy Mollie. He let her have the window seat.

She said, "As to what I'm doing here, I'm working. I could ask you the same question."

"I'm also working. I'm going to cover a story for the Call. Down in Bakersfield. Some trapped miners in a cave-in."

"Now ain't that a coincidence. I'm working the same case. Here's my badge." She reached in her coat, pulled out a leather case and opened it. McRae was stunned to see a gold badge. He had to read it out loud.

"Burns Detective Agency. Is this another of your swindles, Mollie?"

She gave a little snort and put the badge away. "I was never much into swindles. I was an outright thief. But I've gone straight, McRae. I'm a detective now."

He goggled at her. McRae had heard nothing from Mollie or Elinor for months. The last he knew, Mollie was buying a small winery in Sonoma County, while Elinor was arranging to bring her father out west. He'd always wondered how Mollie and Elinor had met — Elinor had awakened from her coma in South Dakota, then the two had come west. He'd never questioned any personal details which neither had offered. He said,

"How in hell did you get that job — Burns Detective Agency? Is it true you never sleep?" Of course, that was the motto of the agency: We never sleep.

She grinned at him again. Opening her large bag, she pulled out a cinnamon bun and offered it to him. When he declined she took a bite out of it and answered him with a full mouth.

"How I got that job was easy. There I was in Sonoma, with a few hired men tending to my vineyard. Elinor was busy with her own work, helping her father run the shipping company. He's in a wheelchair, but he still knows business. They're buying another freighter, you see.

"That didn't leave me much to do, having given up my life of crime. When I saw the notice Burns was looking for female operatives, I jumped. They don't have many women working for them, so I guess I was a shoo-in. I went back to the city and applied.

"I got an interview with a gent I won't name. I was all dolled up like Mrs. Richbich from Nob Hill, diamonds and pearls included. Fake of course, but he couldn't tell. I waltzed right into his office. He got up from his desk to usher me in, and I brushed right past him. Made sure he got to smell my cologne.

"Well, he asked me my name, which was also fake. What kind of work had I done, what made me think I could be a detective, had I any idea what kind of job this was, and so on. I could see he was being polite. Finally, he puts his folded hands on the desk, leans forward and says, 'Well, Miss, it's kind and thoughtful of you to apply, but I don't feel as how this is the sort of work you ought to be doing. This here is a rough sort of work, what with having to meet thieves, cutthroats and the lower classes. I just don't feel you're suited for this job, begging your pardon, Miss.'

"So I nod, smile, and say I understand. I'll be leaving now. He gets up to escort me to the door. Just as I'm about to leave, I stop, turn and say, 'Sir, there's just one thing.' He says, What's that? Then I tell him, 'Here's your wallet back.' I thought he might croak." Mollie burst into laughter. McRae joined in.

"Then I guess he gave you a second look."

"That he did. Hired me on the spot."

When he'd stopped laughing, McRae said, "You mentioned Elinor. You still see her, then."

Mollie gave McRae a serious look. "You might say that. Fact is, we live in the same house. We're lovers. Are you going to go all shocked at me?"

McRae shook his head. All this was a lot to take in. "No, Mollie. As long as you're both happy. And I think you'll make a great detective." He decided to change the subject. "What about the cave-in? Why is Burns sending you down there?"

She grew serious. "As to that, our client is an insurance company. They suspect there's something not right about that cave-in. It shouldn't have happened. The Edison Electric Company is owner of the tunnel. There might be millions paid out in damages, and there may be someone who would profit by the tunnel not getting finished on time. I'm to go down there, sniff around, and see what I can smell. That's all I can tell you."

He nodded, thoughtful. "I'll probably see you there. I'll share anything I find, if you'll return the favor."

"You got a deal." She leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. "Now I better get back to my own seat. It ain't good for us to be seen together too much, might ruin my reputation." She got up and pushed past him into the aisle, then stopped and turned back. "Almost forgot. There's one other thing, McRae."

"What's that, Mollie?"

She reached into a pocket. "Here's your wallet back."
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Hicks
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Hicks, still on his back, unable to move, judged it was about three hours since he'd last heard any sounds from above him in the tunnel. There were three men above him and two lower down, including the foreman. He'd heard nothing from the men below. Hicks judged they had died instantly from tons of rock falling on them. Those above, he could at first hear coughing and choking in dust, sometimes swearing. He'd tried shouting to them, but they no longer answered. Hicks realized they had died a long and painful death, strangling.

He was luckier, if you could call it luck. For some reason the dust was less dense where he was. After awhile it settled, and he could breathe more easily. He wondered how long his air would last. He needed to see how much space he had in the tunnel between himself and the upper cave-in. He had to twist to find his back pocket where he carried some matches and rolling paper. Only a few matches left, but then he probably wouldn't be needing them. He lit one and in its light stretched his neck to see up ahead. He instantly wished he hadn't. What he saw was a wall of rock and rubble with a hand sticking out.

At least he had a few feet of empty space above him in the tunnel, probably more than that below. Directly overhead he guessed there was sixty or seventy feet of rock and earth.

He felt
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