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At three in the morning on a Monday, Broderick McRea learned that he was two people. It was April 1, 1906. 

He had been staring vacantly through the window, wondering where to go next. 

San Francisco was not working out. Not that he was a failure. His writing made enough to pay rent and meals. He was even making his name as a journalist. 

Julianna, his wife, had just left him. He didn't blame her. Her last words had been, “You never pay me attention, Brod. It's as if I'm not here. I may as well leave.” 

She was right. She rarely caught his attention anymore. He was too caught up with events in the world, things he saw and heard, such as murder, mayhem, swindles and corruption. Now and then, a glimpse of rare beauty shining like the sun through clouds. He could remember when Julianna had been that. 

Through the window below his flat on California Street, twenty-four hours a day, he could hear the rattle of cable beneath tracks. He no longer heard the din, except when it stopped. Just like Julianna. He decided he needed to move on, maybe to Seattle or Portland, or Nevada. Get a new, fresh start. 

Idly sitting at his rolltop desk, he had been playing with the pencil in his right hand. He hadn't noticed when he picked it up. Something made him raise it and examine it with curiosity. Turning on his gas light, he noticed the lead was nearly worn down. He was sure he had just sharpened it recently. Then he noticed the scrap of paper lying on his desk. It was the cheap foolscap he used for notes. 

Random chicken scratches covered it, as if he had been doodling. But at the bottom, there was something written. McRae held it to the light. 

Hello, Broderick. We need to talk. My name is Abramo. 

He stared at the note. It was not in his handwriting. He'd no idea where it had come from. 

Then, with a growing sense of horror, he realized he could only have written it himself. 

***
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AT THAT POINT HE FELL asleep, or passed out. He awoke to find himself sprawled on the bed, fully clothed. He sat up, rubbing his face, trying to remember.  We need to talk.  That must have been a dream. He needed coffee. He had to wash his face. It was six a.m. 

Broderick got up and went to his desk in the next room. He wanted to make sure My name is Abramo wasn't there, that he had only dreamed. He found another page of foolscap, blurry in his vision even when he'd put on his glasses. It was covered with writing. 

He swore an oath, stuffed the sheet in a coat pocket, and headed out the door. The Daily Morning Call  was lying on the stoup, so he snatched it up. The date was April 1, 1906. For a moment he thought that should mean something. Then he remembered. April Fool Day. This was some sort of prank his mind was playing on itself. The coffee shop around the corner was called, in San Francisco style, The Greasy Spoon.  Broderick barged in and took his usual seat at the counter. Mac, the owner, ambled over and poured coffee without being asked. Mac could have passed for a professional prizefighter, except for his paunch. He said, 

"You look like you could use some breakfast, Mr. McRae. You been getting enough sleep?"

"No, I haven't. Thanks for asking. I'll have some rye toast. That good Jewish rye."

Mac ambled off again. 

Broderick sipped his black coffee. It was like a small torpedo going off. He was wide awake now. Cautiously he slipped the foolscap from his pocket. He glanced around, as if expecting someone to be spying on him, then looked at the writing. It wasn't his handwriting. He usually took notes in a personal chicken scratch that most people couldn't read. This was an elegant European style script. 

Broderick. I am sorry to frighten you. I would not be addressing you in this way except for an emergency. There is something you must do for both of us. Something bad is going to happen. I am not sure what it is. I see the future only dimly, as through a smoky mirror. There is one task you may do that may help. Please do not think you are going insane. I am using a small part of your brain which you don't often need. When our task is done I shall leave. By the way, you can speak to me aloud and I will hear, but I cannot hear your thoughts. I am not a mind reader. I could also use your own voice to speak aloud, but you might find this disturbing. 

Please be calm and pay me attention. This is an emergency. Abramo. 

Broderick shoved the page back in his pocket. He found himself sweating. He was terrified, but didn't want to show it. Mac returned with the rye toast. 

Mac said, "I see you got the Call there. Did you read about Ruef?"

"Abe Ruef? What about him?" Ruef was the main boss man at City Hall, with more weight than the Mayor. Everybody knew Abe or had heard of him. Most feared him. 

"Looks like he might be going to jail. Maybe the Mayor along with him." McRae’s own beat was City Hall, but somehow he had missed this angle.

"Yeah? It's about time." They discussed politics for two or three minutes, until a new customer came in and picked up a menu. As Mac was moving away he said, 

"If you write on my napkin I have to charge you. Sorry."

Startled, Broderick looked at his hand. He hadn't known it was writing. 

There were only a few words in his own handwriting on the linen napkin. Who the hell are you? 

He ate most of his toast, paid the bill with an extra ten cents for the napkin. As he was leaving Mac said, "There's even better news."

"Yeah? What's that?"

"Caruso is coming to town. You like opera?"

"Sure," he said. Although he really didn't. 

***
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BACK IN HIS ROOMS, McRae tossed the scrap of paper to his desk without looking at it again. Instead he went to the bathroom to stare at his image in the  mirror. He looked terrible. He needed a shave and probably a bath. He had dark circles under his eyes. He remembered he was supposed to go to City Hall this morning to report on the Board of Supervisors and whatever mischief they were up to. He felt like throwing up. He needed more coffee. 

When he felt ready, he returned to his office, sat down and read the crumpled paper over again. The last line, in his own hand, written on the napkin, Who the hell are you?  Nothing new had appeared. For a moment he considered finding a match and burning the paper. Then he considered that wouldn't solve the problem. 

He needed to talk to someone about this, tell what happened. Broderick was used to talking to Julianna. She always listened when he explained his problems. For a moment he remembered that he had not always listened to her. No, he had no excuse for bothering his ex wife about this. She was no longer responsible for him, or vice versa. 

He stared at the words on paper. A new word came to his mind. Possession.  He was possessed! He had heard of such things. In fact, a year or so since, he had done a story for the Weekly Hornet about spirit mediums and spiritualists. His report was supposed to be objective and neutral, but it left little doubt it was all a pile of 

bunkum. Or at least that was his opinion then Maybe he had been wrong. Perhaps there really was such a thing. Either that or he was going nuts. 

He knew who he had to go and see, like it or not. He considered shaving first, but knew he'd probably cut his face. No point in putting this off. 

Broderick headed out the door for St. Mary's. 
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He had been in a few Catholic churches from time to time, as well as other flavors of religion. McRae had no religion himself—he figured religion is a matter of opinion, and God wouldn't care much about his. As a reporter for the Morning Call, he often found himself in places he wouldn't ordinarily go. One of McRae's talents was the ability to make himself comfortable in any surroundings, whether the Opera House, City Hall, or a Barbary Coast saloon. 

He entered St. Mary's, where there were no services going on at the moment. This early there were a few folks in pews saying their prayers before work. One thing that always impressed him was not the gilded statues, candles, stained glass or other trappings, but the smell. There was always a powerful aroma of incense. He wasn't sure if he liked it or not, but it identified the scene. A blind man would know at once where he was. He encountered some minor deacon dressed in black and asked if he could see a priest. Any priest would do. The deacon ushered him to a seat and in due course a padre appeared. He was dabbing at his mouth, as if just having finished breakfast. 

"Good morning son. I'm Father O'Malley. Did you wish confession?"

McRae stood up. "No, Father. I'm not Catholic. But I need some advice. Quite urgently. Can we talk?"

O'Malley looked him up and down, perhaps sizing him up as a possible robber or bunkum artist. Broderick knew he didn't make a good impression, unshaven and having slept in his clothes. After a moment O'Malley said, "Come with me."

McRae followed him to a small anteroom without windows. The only furniture was some chairs and a writing bench. In one corner stood a Victrola talking machine. O'Malley motioned for him to sit while he remained standing. Broderick took the crumpled papers from his pocket and smoothed them on the bench. The Priest adjusted his glasses and read them carefully and slowly. When he'd finished he returned them without a word. 

McRae said, "I wrote those. Except I don't remember doing it. And it's not my handwriting."

"I see." O'Malley pulled a chair closer and sat down. "I think I understand. Please tell me more. Was this the first time?"

"Yes. I never had anything like this happen to me. Does this mean I'm possessed?"

"Has anything happened recently to upset you? By the way, you haven't told me your name. These notes say it's Broderick."

"Yes sir. Broderick McRae. Something recent?” 

He hesitated, screwing up his mouth and debating whether to answer. Then he decided saying nothing would be the same as an admission. 

"Okay, Father. It so happens my wife just left me. Day before yesterday."

"I see. What's her name, if I may ask? Why did she leave you?"

"Her name's Julianna. It's a long story. Basically, she felt I was neglecting her. Which I guess I was. I put a lot into my work. I'm a journalist, you see."

"And Mrs. McRae? Where is she now? Does she have resources?"

“Res.... ? You mean money. Oh, she's all right on that account. She owns a dress making shop on Market Street. The height of lady's fashions. She probably makes more than I do."

"Tell me this, if you will. Was there adultery involved? On either side?"

At first Broderick stared at him, as if uncomprehending. "God, no. Excuse my language, Father. No, that would not happen."

There was a rap at the door followed by the deacon in black sticking his head in. "Father, there's a lady here for confession."

O'Malley glanced at him. "Please ask Father Clement. I'm busy at the moment. Please don't disturb us till we're done." The deacon nodded and withdrew. 

O'Malley turned back to McRae. He slid open a drawer on the bench and withdrew a pad of paper. This he placed on the top and next took a fountain pen from his own pocket. He unscrewed the cap and handed it to McRae. 

"I would like to try an experiment, Mr. McRae. Place your hand on the paper, with the pen. Then forget about it and look at me. That's right. Very good. Tell me, where did you go to school? Where are you from?"

"I'm originally from Boston. Old money Boston, but my parents wasted most of it. I went to law school for awhile, but I got tired of it. Then I joined the Army, for the Spanish War. When I got out I stayed in the Philippines for awhile reporting on the Insurrection. That spoiled my taste for war and imperialism."

"And you met your wife ..."

"She had a gossip column at the Call for awhile. That's where I got to know her. I still work there."

"Very interesting. Now let me see that notepad. Do you know your hand was moving?"

Broderick felt a sudden chill. He dropped the pen. Father O'Malley picked up the pad. He read aloud. 

Broderick, you waste your time. And mine as well. There is danger ahead,and you must listen. Andiamo. Abramo. 

O'Malley turned the pad over so Broderick could see it. "Andiamo.  Italian. It means, Let’s go. Do you speak Italian?"

"Not a word." Broderick stared at the words on the page. 

O’Malley spoke. "Please do this for me. Pick up the pen and write the first sentence at the bottom of the page. You waste your time.  If you please."

He found his hands were shaking. He took a deep breath for calm, closed his eyes a moment, then picked up the pen and did as he was asked. The priest took back the notepad. 

"This is a different handwriting. Quite different, in fact."

McRae said, "I'm going crazy."

"Perhaps, but I don't think so. I have seen a few other cases like yours. We often call it possession."

"That's what I was afraid of. So what I need is an exorcism."

At this O'Malley smiled. "Maybe, but maybe not. Exorcisms are good at expelling demons. Sometimes possessions may be benevolent or harmless. I once interviewed a lady who would go into trance once a week or so. She would pick up a pen and write extensive monographs. Sometimes they were philosophical works, sometimes romantic fiction. She even got some of them published. Frankly, I didn't think they were very good, but they did no harm. 

"I knew also a young girl who got messages from an Indian chief. I don't know what tribe. I investigated and learned that much of the advice she was getting was quite good and healthy. Eventually she grew out of it and the voices stopped."

McRae wiped his brow. He had been sweating though it was not warm here. 

"What should I do, Father?"

"Well. If you like you might consult an alienist. This new psychoanalytic theory from Dr. Freud might have something to it, though I'm skeptical. Please do not go to a professional psychic, they're all phonies."

He nodded. "I'm well aware of that, Father."

"I would like to see you again, if you're willing. Meanwhile, give this a little time. Go ahead and communicate with this Abramo spirit. See what he wants. You will know if it's something evil or dangerous. In any case, I'd like to know. Come back and see me in three or four days, if you're willing."

Broderick nodded. "So that's it? You can't tell me any more, Father?"

"Not without more knowledge. Please come and see me again." He retrieved his pen and got to his feet. Broderick followed, feeling dizzy. 

O'Malley clapped him on the shoulder. "You're always welcome to sanctuary in this church, son. Remember that."
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He didn't know why he went to see Julianna. He didn't even know he was going there. If he'd thought about it, he might have said it was because he was used to asking Julianna for advice about what he didn't understand. Once, his editor had ordered him to write a review of a visiting theater company that would be performing Hamlet  at the Opera House. He had taken his wife to see the play and afterward asked her to explain it to him, since he hadn't a clue. She could explain things out of his range of experience, such as music and art. As well as mathematics, and some science. 

She was remarkable as a woman with so little schooling. He'd met her when he was at law school in Boston. She was working in the library, having recently escaped from her parents' farm. She'd read some of the law book, and he suspected she knew more about the subject than he did. 

Her store on Market Street was called Julianna's.  It glittered with high style and fashion. 

He said, "I'm sorry if I'm bothering you." He wondered why he was there. 

He was prepared for instant retreat. 

"Not at all, Brod." She gave him a smile only slightly forced. "Come, sit down and have some tea. You look like you could use some."

"I guess I could." Two of her employees were at the counter deep in discussion with a matronly woman draped in pearls. At the moment she was the only customer. Julianna showed him to a small round table in back and brought tea. 

He supposed customers might use this area while pondering over fabric samples and styles. He'd only been in this shop a few times, and never for tea. 

"You look troubled, Brod. If you came here to try to win me back ..."

"No, Julia, no." He'd been staring into his cup, which reminded him of a fortune teller he'd once met and how she could spin tales from tea leaves. Suddenly he looked up. "Automatic writing!"

She said, "Excuse me?"

"That's what they call it. The psychics and mumbo jumbo artists. It's what I've been doing. It just started last night. I don't understand it." He left out saying maybe she could explain it. 

Julianna lifted her cup and sipped, watching him. For the thousandth time he wondered about the color of her hair, whether it was almond shade or more like walnut. He wished for a moment he had paid more attention. Her eyes were turquoise. At length she said, "I have no idea what you're talking about, Brod. Do you want to tell me?"

Did he? He wasn't sure. What was he doing here? She would tell him he was crazy. Or possessed. He took a deep breath, took the notepad from his pocket and showed it to her. In a few minutes he'd told her everything, including his interview with the priest. 

She read the pages slowly, without expression. Then she pushed them back. 

"The most unbelievable part of your story is that you went to church."

He nodded, not smiling. "You may be right. I'm sorry to have bothered you, Julia. I'll be going." He started to replace the pad in his pocket. 

"Just a moment."

He paused. "Yes?"

"I want to see a demonstration. I want to see this Abramo write something."

McRae licked his dry lips. He hadn't expected this. He glanced around to make sure no one else was near. Then he said, "All right." He placed his hand above a blank sheet of paper and gripped his pencil stub. He looked up at her. She looked back, neither glancing at the paper. 

"Do you have any questions you want to ask?"

"Perhaps. Let me think about it."

They sat in silence for a minute. Then they both heard the faint scratching of a pencil. Julianna looked momentarily startled. She glanced down, then back to McRae's face. The scratching stopped. "Let me see."

Broderick handed over the paper without looking. Julianna read aloud. You are in danger, Mrs. McRae. You should leave this city. Travel east or north. 

Abramo.

She put the notepad down with care, as if it might shatter. She gave Broderick a thoughtful look, then without a word, stood up and went to the front of the store. He started to follow but she waved him back. She spoke a few words to the two sales girls, then returned. 

"I just told them to go home. I doubt we'll see any more customers today. As to danger, the most peril I'm in is from City Hall. I can't afford to pay Boss Ruef's exorbitant licensing fees or taxes. It amounts to extortion. As to traveling east, I have been considering that. I could sell out and go back to Boston. One can still do business there. From what I hear, they're less corrupt than San Francisco."

Broderick was staring at the message his hand had transcribed. "I'm sorry to hit you with this, Julia. I hope this doesn't frighten you. I had better be going."

She put a hand on his. "In a moment. I'll tell you what I think, Brod. Do with it as you will."

He sat back. "I'm listening."

She said, "Do you know anything about this psychoanalysis business, that's all the rage lately? Dr. Freud and so on? I suppose not. Personally, I think most of it is pure twaddle, but Dr. Freud has got one thing right, I believe. The theory of the subconscious. It's the part of your brain that makes dreams. Most of the time you don't know what's going on down there, in your unconscious. But the mind is still working all the time. Every now and then it tells you what it thinks. 

"That's what your automatic writing and such is about. There's no demon or haunt. It's your subconscious trying to tell you something. In this case it wants you to tell me
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