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The ashes had barely cooled. A week after the great earthquake and fire of San Francisco, in April of 1906, minds had yet to grasp the full meaning of the event.

A young Army private patrolled the ruins on Montgomery Street, at what had been the financial district. About the only building left standing was the Montgomery Block, which most people referred to as the Monkey Block. It had survived due to its fireproof construction, and perhaps luck. The private felt nervous. This was nearly curfew time; there shouldn’t be anyone on the street unless they wore a uniform. 

A man approached from behind. The soldier jumped, but felt better when he saw it was a city policeman.

“How are you, Private?” The copper was maybe about forty, running a little to fat but still with some muscle.

The guard shifted the heavy Springfield on his shoulder. “All quiet so far. There’s still smoke rising. I’m supposed to fire three rounds in the air if fire breaks out. Tell the truth, I’ll be glad when this duty is over and I can go back to the Presidio. In fact, I’ll be glad when my enrollment is up and I can get out of California. This is as bad as war.”

“Where are you from, Private?”

“Kansas. That’s where I —“ He broke off, looking down the street, which was yet nearly choked with rubble. “She shouldn’t be here. ’Specially not alone.”

The copper turned to look at the woman approaching. After a moment, he grinned. ‘I know her. She’s all right.”

The soldier shifted his weapon from shoulder to port arms. “I have orders to shoot looters or those who violate curfew.”

The copper shook his head. “Please don’t shoot her. That’s just Crazy Mollie. She hangs out around the Tenderloin and Barbary Coast. She’s harmless. Probably a petty thief, but she wouldn’t be digging in the ruins. That’s a lot of work.”

The private re-shouldered his rifle. He squinted, studying the woman as she approached. She didn’t appear to be old, but he found it hard to tell. She was dirty, and dressed in rags. As she approached, she neither slowed down nor glanced in their direction. No doubt she was occupied with some private thoughts.

The policeman said as she neared, “Good evening, Mollie. How are you?”

Mollie turned her head to look at him, then her face showed signs of recognition. She said in a cracking voice, “Officer O’Casey. How are you, dear?”

“We’re right as rain, Mollie. My soldier friend and I are protecting you from evil-doers. But it’s getting late. You should get off the street.”

She gave a vigorous nod. “You bet, Officer. I’m on my way home right now.”

O’Casey waved. “You take care, now, Mollie.”

The private muttered, “This city is full of lunatics.”

***
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MOLLIE GOT TO HER HOME, which for the time being was an abandoned storefront just outside the fire zone near the foot of Telegraph Hill. The store had been a wholesale outlet for such items as nails, screws, nuts and bolts of all sizes, and hundreds of barrels stacked nearly to the ceiling. Such things were difficult to fence, so she hadn’t bothered opening the barrels. However, she knew they would soon be in demand when the city got around to rebuilding. She had been putting out feelers for a buyer, but times were still chaotic. The owners of the store might return—if they were not dead, in which case that deal was off.

In the meantime, she had been picking up some good coin by fencing stuff she bought from looters. Mollie had her connections, and she knew every disaster was a chance for someone to profit. All those amateur looters had no idea what to do with the stuff they picked up from the ruins. Mollie did, knowing a good, full-time fence who was still operating on Pacific Street, in the Barbary Coast. She bought things cheap from looters and sold at a huge profit. Today, she’d made a fair haul.

She’d been nervous when she spotted the soldier, though she knew the cop. She thought the private might have insisted on looking through the old sack she had slung over a shoulder, but he seemed not even to notice. Now she emptied the sack onto a bare workbench. There were some silver coins, fused together by heat. She wasn’t sure if a bank would honor them, but all the banks were closed now anyway. No one could spend them as they were, but they were still worth their weight in silver. She would have no problem selling them.

There was also some silver cutlery and a half-melted cup. A gold pocket watch that still ran. A few other odds and ends; all in all, not a bad day’s work. 

It was nearly time for supper and she was getting hungry. This store had no cook stove, and it was illegal to cook indoors anyway, until the chimney was inspected. However, she had spent a few hours visiting several outdoor soup kitchens and breadlines. She moved to the back of the store where she kept her small hoard of bread, cheese, and salted meat. She could make a cup of cold tea. On the way back she paused at a cracked mirror that hung on the wall. She wondered who, among the owners of this place, would want a full-length mirror. She guessed the owner’s wife or daughter worked here.

Mollie herself was pleased by her own image. She was dressed to look like a crazy old lady, Crazy Mollie Malloy. But underneath, she was still young and not bad-looking. She could still con a young gentleman into giving up his wallet when she wanted to.

She wasn’t just a petty thief, though. Picking pockets and fencing paid for meals, but the real money was in assassination. Mollie only needed to do that once a year or so. It was now nearly a year since she had killed a man. Most often it was someone who needed killing; not that she much cared. She grinned to herself, remembering her most recent hit.

That had been a bank manager who was skimming the profits and blackmailing one of his partners. There was always an armed guard at the bank, and the man had a bodyguard when he was home. He also carried a gun himself. They called her Crazy Mollie because she would take on any job, no matter how dangerous. But this one was easy, mainly because the “client” was over-confident. And no one at the bank paid any attention to the cleaning lady.

Mollie had simply entered in the afternoon and begun emptying wastebaskets, dusting, and straightening up. Of course, she had bribed the regular woman to take her place, but no one noticed the difference. She worked her way around to the manager’s office and knocked on his door.

“Yeah?”

“Cleaning lady, sir.”

“Come on in, but be quick, I’m busy.”

“Yes, sir.”

She went in, checked for dust, picked up a book that had fallen off a shelf, emptied the wastebasket into a large sack, then stepped around behind the desk, feather duster in hand. He never looked up from whatever document he was working on.

Then she needed only a moment to bring forth a syringe and plunge it into the man’s neck, loading him with curare. He slumped forward without a sound. That alone was probably enough to cause death but to make sure, she drove a dagger through his back, into the heart.

Dining on her bread and cheese, she remembered that job with fondness. It had gone smoothly and paid well. She had even attended the “client’s” funeral—dressed differently, of course. But by now her own accounts had dwindled. If she was ever going to retire, she would need another job like that one, and soon.

As it turned out, she waited only a month before getting a new offer.
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Broderick McRae began to sweat again. It had been three days since Elinor Juste appeared in his life. Or rather, in his mind. He had been going to work every day as if nothing happened. He still worked as a reporter for the San Francisco MorningCall, and he found plenty to report on. It was a little over two weeks since the quake, and already the city was furiously rebuilding. The Call had missed only three days of publication. Now McRae could walk to the paper’s temporary office, down the street on Fillmore. Soon, the burned-out Call building on Market Street would be cleaned up, reconstructed, and reopened. Most people had doubts about cleaning up the city government. 

McRae was sweating now because he knew he couldn’t put off Elinor forever. Julianna, his wife, was out of the house, at one of her endless committee meetings. It was morning, and McRae didn’t have to be anywhere until after lunch. He couldn’t put this off any longer. He sat down at his desk, found a notepad, and picked up a pencil. He shut his eyes and asked, “Who are you?”

An answer came with the faint scratching of his pencil. At that moment, he could not feel his hand. He opened his eyes and read the note. It was in a flourishing, feminine hand, one he didn’t know. It said,

I am Elinor Juste. I need your help. I am desperate, and this is all strange to me. Will you help me?

McRae let out a long breath. So it was beginning again. After his last experience, he had hoped it over and done with. He had been possessed by a dead Italian soldier, who nearly got him killed. If he were to tell Julianna about Elinor, she might have him locked up for his own good. He stared out the window at a cable car rattling up California Street. He asked,“How long have you been dead, Miss Juste?”

The answer came by way of his numb hand moving across the notepad while he watched. This time, the message was longer. 

I am not dead, at least not yet. I am in a coma, unable to move or to speak. Sometimes, I hear. Please call me Elinor. I am not a Miss, I am married, though I use my maiden name. May I call you Broderick? You seem like a kind person.

Horrified, McRae realized she must have been watching him from wherever she existed. It was one thing to be observed by an Italian soldier, quite another by a married woman, at any time she wished. He inquired, “How can I help you, Miss—Elinor?” He nearly choked on his own words. What was he getting himself into? He considered he had every reason to be terrified.

Half a minute passed before his hand began to write again. This time, instead of keeping his eyes closed, he watched in fearful fascination. 

Broderick. There is a man who must be stopped. He tried to kill me. I am in a hospital in South Dakota. I have tried to wake up, but cannot. Forgive me, I make no sense. The man is my husband. He tried to kill me with poison, or rather, hired someone to do it. I think one reason I cannot leave this coma is that I know if I awaken, he’ll finish the job. That is what I think.

I came here from San Francisco two months ago, to obtain a divorce. You know about the divorce colony here. My husband will stop at nothing to prevent this. But there is more. He has a plan in motion that will make him wealthy, but harm many people and cause death and suffering. He knows if I live, I will give him away, providing I can find anyone to listen. I don’t know if you will listen or not. Will you listen?

Someone came to me in my sleep here. He told me you might hear me, and that you are one of a very few in this world who can. I see he was right. You can hear. But will you listen?

McRae remained still for nearly a minute, trying to process all this. He said, “This person who came to you in your sleep. Was it by chance an Italian soldier named Abramo?”

She answered. No. I don’t know. He gave me no name. I’m not sure it was a man. I thought it an angel, but I don’t know. I have not heard from him since. He told me you might help...

He heard the downstairs door open and close. Julianna had returned. McRae said in a whisper, “All right, Elinor. I’ll listen. I don’t know if I can help, but I’ll listen. But it will have to be later, when I’m alone. This afternoon, I go to work. Until later.”

This time, his hand made no more scratches on the pad. Julianna came into the room, looking tired. She was sometimes paid to speak or lecture, but mostly she worked for free, campaigning for women’s suffrage, among other causes. She said, “Did you say something, Brod?” She pulled off her hat.

“Just talking to myself.” He rose and wrapped his arms about her, giving her more than a token hug. He kissed her.

She responded, smiling, “What’s all this, then?”

“I miss you when you’re away. You needn’t cook this evening. I’ll arrange for something delivered. I may be working late.”

She returned his kiss with a peck. “Thanks, dear. I worked late myself last night, writing a speech. I’m afraid it’s awful, but what’s done is done. I’m going to lie down awhile.”

“Go and rest,” he said. He had a premonition there would notbe much rest for either of them in the next days or weeks.
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McRae needed help. Or perhaps he needed only to be assured he was not losing his mind. He could think of only one person who might tell him that. It wasn’t his wife. She still wasn’t sure. He went in search of Father O’Malley.

McRae knew where to find him:on duty at St. Mary’s.He was one of the few people McRae had let know about his previous possession. He had tried to tell Julianna, but she had blamed it on his “subconscious mind,” whatever that was. 

He found Father O’Malley outside the church helping to manage a breadline. It was more than two weeks since the disaster, but lines still stretched around the block. McRae wasn’t Catholic—he wasn’t anything in particular, but he was glad he’d kept in touch with the priest. At least he could talk to the man. O’Malley looked like he had lost some weight since the recent disaster. McRae collared him and drew him aside. He didn’t waste time with small talk. He said, “I’m in trouble again, Father.”

O’Malley’s smile faded. “Like last time, Broderick?”

“Yes. Only this time, it’s a woman. She tells me she’s not dead, only in a coma.” Briefly he described his conversation, if it could be called that, with Elinor Juste. 

When he’d finished, O’Malley frowned in thought. He said, “Do you think she would talk to me?”

McRae shrugged. “Don’t know.”

O’Malley took his arm and steered McRae into the church vestry. When McRae was seated at a small table, O’Malley withdrew a silver flask from his vestments. “A little shot, Broderick?”

McRae shook his head. “Thanks anyway.”

The priest took one himself. “I hope you won’t mind. It’s cold outside. We have been ministering to refugees all morning.” He put a notepad and pencil on the table, then sat down. He gave a small sigh. McRae guessed he was glad for a chance to sit. O’Malley said, “You say this lady’s name is Elinor. Let’s see if she’ll speak to me.”

McRae shrugged.He picked up the pencil and gazed at a spot somewhere past O’Malley’s right shoulder. He asked, “Elinor? You there?”

A moment later, a scratching sound came from the pencil. It continued for half a minute, then stopped. McRae looked at the paper, then showed it to the priest. 

Of course I am here. Where else would I go? My body is in South Dakota, but I’m no longer there. Though I hope to go back. Why are you talking to a priest? He cannot help.

O’Malley returned the pad. He said, “Elinor. I hope I may call you that? Why do you say I cannot help?” While asking the question, he watched McRae’s face. His written reply came at once. 

Priests don’t believe in divorce. Not even the Episcopals. Anyway, this is not a matter for prayer. My husband is a monster who must be stopped. Juste is my maiden name. Legally, my name is still Clausdorf. I shall never use that name again. It sounds like a dog, doesn’t it? A German name. Gerrard Clausdorf is my spouse. It was he who had me poisoned. 

This time, McRae read the note aloud. O’Malley passed a hand over his face. “I have heard that name somewhere, though I don’t recall exactly when. I believe he’s highly placed in society. A millionaire of some sort.” He paused. “How can we help you, Elinor? Or do you prefer Miss Juste?”

Again, McRae’s hand moved, and a brief note appeared.

I told you, prayer can’t help. Find Gerrard. I will tell Mr. McRae more when I can. For now, I must go. Talking like this is most tiring. Till later, Elinor.

McRae’s hand became still. He flexed his fingers, sensation coming back. For the last few minutes, it was as if his arm and hand no longer existed. He looked up at Father O’Malley. “What should I do, Father?”

O’Malley gave a faint smile. “Find Gerrard, I suppose. For the record, I don’t think you have a demonic possession. Those cases are rare, but from what I have read, the victim typically has no memory or knowledge of being possessed. This is your second experience, even more rare. Let me think on this. I have a friend among the Jesuits, Charlie Bainbridge. Father Bainbridge, that is. I believe he has done some study on this subject, perhaps even seen a few cases himself. I will take some time to consult with him, if he can spare a few minutes. This disaster is keeping us all busy, as you know. Come back and see me in a couple of days.” He got to his feet and extended a hand. 

“In the meantime, good luck, Broderick. And be careful.”

McRae took the hint, shook O’Malley’s hand, and turned to leave. He had to get back to work anyway. He was also busy.

***
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THE CITY GOVERNMENT had moved temporarily to the Mint Building on Mission Street. The old city hall of course was a complete wreck, thanks to decades of bad planning, bad construction, and bribery. There was talk of building a brand-new hall, but so far it was just talk. San Francisco was busy finding housing for thousands of citizens, and feeding them. 

McRae had no doubt he’d find something to report on at the Mint. The place was swarming with politicians, businessmen, and hangers-on. The Great Quake hadn’t slowed things down. If anything, events were moving faster than ever. 

McRae watched for his chance, then zeroed in on a man he knew, just emerging from a committee room. He asked, “How’s it going, Mr. Davis?” Davis was on the Board of Supervisors. 

The man looked about sixty, but tough as nails. McRae knew he’d come up the hard way, though he didn’t have much idea of exactly how. Davis gave him a sour look, then his face cleared.

“Oh, it’s you. I was afraid you were another damn lawyer.” He took McRae’s arm and steered him into a corner. “You can print this. The mayorand Ruef are both going down. We’ve got them both on graft, bribery, and maybe blackmail. Mayor Schmitz still has a few defenders, but the Grand Jury has him dead to rights. Now, you take care, McRae.” He punched McRae in the shoulder. “How’s that lovely wife of yours? Still agitatin’?”

McRae grinned. “I admit she can agitate, Mr. Davis. Thanks for your statement.”

“That was on the record, McRae. Tell the missus I said hello.” He winked and moved off. Indeed, Julianna was already agitating for women’s suffrage, even in the middle of all this recovery. That often made her unpopular. McRae didn’t worry about it much. At the moment, he had worse problems on his mind. He began drifting through the halls, looking for another interview. 

What he found was Police Detective Sam Steele, a friend of Chief Dinan and one of the few honest cops at city hall. Steele recognized him and nodded. “Still hanging around, McRae? I thought they would have assigned you to gossip columns by now.”

McRae smiled. “Not much difference between gossip and crime reporting, is there? What can
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