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San Francisco, 1879
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Driver leaned on the rail watching the fog lift. The city began to reveal herself. Driver thought it was like seeing a coy lady raise her veil. He wondered what she would be like today, an innocent or a whore? For him, maybe both.

Robert came up behind him. The fourteen-year old cabin boy also gripped the railing, unconsciously imitating Driver. “Is that San Francisco?”

“It is she. We'll be passing through the Gate in a few minutes. We're lucky the fog is going. More than one ship has been wrecked here.” From behind them came the shriek of the steam whistle, announcing the ship's presence.

The Cambodia, one of the newest ships in the Eastern Line, steamed forward at dead slow. Captain Marcuse had raised the signal for a pilot boat. Only two years old, this ship was of the latest propeller design, with three masts and two boilers. At the moment only one of her two stacks spewed black smoke into the still air. If needed, she could make twelve knots in a calm sea.

In due course the pilot lighter approached, lay alongside, and transferred the pilot, who went at once to the bridge. The Cambodia's engine belched, her whistle shrieked and she steamed forward.

At this time Driver, the bosun, had little to do. He remained by the rail watching the city approach. Soon Robert would go and begin knocking on cabin doors, announcing their imminent arrival. Driver pointed toward the harbor. “You can see Meiggs Wharf from here. There's a brigantine tied up, harbor looks busy today.”

“Mister Vintner.” It was Pascelli, the mate, behind him. The mate was one of the few men aboard who bothered to use his real name, Georg Vintner. Everyone knew Georg used to drive a streetcar, and was therefore Driver. He turned at the mate's voice.

“Thought you might like to see a few of these,” Pascelli said. “Our pilot brought us a stack.” He handed Driver several recent San Francisco newspapers. They included the Call, the Bulletin, the Alta, the Chronicle, and the Examiner.

“Thank you, Mister Pascelli.” He waited till the mate had headed back to the bridge, then handed the papers to Robert. “Tell me what they say.” Driver had trouble reading English. Robert, like Driver, had got most of his schooling aboard liners. In Robert's case, Driver believed the education had a better fit.

Robert shuffled through the stack of journals, scanning the important items. He looked up. “Sounds like a regular crime wave, sir.” His eyes glittered with restrained glee. “They say the Sandlotters are still making trouble. Who are they? There was a bank robbery and a big stage coach robbery. A gold shipment disappeared, mule driver shot dead by bandits. Lots of entertainment, though. The opera's in town, and boxing, and the circus. And the mayor wants to widen DuPont Street for some reason. Where’s that?”

“What else does it say about the Sandlotters?”

Robert found the article, skimmed through it. “It just says they ought to be thrown out. They caught some of them with explosives and guns and stuff. It says the Sandlotters aren't more than one and a half per cent of the city, but they cause trouble. They want to blow up Nob Hill and send all the Chinee back to China.”

“So they're still around. I'd hoped we might be rid of them by now. I wonder if those Sandlotters know how much the Chinese pay in taxes?” He glanced at Robert. “Does the paper say who wrote that item?”

Robert shuffled the papers. “Yes sir. Someone named Ambrose Bierce.”

* * *
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BY THE TIME THEY HAD finished their last chores aboard ship and collected their pay, late afternoon had arrived. Driver found a cab while Robert tagged along. The Cambodia had taken the boy aboard back in Shanghai, and somehow Driver had found himself mentoring. Once, Driver had confronted him. “Why follow me around? We have officers aboard better educated than me.” Robert had answered, “Yes sir, but none as smart.”

Robert had no last name, having originated in some nameless parlor house in Hong Kong. He’d been raised till age eight in a Methodist missionary, then gone to sea. Now Driver debated checking in with his old friend Greek, but rejected the idea, not wanting to take the boy to that neighborhood called the Barbary Coast. He told the cab driver, “Sacramento Street. What Cheer House, if you please.” The cabbie snapped his whip and they moved off into this peculiar city.

“Will there be any loose women where we're going, sir?” Robert's face held a look of blank innocence.

“No, there won't. It's one of the better hotels, for men only. And they allow no liquor on the premises.”

Robert gave him a sour glance, making no effort to hide his disappointment.

“San Francisco's not an easy town,” Driver said. “There are plenty of honest citizens, but the wrong alleyways can be dangerous. Watch your step while you're here. And stay away from the crib houses.”

“Yes sir, I shall.” Driver was often bemused by the boy's good grammar.

The What Cheer had several vacancies, this being end of summer and the off season. When they were checked in Robert flopped into an armchair and asked what they would do next.

“Unpack your duffel. You're going to need some clean clothes. We've not had a hot bath in fresh water since the Sandwich Isles. There's a good bath house down the street. After that, we get some dinner.”

They each spent an hour soaking, then walked to a small chop house on the next block. Robert picked at a slab of roast beef. Finally he said, “This is better than ship's biscuits and burgoo, sir. But I really like Chinee food. It's lots tastier.”

“We can visit Chinatown tomorrow. It's not far.”

“Then what, Mister Driver?”

“Don't call me that. It's either just Driver, or Sir, if you please. I'm only Mister on the ship.”

“Yes sir. What's next?”

Driver sipped his coffee. “Then I'm going to look up an old friend, if she's around. I promised, last time I was here. You can come along if you like.”

“Can I go off on my own? I got my pay.”

He shrugged. “I can't stop you. You could go and take in Woodward's Gardens, or enjoy a day at the beach. I would advise you to stay away from the fancy houses.”

That innocent look again. “I wouldn't dream of it, sir.”

* * *
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THE STORE STILL HAD the old sign in the window: Sutliff Printing. He had been worried she might have sold the place and moved on while he was away. He had been gone nearly two years. Even so, he debated going in. While he watched from across the street, two customers went in and came out again a few minutes later. It didn't seem busy.

Finally he shrugged. He had the feeling of leaping from a ship into the ocean. He crossed the street and went inside. A bell rang. The woman behind the counter looked up from some ledger. She was not Genevieve Sutliff. It took him a moment to recognize her.

“Rocelyn,” he said. “Remember me?”

Her eyes widened. “Mon dieu! M'sieu Vintner. I thought you might be dead.” This was Jocelyn Douvet, daughter of Gustave Douvet. In the time he had been gone, she had metamorphosed from innocent girl to mature woman. He could see this at a glance.

“S'il vous plait. Please, be seated, m'sieu. Give me a moment.” She opened a door behind the counter and leaned into the back room. “M'sieu Chang, if you please could you bring us some tea and cakes? Thank you.” She went to the front door, locked it and put up the Closed sign.

“I don't know what we would do without Mr. Chang. We have acquired a new steam press. He's constantly tinkering with it, when not setting type. Please tell me how you have been, m'sieu.”

“You don't need to call me mister. Most just call me Driver. I'm sorry I didn't write. Where I was, it takes months to get mail, or send it. Where is Genevieve?”

When Driver had left the city, Rocelyn with the help of her father, had been put in charge of Sutliff Printing. She had apparently been doing well, judging by the appearance of the store.

Rocelyn came to sit beside him, at a small table used by customers to inspect their prints. “I'm sorry. She is still in Stockton.”

He could not help raising his eyebrows. He felt cold. This he had not expected. “In the madhouse?” Then he shook his head. Of course, the insane asylum. Why else would she still be in Stockton?

Mr. Chang put down a small tray of tea with some delicate Chinese cakes. He returned to his shop without a word. Rocelyn said, “I don't know why. I go to see her at least once a month. She still receives half the profit from our printing business. I only lease it from her. She is always tres cheerful. She is sane as you and I, perhaps more so. And yet they will not turn her loose.”

He stared into space a moment, remembering. Rocelyn sipped her tea and nibbled at a cake. Driver said, “She was sent there for killing a man that needed killing. No more than what the State does as routine business.”

Abruptly he stood up. He picked up his tea and drank the cup dry. He said, “Tomorrow I will go and see her.”

Rocelyn put a hand on his arm. “Be careful, m'sieu. I think there is something else going on. I think Madame Sutliff has enemies that we don't know about.”
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The Madhouse
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Some of the passengers on the ferry were seasick, much to Robert's amusement. A stiff breeze made the bay choppy, but nothing like a running sea. Driver had debated leaving Robert at the What Cheer, but he didn't know how long the lad could stay out of trouble on his own. They reached Stockton in late afternoon.

Driver found a man in charge at the front desk. “Sorry, sir, it's past normal visiting hours. Come back in the morning.”

Driver leaned on the counter. “I have come a long way, sir. Thousands of miles, in fact. Across the Pacific. It has taken me two years to reach this place. I am desperate to see her.” His hand, as if acting on its own, slid a gold coin across the desk. The man wearing white glanced at it.

“It's like that, is it? Oh well, I suppose it couldn't hurt. Take a seat over there. I'll have someone bring her down. What was your name?”

“George.” It was the name she always called him. “The Driver.”

A few minutes later Genevieve appeared, entering from a stairwell. No one accompanied her. For a moment she came to a stop, staring at him. He stood waiting, not sure if he should smile. Her own expression was blank, puzzled. Finally she came forward.

“I thought I should never see you again.”

He cleared his throat. “I promised. I have returned from China.”

Finally she smiled. She came close and linked her arm through his. The man at the front desk was reading a newspaper.

“This young man is Robert,” Driver said. He turned and saw him at a far corner of the reception room, immersed in a stack of magazines.

“You may introduce me later. Let's walk in the garden while it's still light.”

Outside, the garden was warm and pleasant, rich with flower and plant smells even this early in the year. A few other patients and visitors lounged on benches or wandered about.

“They allow you to go anywhere on your own?”

She chuckled. “As long as it's not past the main gate. As long as I don't try to kill anyone.”

“Why are you still here? Rocelyn said they still think you're crazy.”

“So I hear. I believe someone has got to the Board of Alienists. I'm not sure why, but someone wants to keep me out of San Francisco. I think someone thinks I know something.”

“Do you?”

“I wish I did.” They came to a grove of oaks, dark and secluded. She turned and faced him. “I have missed you, George. You abandoned me.”

“So I did. I wanted to see how I felt without you. It didn't feel right, so I came back. I didn't know if you would want to see me.”

She remained still, said nothing, looked a question to his eyes. He understood. He put his arms about her and kissed her for a long time.

* * *
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TOO SOON, IT WAS TIME to leave. An attendant found them and threatened to call police unless he got out. Driver glanced at the sky, surprised to notice dark already descending.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn't realize the time. Where is my ward, Robert?” The attendant pointed toward the front gate.

“I'll be going then.” He turned back to Genevieve. Her face was still flushed with excitement at seeing him. “I shall try to return in a week. I need to make some enquiries about you. I want to find out why you're still here.”

She shrugged and smiled. “It was murder, after all. First degree, in fact.”

“Are you sure you can't give me any hints? Nothing unusual has happened that you know about?”

She shook her head, then stopped and frowned. “Now you mention it, something happened last week. I don't know if you have seen the papers, but some bandits robbed a stage coach.”

“Yes, I heard. What does that have to do with you?”

“Oh, just that some of my money was in that Wells Fargo chest. Quite a lot, in fact. I'm sure Wells Fargo will make it up, but that takes time. In the meantime I'm prevented from making some important investments.”

The attendant in the white coat was making noises and pointing. Driver took the hint. He had a feeling Genevieve might have said more, but not with White Coat listening. He raised her hand, gave it a quick kiss. “Until soon, madam.”

“Jenny. You should call me Jenny.”

Robert was outside, lounging against the wall. Driver said, “I hope you weren't bored.”

Robert grinned. “Not a bit. I found somebody to talk to. Really a good fellow. He wears fine clothes, with a gold chain and watch. He used to own his own ferry boat, until his sister died. She drowned in a river back east. Someone found him floating in the bay, just floating face up. They hauled him in the boat and asked him what he was doing. He said he wanted to see his sister. She was calling him from the water.”

“So I guess that's how he ended up here.”

“He still wants to go see her, but they won't let him near the river. He says he can still hear her calling, from deep down. Ain't that a good story? I can always find somebody with a good yarn, if I just look around.”

* * *
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THAT NIGHT THEY STAYED in Stockton. There wasn't a lot to do. They both took a stroll down by the waterfront, to inspect the ferries and fishing boats. He said, “Are you sure you want to go back to sea?”

“Yes sir. I like those ships better than the beach. Maybe I'll settle down when I'm older. I could get work building ships.”

He nodded. “I was happy enough driving a streetcar. Maybe I could get work building them.”

Robert gave him a sidelong look, perhaps unsure if this was a joke, maybe at his expense. He said, “What are you doing next, sir?”

He said, “I have a hunch. I want to go talk to someone at Wells Fargo.”

They boarded the early ferry to San Francisco, having breakfast on board. The sky was overcast and cold, not many passengers cared to stay on deck. Driver and Robert made an exception, remaining on the quarter deck so Driver could point out the important sights. Around noon he leaned against the rail and looked over the few passengers gathered closer to the stern, away from the salt spray and wind. He said in a casual voice, “You see that fellow smoking a cigar? Leaning against the cabin?”

“Yes sir. What about him?”

“I suspect he is following us. He was back at the asylum. One of the attendants, wearing a white coat. Now he's all in black, less visible.”

“Maybe he's just going to the city on his own business?”

“I fear not. I spotted him yesterday, when we were down at the waterfront. He's been dogging our heels.”

Robert gave a slow glance around, pretending not to look at the man. “Want me to toss him overboard, sir? I could do it easy.”

He chuckled. “That won't be needed. We'll just lose him in the city. He has already told me something I needed to know.”

“What's that, sir?”

“That someone is in a panic about Genevieve having friends who may help her escape.”

When their boat landed at the Ferry Building, Driver sent Robert on his way back to the What Cheer. He began walking up Market Street. He paused several times to glance in shopfront windows, to see the reflection of his tail some distance behind. He stopped at a corner to await a cable car. A lot of other people were waiting. He gave a quick glance around, to see his tail at the back of the crowd trying to blend in.

The car arrived a few minutes later. Driver boarded, paid his fare, moved toward the back. His tail boarded last, just as the car lurched into motion again. Driver hopped off the rear exit and kept walking. On his way back to the hotel he bought the Evening Bulletin from a newsboy.

* * *
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NEXT DAY, THEY GOT to the Wells Fargo office early. Driver got in to see a detective by the name of Hume. Driver was dressed in his best suit, with the embroidered vest. At Hume's invitation he took a seat across from the man's desk.

Hume smiled, hands together. “How can I help you today, gentlemen?”

Driver looked past the man's shoulder. On the wall was a large Wanted poster depicting someone with a flour sack over his head. Driver couldn't read the text, except for the part about $5000 reward. He nodded in that direction.

“Would that be Black Bart, the Poet? He's still on the loose, then?”

Hume's face for a moment turned grim. “He's not as loose as he thinks. I'm going to get that fellow. Soon. Is that what you came to ask about?”

“No sir.” Driver pulled out a gold badge he had purchased at a pawn shop back in Hong Kong. “I'm a private detective, hired by a party who has an interest in another recent stage robbery. The papers did not mention Bart in this case. I refer to the one in which the mule driver was murdered.” He produced a clipping from the Bulletin. “It seems the papers are still going on about it.”

Hume glanced at the clip, then looked at Robert. “And who would this young man be?”

“My assistant, Robert. He's a perfect special agent. Not as young as he looks. In fact he's nearly thirty. He has a peculiar disorder, you see. Ten years ago he worked in a circus. He was billed as The Child Sharpshooter. The crowds couldn't believe a five year old could handle a rifle so well.”

Hume blinked several times, then shook his head once and looked away from Robert. “I see. Who is this party you represent?”

“I'm afraid I'm not at this point at liberty to say. I would like more information about the case. The names of the surviving victims, the amount lost, relatives of the murdered man. If you don't mind. I may even succeed in solving your crime for you.”

Hume rubbed his chin, then got up and went to a filing cabinet. “I am going to guess you're employed by some insurance company. Unless it's directly by one of the parties
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