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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 to leave this city. It isn't comfortable with me being so close. Perhaps you feel constrained, having a separated spouse in the same city, I wouldn't know.

      But I think that's all there is to it."

      He cleared his throat. "I don't want to make you leave ..."

      "No," she snapped. "But your subconscious does."

      Now he just stared, having nothing to say. After a moment she smiled. "Tell you what. Let's do another experiment. Put down your pad and take up the pencil again. Then just stare into space for awhile. Or look at me. Let's see what else your undermind has to say. What it thinks about my opinion."

      He was about to refuse, but then gave a shrug. He put down the notepad, held his pencil, and closed his eyes. He opened them again, glanced at Julianna.

      She stared back. He shifted his gaze toward the front of the store, at nothing in particular. After a moment he heard the faint scratching of pencil.

      This time the writing seemed to go on for a long time. McRae was barely aware of it, until Julianna touched his hand again.

      "It's stopped. Let me see what you wrote."

      Broderick passed the paper over, giving it only a glance. He could see the writing filled an entire page.

      Julianna held the page to the light. He could see her eyes move back and forth. She had a puzzled frown. At last she put the page down and turned it so he could see.

      She said, "It's in Italian."
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      He still had time to get to City Hall before closing time. He was far too late to cover the Board of Supervisors meeting, but maybe he could pick something up.

      Maybe some good unfounded gossip or scandal.

      The building itself he found beautiful. It ought to be, having needed more than twenty years to build. No one was quite sure what it cost. The dome was tall and majestic, the architecture classic. The entrance faced Market Street, easily entered by anyone. A building for the people.

      He headed for the Board meeting room. The doors were still open, and the usual hangers-on stood around chatting or plotting, depending on your view.

      Broderick spotted someone he knew, Jeremy Fantom, editor of The San FranciscoEvening Bulletin.  They were not exactly rivals since the Bulletin  was an evening paper and Call  a morning rag. Fantom seemed to be staring at his notebook, slowly turning pages. Broderick knew better. Fantom was actually standing within earshot of two Supervisors, paying attention to every word they said.

      Broderick approached and gave Fantom a nod. Fantom winked, neither man said anything. After a minute the two supervisors broke up and moved off.

      Broderick said, "Anything going on today?"

      Fantom shrugged. "The usual. Chief Dinan got called before the Board again to explain Chinatown payoffs. As usual the Board got nothing. But it sounds like the new Grand Jury is getting busy."

      "I'll believe that when I see it. Thanks." Broderick moved on. He guessed he could pick up a few more bits of hearsay and work them up into a column for the morning edition. Everybody in town knew the City government was corrupt, but nobody so far had been able to prove anything. The Mayor kept getting re-elected because Boss Ruef and his gang mainly stole from merchants and wealthy people.

      It was the working class and the unwealthy who had the votes.

      Broderick McRae wandered around the halls for awhile, picking up bits of conversation, now and then asking a question or two. Doing his job helped him forget for a few minutes his own problem. He could pretend Abramo didn't exist.

      He was about to leave when he spotted someone else he knew. That is, he had met him once or twice when covering crime stories. McRae was surprised to see him at City Hall. Then again, maybe he shouldn't be.

      "Good afternoon, Mr. Burns."

      William Burns, private detective, turned to examine Broderick. He favored him with a brief, unsmiling nod.

      "You probably don't remember me, Mr. Burns. I have interviewed you a couple of times. I work for The Call. Brod McRae."

      "Ah, yes. What can I do for you, Mr. McRae?"

      "Well, sir. I heard a rumor you're investigating corruption in City Hall. Any truth to that?"

      Burns gave a half smile. "I have not heard that rumor. You'll excuse me, I have an errand to run."

      Yes, sir." Broderick hadn't really expected any more unless Burns had something he wanted heard. Broderick turned to go.

      "Oh, Mr. McRae.'

      Yes, sir?" he paused.

      Again the half smile. "I am not here today. You have not seen me, nor spoken to me."

      "No, Mr. Burns. I have not."

      Burns moved off somewhere else and McRae didn't watch him go. If Burns was nosing around City Hall he had a good reason to, and Broderick wasn't sure he wanted to know what it was. He continued his tour of the hallways and courtrooms. The City Jail was downstairs underground beneath this enormous structure. Completely free of all sunlight, and escape proof. Broderick about decided to go down and see if there were any new prisoners who might be worth a story. On his way there he ran into a police sergeant he'd met two or three years ago. He said, "Evenin', Flynn."

      Sergeant Flynn looked up from a notebook he'd been studying. Flynn was unusual on the Force, since he was never known to accept bribes or payoffs.

      Usually that level of honesty got you transferred to one of the outlying districts, or asked to resign. Flynn was transferred.

      Flynn said, "McRae."

      "What are you doing downtown, Flynn? I thought you were out on the Bernal."

      "I still am. I had to come in to file a report." He glanced around, looking nervous. He was a big man, with a chronically red face and little veins in his nose long ago destroyed by booze. Broderick had trouble thinking of anything that would make him nervous.

      “There was a murder. A young opera singer. We think she was killed at the Opera House and the body dumped out on the hill. Went by the name of Mia Doro, but that's pretty sure a stage name. She's probably from Oakland. Or maybe Ohio."

      "Interesting. Young lady, beautiful?"

      Flynn shrugged. "Over thirty, not bad though a little pudgy. We don't have any leads yet. Listen, the Chief wants to keep this out of the papers. So does the Opera House. It might be bad for business, what with Caruso coming."

      "I understand."

      "So you didn't get it from me." Flynn winked.

      Broderick liked that story. Murders were always good copy. His first impulse was to head across town to the City Morgue, to see what else he could find out about Mia Doro. But it was getting late.  TheCall  had to be put to bed and sent to press by three a.m., and on the streets by five. Reluctantly Broderick left the Hall and headed for his paper.

      The editor’s name was Sawyer. Most reporters called him, behind his back, The Sour. Sawyer wanted his copy on the Supervisors, but McRae said he had something better. He rolled paper into his typewriter. Some of the other reporters still wrote in longhand, or printed in pencil. He was thankful he'd learned to use a machine. He could bat out a story in a tenth the time it would take by pen or pencil.

      For this one, he had to make up most of the details. That wasn't hard. Of course he couldn't use Flynn's name . An authoritative source. Exclusive to the Call!  He had neglected to ask Flynn about the manner of death. He typed something about the cause of death waiting for determination by autopsy. Other operatic caste members devastated and in fear. More details to be revealed, etc. Etc. It was like writing the first chapter of a novel.

      When finished he delivered his copy to the City Editor, who scanned it quickly. "Not bad, McRae. I want to see more about this tomorrow."

      "I'll get it for you." As he turned away, the Editor said,

      "You left something in your typewriter. Is that part of this?"

      "What?" Broderick glanced back. He didn't remember leaving anything. He made his way around the other desks to his own and yanked out a sheet of paper.

      Half way down he saw a single line.

      You waste your time. È iniziato. Abramo.
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      He had hoped this nightmare would have gone away with a night's sleep. He'd hoped to forget his problem by keeping busy. The whole episode might have been some kind of fit or hallucination. But it was still there the next morning. That notepad with Italian writing lay on his desk. So did the other notes. It was obvious he was losing his mind.

      But he still had a job to do. He needed to keep working. After a fast gulp of coffee at the Greasy Spoon Broderick climbed aboard a cable car and rode it across town to the City Morgue.

      Gillespie let him in. Broderick had known him for years, and as a Call reporter he had a free pass. Gillespie as usual had a hint of cheap wine on his breath, so Broderick guessed everything was about normal. He said, "Is Miss Mia Doro receiving visitors?"

      "Hah. Funny." Gillespie led him to the cold room, found the right drawer and slid it open. Broderick pulled the sheet down to Miss Doro's waist.

      "No autopsy yet?"

      Gillespie shrugged. "Don't know if anybody ordered one. Cause of death was pretty obvious." He pointed at the woman's neck. The light in the room was bad, but now he looked Broderick could see the purple marks and contusions.

      Gillespie said, “Strangled with a silk . Killer left it around her neck. The coppers took it for evidence. Between you and me, you likely won't hear any more about this. They tell me somebody from her family is showing up tomorrow or next day to take her home. The cops don't have much to go on. I doubt they care."

      Broderick replaced the sheet. "What kind of silk cord was it?"

      "It had a tassel. They think it came from some kind of curtain. Probably from the Opera House. That's all I know. You finished?"

      "Yeah, thanks, Gillespie." He passed the man a tip. Gillespie pocketed the bill without a glance and slid the drawer closed.

      "Any time, Mr. McRae."

      McRae's next stop was based on a wild idea. It had come to him during his brief conversation with Julia. He didn't know if it would prove anything, or mean anything, but he meant to try it. He was already on Market Street. He remembered the Victrola that had occupied a corner of Father O’Malley’s office.  It seemed today every well to do parlor harbored one. Several times on this street McRae had passed by a small shop that sold expensive furniture. It featured a sign over the door — Victor Talking Machines. He had never considered owning one, they were expensive and he was no music lover. Now he thought of a use for one.

      The shopkeeper was as well polished as his merchandise. McRae entered trying to look casual, as if browsing. The man sidled up to him with clasped hands.

      "Good afternoon, sir. I'm Fred Beamer. Could I interest you in a nice Murphy bed? We're having a special sale ..."

      McRae shrugged, trying to look bored. "Perhaps in a bit. I was just curious about your Victrolas. I noticed the sign."

      "Ah yes, we have a complete collection. Come, I'll demonstrate."

      There followed a performance probably well-rehearsed. Beamer showed McRae a massive piece of furniture with a huge ornamented horn above it. He wound it up, inserted a cylinder and proceeded to play a resounding John Phillips Sousa march. McRae gritted his teeth. When Beamer had finished his spiel McRae said, "Tell the truth, I was looking for something a bit more economical. Is it true these machines can record as well as play? That's what I need for my office."

      Beamer beamed. "Oh, yes. Most machines can do that. This is what you're looking for over here, I think." He led McRae to a corner table which held a much smaller device. "Now, these cylinders can be re-used. If you bring them in, we can put them in a machine which shaves off the outer layer of wax. They can be used at least a dozen times. This is our latest scientific achievement. Of course, should you desire a more permanent record, you may use the celluloid cylinder. They are indestructible."

      After some more hemming and hawing to get the price down, McRae became the proud owner of a scientific talking machine. Beamer offered to have it delivered, but it was small enough to carry.
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      He took the machine home and left it there. Then on an inspiration he returned to the Morgue. He found Gillespie cleaning up in the back room. "Here,"he said, slipping the man a five dollar bill. Gillespie took one glance and stuffed it into a pocket.

      "What's that for?"

      "Information. You told me Miss Doro's relatives are coming to collect the corpse. Have they been yet?"

      "Tomorrow morning. They's only the one. I got a notice. It's her brother. Fellow name of Ralph Jezek, from Ohio." Gillespie picked up his mop.

      "I need to see him. What time is he due in?"

      Gillespie shrugged. "No telling. His train gets in tonight, I guess. He could show up any time."

      "I'll be here between nine and ten. If he gets here first tell him to wait.

      Otherwise, I'll wait all day if I have to."

      "You bet, Mr. McRae."

      After that, he was ready for his experiment. He couldn't put it off any longer.

      He felt his tongue go dry with fear, but he had to go through with it. He headed back to his flat and wound up the talking machine. He hesitated, as if trying to think of reasons to put this off. He drank a cold glass of water. Finally he gave up, sat down and started the machine. He spoke aloud, "Abramo. If you're there, you can take over. Tell me what you want."

      At first he thought nothing happened. He could see the cylinder spinning. It was red in color, the "indestructible" type. For some reason he felt sleepy. Then abruptly his head jerked and he found himself waking from a nap. The cylinder had stopped spinning. He lifted the arm and removed his recording. He could see a freshly cut groove on its surface. He began to sweat.
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      "Father O'Malley is with a parishioner at the moment. If you'll be patient, I'll let him know you're here." The deacon gave a curious glance at McRae's heavy package. After about twenty minutes O'Malley emerged from a confessional booth, spoke a few words with the deacon, and approached McCrae. "How are you, Mr.

      McRae?"

      "Well enough, Father. You can call me Broderick."

      "If you'll call me Sean. What can I do for you today. Have you decided to convert?”

      “Not yet, but I'll think about it. Can we go somewhere private — Sean? For a few minutes?"

      "Certainly. This way." He led McRae to a back office, this one a bit larger than the one he'd seen on his former visit. This one had a window. McRae put his box on a table and opened it to reveal his new talking machine.

      "Ah," O'Malley said. "His Master's Voice. Are we to have music?"

      No sir. At least I don't think so. I haven't heard this yet myself. I wanted to have a witness. If I may ...?" He leaned over and cranked the motor. O'Malley sat down to watch and listen. McCrae lowered the needle. There were a few moments of silence, with a soft background hiss. McRae wondered for a second if this had been a waste of time and money. Then a voice began to speak.

      Thank you, Broderick. It is good you want a record. I have told you that you and your city are in danger, I have not yet said why. Indeed I myself do not know all details. I will tell you this. You have a killer on the loose. It is someone I know well. He calls himself Felicio Zantelo. He has spent some time in Sardinia and Italy and can manage the language, but I don't believe he's Italian. For various reasons he would like people to think he is. I'm not sure why he murdered poor Miss Mia Doro, though I can guess. He does not hesitate to kill any who may expose him. In fact he is what they call a hired contract killer. He was hired to come to SanFrancisco to assassinate a certain individual. The motive is revenge on the part of his employer. What neither he nor the employer understands is that should he succeed the result for San Francisco and your nation will be utter disaster. It is a turning point in history. There will be disaster anyway, but it may be the kind where recovery is possible. If Zantelo should succeed there will be nothing but despair. That is all I will tell you now. I will know more and can tell you more when you draw closer to the truth. Remember this — In hard times, beauty may seem frivolous. But take beauty away and all that's left is hard times. Until later - Abramo.

      McRae opened his eyes. "Did that sound like my voice?"

      O'Malley shook his head. "Most curious. No, that was not your voice. Who was it?"

      McRae shrugged. "It was Abramo, Father. Speaking through me."
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      He had decided to leave the recording in Father O'Malley's care. However he took the Victrola home. He had four blank recording cylinders. He wasn't sure if he would repeat his experiment, but he wanted the option. It was getting late, but he still had time to visitPolice Headquarters at City Hall. He showed his press pass to a sergeant who didn't know him. The sergeant seemed bored, but after some delay McRae got in to see a Detective Ryan. He didn't know him either. It seemed the turnover in the Department was going up.

      "What do you want?" Ryan said. He showed no sign of hospitality to the Press. He didn't invite McRae to sit, but he did anyway.

      "I'm curious what you've found out about that Mia Doro killing. The opera singer? Of course we won't publish anything that you don't want out there ..."

      "Oh, that." Ryan shrugged. "That's not my division, but I heard about it. There's not much to go on. We talked to everybody we could find who knew her. That's about it, nobody knows nothing. If we get a break, I'll be sure to let you know."

      "Thanks, Officer. You've been helpful." He dropped his card on the desk and got out of there. McRae could see he was wasting time. He was sure his card would go directly to trash. He had thought of mentioning Doro's brother, but knew that was useless. The cops only fed the Press news that made themselves look good. He got out of there and headed downtown to Newspaper Row. The Call was one of the three most important papers in the city. The Call, Chronicle, andExaminer all occupied the space around Third and Market. McRae realized that one advantage of the location was that it was only about a block from the Opera House on Mission Street. He decided to drop in there before reporting to his editor, The Sour.

      He got in using his press pass, to find the orchestra busy rehearsing. He'd noticed all the broadsides outside advertising a concert of some sort, but he hadn't paid attention. He asked for Carlo Cimini, but he wasn't in. Someone directed him to a Mr. Grainger. He was a stage manager, and apparently the highest ranking officer on duty.

      "What may I do for you, Mr. McRae? I'm always happy to speak to the Press." The man's body reminded McRae of a bowling ball. He was a lot more polite than the cops. They were in his private downstairs office.

      McRae cleared his throat, wondering what approach to take. Flattery often worked to loosen tongues. He decided instead to try the truth.

      "Mr. Grainger, I'm not here for publicity sake, I'm sorry to say. I'm trying to find out about your poor Miss Doro, who was so tragically ..."

      Grainger threw up his hands. "Please don't say it. This tragedy has affected us all, even those who did not know the lady. I have already answered all questions to the Police."

      "Yes, I'm sorry. Did you know Miss Doro well?"

      At that Grainger spread his hands wide. Apparently he was one of those who speak with hands. "Not well, no. She was better known among Chorus members and Directors. I don't know that she had any particular best friends, though."

      "Was she a good singer?"

      "Oh, yes. Of course I'm a stage manager, not a musician. You might get different opinions. I thought she was quite good when I heard her. But then there's a great deal of competition in this business. I'm afraid I can't really be much help, Mr. McRae."

      McRae took the hint and turned to leave. "Thanks for your help anyway, Mr. Grainger. It's just that ... Well, I'm meeting Miss Doro's brother tomorrow. He's coming to take her home, you see. I would like to tell him as much as I can. I'm sure he'll have questions."

      "Ah. I see. In that case ..." Grainger took his arm. "Come. I'll show you something. I didn't show the Police because at the time I hadn't noticed it." He led McRae onto the back of the stage and to one side. He had to lean close to McRae's ear to be heard above the sound of the orchestra.

      "Here, look at this." He held up a corner of one of the curtains. "It came as a shock when I learned that Mia had been strangled with a silken cord. I knew exactly where it came from. Right here." He pointed out an empty space where one of the cords that made up the fringe of the curtain had been yanked or cut free.

      "It must have been here," Grainger said into McRae's ear. "This must be the exact spot where she was murdered. Or at least close by."
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      McRae reported in to his office and wrote up what he knew. Leaving out, of course, what Abramo had told him. The Mia Doro story was no longer front page, in fact McRae got the feeling Sawyer would as soon forget about it. It wasn't good press for the San Francisco Opera, especially if she was actually murdered on stage. The Examiner might print the story — they liked sensational copy, but McCrae didn't work there. The silk cord angle was news, but it went to the second page anyway — a filler. McRae wondered if any cops would read the story. He handed in the copy, then went back to his desk to think for a few minutes.

      Somehow he dozed off. When he snapped awake a minute later he found paper in his typewriter.

      You draw closer. Be sure to speak to the brother. Ma abbicura di te.

      Abramo.

      He remembered he hadn't eaten all day. Maybe that was his problem. He went out to look for a chop house. But he still wasn't hungry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            THE BROTHER

          

        

      

    

    
      After a half-finished dinner of clam chowder and bread, he went home and took a long, hot bath. He still didn't think he could sleep, but he passed out around midnight and awoke at five. He was back at the Morgue when it opened and found a place to wait for Mia Doro's brother. Fortunately he didn't have to wait long. Ralph Jezek

      showed up a little after ten. McRae waited till the man had examined and identified his sister's body, which took him about two minutes. Then Jezek had to complete some paperwork. When he was getting ready to leave McRae introduced himself.

      Jezek looked him up and down. McRae offered his hand, but it wasn't taken.

      Jezek looked like a farmer — built like a horse, and probably strong enough to pull a plow without one.

      "Who are you? Policeman?"

      "No, sir. I'm a private citizen with an interest in your sister's case. I'm terribly sorry for your loss. May I ask you a few questions?"

      Jezek shrugged. "Wasn't much of a loss. I haven't seen Abigail in ten years. Come on if you like. I gotta go sign papers to get her shipped to our undertaker in Ohio." He headed for the door, McRae following.

      The business didn't take long. When he was done, Jezek let himself be led to a nearby cafe. They ordered coffee. He said, "If you ain't a cop, why are you so interested? Did you know Abby?"

      "To tell the truth, I'm a reporter for TheMorning Call.  But I have a personal interest, I'm not after a story. Abigail was her real name?"

      Jezek nodded. "Abigail Jezek, rest her soul. She left the farm when Pa died. I tried to stop her. I told her she was a fool. But she was stage struck. T'warn't enough to sing in the church choir. She had to go and take lessons, and then head out for Frisco. She wrote a few times, asking for money. Not often though."

      "I'm told she was a good singer."

      "Yah, look where that got her."

      "Do you have any idea why she was killed? Did she ever mention any men, or other friends?"

      "Nah." Jezek stirred sugar into his coffee. "She broke up with her boy friend, name of Hank. Though, now you mention it, there was a letter about a month ago.

      She said something about meeting a nice fella. That's about all. It were a short letter." He looked up to stare at McRae. "What would you 'spect? I kept trying to tell Abby, those theater folks are no good. They're all ungodly. No morals. I kept trying to warn her, but she wouldn't not listen." Abruptly he shut his eyes, lowered his head, and began to cry with great, wracking sobs.
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      Next day, they met at Jezek's hotel, on Valencia Street. McRae had persuaded Jezek to take him to see Mia Doro's room. He didn't take much convincing. McRae got the feeling the man didn't want to be alone in this city. He said, "I'm just going to wrap up business here and head back tomorrow on the first train. I never did much care for cities."

      "Can't say I blame you. I guess Ohio smells better." He thought, in more ways than one.

      They walked a few blocks to the rooming house where Mia Doro had lived, a three story building on Mission. The proprietor introduced herself as Mrs. Mullins. She was impeccably dressed and obviously considered herself above any manual labor needed to run her establishment.

      "Your wire arrived just in time," she said. "I was getting set to clear out the room. It's just as she left it. This way."

      McRae said to Jezek, "I assume you are your sister's sole heir?"

      He gave a snort. "Heir of what? I told you she asked me for money."

      Mrs. Mullins showed them the room on the second floor and left them alone.

      She said, "Take whatever you want except the furniture. She was paid up on the rent."

      Before she moved off down the hall McRae asked her,"I guess the Police already looked over the room?"

      She shook her head. "I have seen no sign of any constables. You need anything, let me know."

      "That figures," McRae said. He said it to himself. The cops apparently had little interest in investigating the murder of an unimportant opera singer. Had it been Dame Melba it would be a different story.

      Jezek was wandering about the small room as if lost. He paused by a dresser which held a bone-handled hair and brush set, some cosmetics, and a single framed photograph. Jezek picked it up and stared. "That's me, Abby and Pa, when he was still with us." He slipped it into a pocket.

      "Do you mind if I look around? Maybe there's some clue here." Jezek shrugged.

      McRae opened a few drawers, to find a lady's undergarments and the usual items. A trunk held several outfits and one dress packed in mothballs that seemed to be some sort of theatrical costume. There was a stack of musical scores. Nothing unusual, until McRae noticed a lacquered wooden box in a bottom drawer. It had a flimsy lock which he pried open. He blinked twice at the contents, then held it out to Jezek. "These are hundreds and fifties. There must be a thousand dollars here."

      "Dang. Where would Abby get that kind of cash from?"

      "You better take it."

      Jezek shook his head. "I don't want to touch that. It could be tainted money."

      McRae wondered exactly what the man meant. 'If it's tainted, donate it to your church. That ought to clean it."

      Jezek hesitated, then took the box. "Let's get out of here. I seen enough."

      Before they left, McRae approached Mrs. Mullins downstairs. "Did Miss Doro ever have any male visitors? Or ladies?"

      "She did not. I certainly don't allow gentleman visitors in the rooms. They're allowed to wait in the parlor, though. Miss Doro never had any callers. Although, now you mention it, there were a couple times she mentioned going to meet a certain gentleman. At the opera, I believe. He never came here, whoever it was."

      "Thank you, Mrs. Mullins. You have been a great help."

      "What should I do with her belongings? Should I have them shipped home?"

      Jezek said, "Donate them to charity. Or wear them yourself, if you like." He turned away into the teeming city.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Next day there was another Supervisor's meeting, which he had to attend. The most interesting part was when someone brought up the coming Grand Jury report. It seemed some of the supervisors really wanted to attack corruption in city government. Not that they stood much chance. Most of the men on the Board were working class, without a lot of money or power behind them. Then again, the Union Labor Party had elected the Mayor and still supported him. At least someone was talking publicly about the issue. After the meeting McRae spent an hour or so hanging around City Hall to see what he could pick up. There wasn't much, but he had enough to write his daily column. He headed back to his desk at the Call.

      "Somebody wants to see you." Sawyer didn't look up from his desk when McRae checked in.

      "Oh yeah? Who would that be?" Most likely a bill collector.

      "She wouldn't give her name. She's been waiting two hours. Says it's about that dead opera singer of yours."

      McRae found the lady parked in a side room that was reserved for interviews. She looked to be thirty-five or forty, about the same as Mia Doro. She wore a plain brown coat and hair in a bun. Someone had provided her with a cup of coffee, which looked untouched and cold.

      "You wanted to see me, ma'am? I'm Brod McRae."

      She nodded. "Yes sir. I didn't want to take your time, but I felt I should say something."

      "May I have your name, ma'am?"

      She clasped her hands on the table. He got the feeling she might bolt at any moment. "Please, I don't want my name in the paper. I could lose my job. You may call me Lydia."

      "All right, Lydia. I'm Broderick. What do you have for me?"

      She picked up a spoon and stirred sugar into her coffee, but didn't lift the cup. "It's just that ... I live at Mrs. Mullins' house. I heard what you talked about last night. I was a pretty good friend of Mia, you see. I also work at the Opera House. I'm not a performer, though. I clean up and help make sure the artists have what they need in their dressing rooms. Odd jobs, and so on. Mia could have lived at another rooming house that caters to performers and artists, but she liked the Mullins place. We got to be good friends ..." She trailed off.

      He cleared his throat. "I guess you were pretty shocked when you heard what happened."

      "Yes." Her eyes welled with tears. "But I wanted to tell you ... You asked Mrs. Mullins about gentleman callers. There was a man. She met him at the theater. She introduced me once. I know they sometimes went to dinner together. They also watched some performances. Mia used to get me in to see the opera even when I wasn't supposed to be there. I think this gentleman was supposed to be a singer of some kind, but I never heard him perform. I know he had money. Mia told me he wanted to see everything in the theater, every room, nook and cranny. He was always curious. Sometimes he would pay for a box for him and Mia. I wasn't invited to join them, though."

      "Why didn't you tell this to the Police, Lydia?"

      She gave him a puzzled look. "They never came around to ask about anything. I didn't want to go to them because they might find out my name and then it would be in all the papers. Besides, I don't think the Police care." She gave a little shrug.

      "You may be right. Thanks for coming to me, Lydia. I do care."

      "There's one more thing. Do you know her brother's mailing address?"

      "Yes, I have it. I promised to write to him should I learn any more about Miss Doro's death. Why?"

      Lydia withdrew a small package wrapped in brown paper from her reticule.

      "Mrs. Mullins has five ladies staying with her, including me. She told us we could have anything of Mia's that we might want. Otherwise, it would all go to charity, or trash. The others took mostly her clothes. I think Mrs. Mullins kept the comb and brush set. I wanted anything to remember Mia by, not her clothes or other things. I didn't know what to take. Then I found this in the back of a closet. I think it should go to her brother. I didn't want to read it."

      McRae accepted the package. "I'll see he gets it."

      Lydia stared at him. "If this man she was seeing was her killer, I want him caught. I won't sleep until he's dead."

      "What was his name?"

      This time she shuddered and closed her eyes. "He's short, with oily black hair. His skin looks unhealthy, with little pock marks. It's his eyes that scare me. They're like black stones. Obsidian. He says he's Italian, but his accent is more like New York or Boston. His name is Felicio Zantelo."
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      He told Lydia to go home and not talk about this to anyone, ever. He knew it wouldn't be hard to find out her last name, but he didn't want to. He did want to find out more about this Zantelo, if he really existed. When Lydia had left him he opened the package. It was a diary, half filled with a tiny, delicate script. He wasn't sure he wanted to meet Zantelo. He decided, against his own better judgment, to check with the Police.

      The sergeant he talked to looked bored. McRae caught a faint odor of whiskey on the man's breath. That could be either good or bad. It might mean he was willing to bend the rules a little, or it might make him mean. The sergeant said,

      "I never heard of that name. Is that a greaser name?"

      "Zantelo. Italian, I believe. I'm doing a story on wanted criminals. I just want to find out if the Department has any record of him?"

      The sergeant had not given his own name. He pushed aside a dime novel which he had been reading until interrupted. At least the man could read. He said,

      "I'd have to check the Warrants file. Cost you a dollar."

      McRae was accustomed to the casual graft of this Department. For some people a dollar was a day's salary. He shrugged and passed a silver coin across the desk. The cop slipped it into a pocket and turned away to a bank of file cabinets.

      He spent a few minutes shuffling through files, then returned with a shrug. "No record of that name. It's a weird name, I would'a seen it."

      "Thanks." McRae wondered what to do next. The answer came a moment later. "Can I borrow some paper and a pencil?"

      "Sure." The cop passed him a blank notepad. McRae found a place in the waiting room and sat down to write. He closed his eyes and tried to think of other things besides his hand holding the pencil. He thought of Julianna, and why she might be in danger. He didn't feel his hand until it gave a sudden jerk and he heard the pencil drop to the floor.

      We learn more. I told you before I do not know everything. I am no seer. You are doing well. I believe Zantelo killed Mia Doro because he was done with her. He was courting her because he wanted to see the Opera House. He wanted to learn the building, where are the dressing rooms, the backstage, the corridors, closets, and storage space. He would have seen the basement. Zantelo must have given her that money for a reason, she could never have saved that much on her salary. For this, I know not the reason. Possibly he meant to get the money back from her. Time grows short. You must convince Julianna to leave the city. Abramo.
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      He still had his paying job to do, so he spent most of the day at City Hall. A little after noon he got one break. Chief Dinan was leaving the Supervisor's chamber, where he had apparently been testifying. He didn't look happy. McRae collared him anyway. "Chief, one question? I'm McRae from The Call.”

      "Listen, if it's about that so-called Grand Jury ..."

      "No sir, we all know that's bogus." The Chief's expression softened. "I was just wondering if you had anything new on the Doro case? You remember, the dead opera singer?"

      Dinan half turned away, like a man with other things to do. "Nothing new, I'm afraid. She was probably killed by some hoodlum, motive robbery. I don't know what she was doing out in Bernal. We're diligently working on the case. You can report that. When I hear something new, I let you know."

      "Thanks, Chief." As the Chief moved away McRae wrote the word "diligently" in his notebook. In quotes. He got back to his office with plenty of time to write up his copy. He also had a story about the Chinatown Squad. It seemed the Chinese Consul was unhappy about the exorbitant fees Chinatown gambling dens had to pay to remain open. They were told it was for "licensing,"although Chief Dinan denied ever collecting any such fees. McRae reflected that from a certain cynical point of view, watching City Hall could be fun.

      He wanted to see Julianna again. Abramo's warnings rattled him despite their vagueness. He had no idea how to get her to leave town. Anyway, it was too late today, her shop was closed by now. McRae went back to his flat. On the way he picked up some tacos from a street vendor for supper. While he ate them he opened Mia Doro's diary. Or Abigail Jezek's.

      He found the tiny script hard to read, even with his gaslight turned up high.

      The first few pages were about what he expected. Mia had begun this diary shortly after moving to Mrs. Mullins' house, about six months ago. There were the usual notes about day-to-day activities, practicing music and sometimes singing in the chorus. Four months ago she had expressed delight at being chosen for understudy in an opera, Fidelio.  A tragedy.

      Several times she mentioned writing to her brother. He'd sent her small amounts of money. Mia dreamed of becoming a star and repaying her brother with interest. She wanted to make recordings. All dreams, now undone.

      About two months ago the narrative changed. Mia had met a cultured Italian gentleman.

      Mr Z. I must say is quite charming. We met professionally, him being a promoter and agent. And yet we hit it off right away. He claims he can help my career, but I think our relations may in time go deeper. He has taken me to lunch and supper, and seems to be courting in a casual manner. He loves opera and is anxious to learn all about our Grand Opera House. Perhaps I may mention him in my next letter to Ralph. We'll see.

      There followed more pages of day by day activities. An appointment with a dentist which left her with a swollen jaw. A loan of one hundred dollars from her brother Ralph. A day of shopping with her friend Lydia. Then another mention of Mr. Z.

      Mr. Z. Is most anxious to learn everything about the layout and structure of the Opera House. He believes the acoustics may be improved, as well as many other rewarding changes. I have begun escorting him about the house, sometimes after closing. He wants to see every room in the building, and what they contain. I must say this is entertaining as well as interesting.

      McRae skipped ahead through several pages of chatter. Mr. Z was mentioned several times. He said he was residing temporarily at the Palace Hotel, until he could become more settled. Of course it would not be proper to invite her there without chaperon. They met either at various restaurants, or at the Opera House.

      He invited her to share his box for a performance of Madama Butterfly.  Although she had been on stage many times, she never dreamed she would occupy a box.

      Then McRae found this passage:

      I think I may soon do something naughty. Mr. Z is most anxious to gain access to every part of the Opera House. He wishes to be able to enter and leave unseen and
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