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        "Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.

        The detective must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man.

        He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honor—by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it.

        He must be the best man in his world and a good enough man for any world."
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        1938 - San Francisco

      

      

      

      Friday March 18th, 1938, began as yet another dreary day in San Francisco. Whoever was in charge of the waterworks upstairs had refused to turn them off for the past couple of weeks, and I would not be at all surprised if people started sporting webbed feet.

      That was the least of our worries, given that far beyond our safe but, currently, very damp metropolis, the drums of war were beating loudly.

      Francisco, no relation to our City by the Bay, Franco and his Nationalist troops were in the midst of battling the Republican government for control of Spain.

      Hitler had just annexed Austria and turned his attention to parts of Czechoslovakia. I guess he figures Germany rules over Germans no matter where they live.

      The Italians, under Mussolini, continued rattling their sabers against the woefully under armed Ethiopian Forces in east Africa.

      Meanwhile, Hirohito’s Japanese Imperial Army was in the midst of massacring thousands of peasants in China.

      From a relatively objective viewpoint, it appeared half the planet had crossed the threshold into senseless bloodshed, for the sake of patriotism, despite England, France, and the good ol’ US of A continuing to preach peace.

      While the rest of the world was going to hell, yours truly made my way to Aunt Clara’s Diner for breakfast. Two eggs, bacon, toast… lightly toasted and buttered… and coffee. It was a standing order which Clara had ready to go Monday through Friday at 7a.m., sharp.

      As a member of San Francisco’s finest, having breakfast waiting meant I would not be late for work. The captain abhorred tardiness and chewed my ear off whenever I missed roll call.

      I was stabbing my eggs with a fork when I saw a slender hand reach for my fedora and lift it from the counter.

      I caught a whiff of cheap perfume as the shapely woman sitting on the stool next to me leaned against the red, Formica countertop.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a pair of legs which went on for days, one draped over the other. My hat, perched on her head at a cocky angle, hid one eye.

      I doubted my current lady-friend would be happy with some other woman’s scent on any part of my suit.

      Oh well, she was fun while it lasted.

      “As I live and breathe, if it isn’t my favorite police dick, Sergeant Jacob Butterfield.” My unexpected breakfast guest cooed. Her Brooklyn accent, obvious.

      “Morning, Mae, and watch your mouth, otherwise I’ll have to run ya in for lewd and lascivious behavior.” I recognized the voice and continued spearing my eggs.

      This elicited a throaty laugh. Mae removed my hat, fanned herself, and replaced it. “To think I would be accused of being lewd with a member of San Francisco’s Vice Squad.”

      Around my food, I reminded her, “You forget, I’ve been promoted to Homicide. Besides, you and your roommate have been through most of the City Council, so I doubt hitting on a cop would be too much of a stretch.” Adding, “By the way, where is your partner in crime? I thought the two of you were joined at the hip.”

      “Junie? She’s got her nose glued to The Emporium’s front window, gawking at a dress she can’t afford. I swear to God, you’d think she was a kid at Christmas.”

      Mae Oliver and June Davies… who never did ’fess up as to whether their names were aliases… were part of my first, second, and third arrests after I joined the Vice Squad. The pair were taxi-dancers at the Hippodrome… the Barbary Coast dance club where anything, including dancing, took place on the floor between the girls and the male customers.

      The pair also shared a room in a flophouse in the Tenderloin District of the city. From time to time, they supplemented their income by turning tricks out of their place.

      I had made it a habit to cruise by on those nights, just to check on them. If both shades facing the street were up, it was their way of signaling they had a guest who was not playing nice.

      This prompted me to pay them a visit, have the lot arrested, and send them to Central Booking. The girls got a meal, spent the night there, and I ensured they were bailed out the next morning.

      The arrangement was mutually beneficial.

      In exchange for my watchful eye, they kept me abreast of the goings on in the Red Light and surrounding districts.

      Spinning around on the stool, Mae helped herself to my toast and coffee.

      I groused, “Please, help yourself. I didn’t need my morning Joe.”

      At that moment, I heard the stool on the other side of me scrape the floor and saw an equally slender hand help itself to my bacon, while its accompanying voice complained, “Twenty dollars for Chrissakes. Can you believe they want twenty dollars for that dress? Who do they think they are, Saks Fifth Avenue?”

      “I told you it wasn’t worth it,” Mae said across me.

      “But it’s so cute,” June whined. “If that wasn’t bad enough, some old witch in the store came out and shooed me away. I mean I have money.”

      “Really? How ’bout coughin’ up your part of the rent then?” Mae huffed.

      “I said I had money. Didn’t say how much.” June smiled sweetly at her roommate.

      Getting a word in edgewise, I greeted the new arrival, “Morning, June. Didn’t lockup have anything for breakfast this morning?”

      June was the shorter and curvier of the two. At first glance, fresh faced and dewey-eyed, she looked much younger than Mae, but, if you took the time to take a second, you saw a different story. One of a hard life on the streets, and of experiencing more than any woman should.

      “Oatmeal,” she exclaimed. “How does the city expect a poor girl to survive on oatmeal, and not even any toast.” My second slice vanished from my plate.

      “Clara,” I bellowed. “Can you get these two moochers breakfast for me?”

      “On your ticket?”

      I nodded, snatching my coffee cup from Mae to have Clara refill it.

      Clara rolled her eyes. She did not appreciate having women of ill-repute in her establishment, and made no bones about it. Inevitably, however, her desire to make a profit always outweighed her moral compass.

      “Comin’ right up, Sergeant.”

      While the ladies raided my plate, awaiting their own meals, I decided to get to the bottom of their sudden appearance.

      “While your company never fails to cheer me up, besides eating on my dime, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

      The women stopped munching on my breakfast and glanced at each other nervously. They looked around, then Mae leaned close.

      “We thought you might be…” Their food was served, and she paused, waiting for the older woman to leave, and curling her lip when Clara did not move fast enough for Mae’s liking.

      Once the owner had disappeared into the kitchen, Mae continued, “…interested. The boss said there are some heavy hitters from New York coming to town and he wants a bunch of us girls on hand to entertain them.”

      “Any idea who they are and what’s going on?”

      It was June who answered, “No, but Gus…” her aforementioned ‘boss’, “…was not his usual jolly self when he told us about the extra hours. Truth be told, he looked terrified. I heard him talking to his brother⁠—”

      “You mean eavesdropping,” Mae chided, digging into her meal, after leaving me with just my coffee.

      “Potato Potahto,” June flung back chirpily, quoting a phrase she had adopted from the recent movie, Shall We Dance, and used at every opportunity. “Be that as it may, it’s not just the gentlemen from New York, but also some of the commissioners on the city planning board.”

      “Planning board?” I queried. “Why?”

      “How should I know?” June snapped back. “Isn’t it your job to find out?”

      Acknowledging this was all I was going to get from the pair, I snatched my hat from Mae’s head, tossed two bucks on the counter, which covered everybody’s breakfast, and assured the tip was adequate enough for Aunt Clara to continue to treat me as her favorite nephew.

      I dipped my Fedora to the women on the stools, “I bid you good day. Oh, and June, that rolling pile of junk you drive⁠—”

      “Don’t be cruel, my Maxwell is a classic.”

      “Right… maybe a classic joke on the Jack Benny Show,” I derided the 1919 jalopy, which was usually broken down in front of their place. “It's getting a ticket for blocking a hydrant.”

      “Shit,” was all she cried, and scarpered, trying to chase down the traffic cop who had written the ticket.

      I chuckled and followed her out, making my way to the SFPD’s Southern Station, and the Homicide Department.
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