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        Screaming Horses Tell No Lies: The Great 1906 San Francisco Earthquake

      

      

      While no one could predict an earthquake of massive proportions would shake San Francisco to its core, they could have predicted the damage and destruction such an earthquake would cause.

      The 1906 San Francisco earthquake is still considered the biggest natural disaster in California. Indeed, it’s high on the list of the deadliest natural disasters in American history, right up there with Hurricane Katrina in 2005. The earthquake exposed the corrupt politics, vice, and racism running rampant in what was then the greatest city in the Far West. At the same time, it also showed the deep resilience of the people of San Francisco in its aftermath and brought the city together in a way that was much needed at that time. San Franciscans are no angels, but they come together with a “roll up your sleeves and get it done” attitude when necessary. From the beginning, the plan was to get rid of the weak structures that were a result of political corruption and build a stronger, better, and more modern city.

      The details of the earthquake and the fires that followed are well documented. At 5:12 a.m. on April 18, 1906, a large-scale earthquake hit the Bay Area. It began in the ocean rather than on land, and rolled its way to shore, damaging about 300 miles of Northern California. The most affected cities were those on the coastline: Santa Rosa, San Mateo, Santa Cruz, and, of course, San Francisco. Reports of how strong the earthquake was vary, but the consensus is that it was around the 7.7-7.9 range. In contrast, the Loma Prieta earthquake, which struck the Bay Area on October 17, 1989, was in the 6.9 range. 

      The only ones who knew the earthquake was coming were the animals. Morgan Thomas and Max Morgan-Wittis describe in their book, The San Francisco Earthquake: A Minute-by-Minute Account of the 1906 Disaster, the extreme agitation and nervousness of the city’s horses, screeching and fidgeting only hours before the disaster happened. 

      When the earthquake hit the city, the forty-five-to-sixty seconds it lasted caused eighty percent of the city to lie in ruins. Part of this wasn’t due to the earthquake itself but to the fires that burned for four days afterward. 

      The cause of the fires is a little vague, but historians believe many were a result of human error. Some say the fires were started by an unsuspecting housewife living in the South of Market area (then known as South of the Slot). Intent on making breakfast for her family, she lit the gas stove, unaware the gas lines had burst, and this caused a domino effect of fires burning through the downtown area. Another source cites the earthquake as upsetting wood-burning stoves that then toppled and lit buildings aflame. There was no doubt that the inexperience of firefighters and the military left to deal with such a disaster may have been responsible as well. They chose to dynamite buildings to avoid their being burned down once the fires reached them, but it was said their clumsy use of dynamite caused more fires to ignite. 

      The death toll was over 3,000, all told, with about 900 of those in the city alone, though one source I read estimates that, due to lost records, it was probably higher. 

      When I first conceived of this book in the Adele Gossling Mysteries series, I knew it was going to take place around the time of the earthquake. Because Adele’s roots lie in San Francisco, I didn’t want to ignore this life-changing event. But as I researched the tragedy, what fascinated me more than the quake and fires themselves was the rebuilding that took place in San Francisco after all the fires had burned out and the city was a mass of rubble, ruin, and black smoke.

      How does a major city on the West Coast recover after a natural disaster that leaves a quarter of a million people homeless with nothing more than the clothes on their backs and what they can carry on them?

      In this case, the political entities of the city, who were so steeped in graft and corruption that a movement to investigate them was already underway before the earthquake occurred, formed a committee that took charge of the rebuilding. The military, already mobilized by General Fredrick Funston, initially without approval from San Francisco mayor Eugene E. Schmitz, created camps around the city, the largest of those located at their headquarters, the Presidio. Supplies and provisions brought into the city by train (once they were up and running) and ferries from Oakland were organized and rationed to citizens. People lived in tents, ate in dining room tents that resembled army mess halls, washed themselves in abandoned train cars converted into washrooms, and sent telegrams and letters to their loved ones assuring them of their safety from makeshift post offices. Later on, shanties and cabins were built, but these massive city camping grounds lasted for several years until houses and buildings were restored.

      How did the citizens of San Francisco handle living in tents and temporary shacks for the good part of two years? According to Thomas and Morgan-Wittis, after the initial shock, they adjusted like the pioneer troopers they were. Eyewitnesses and survivors of the quake describe it as almost one big camping trip with many going about good-naturedly, accepting the situation without a murmur. 

      The difficult task of rebuilding the city began once the camps were set up. Clearing away the rubble for a city that was mostly leveled to the ground was the first order of business. Citizens helped clear the bricks, wood, and stone, dumping them into the bay, until skilled workers could be brought in to continue the job. Every vehicle (whatever few there were at that time) that hadn’t fled the city with refugees was seized as was every wagon and every horse. Old cable car tracks had to be cleared to make room for new, more modern electric streetcars since transportation was essential for the city to get back on its feet. This proved more challenging than you might think. The intense heat of the fires that had raged in the city for four days melted the iron tracks into the ground and they needed heavy machinery, including the then innovative steam tractor. The city pulled together and every able-bodied man helped. This is the main order of business when Adele and her friends arrive in the city. 

      Later on, there was the task of actually planning and building new buildings, using more stable materials such as concrete and steel rather than wood. There was also the task of making sure people who had lost everything would get what was due them. While many homeowners had insurance, their policies, then as now, did not cover earthquake damage. However, their policies did cover fire damage and most were insured with Lloyds of London, who stepped up to fulfill their commitments to their policyholders. Lloyds ended up paying out over fifty million dollars in damages, which would translate to about one billion dollars today—not a common thing at the turn of the century.

      Religious leaders claimed the earthquake and fires were an act of God, a sign that the sin and vice San Francisco had been living under for so long needed to be cleansed to make room for a more morally upright city. Whether the city that came out of the ashes was indeed more moral is hard to say. But it was certainly more modern and tidier. Even the local city government was cleaned up. 

      The earthquake and rebuilding that followed delayed things a bit, but a year later, indictments against government officials, including the mayor and Abe Ruef, who was known to be the puppet master of the whole political organization in the city, were issued. Both Mayor Schmitz and Ruef were convicted, though only Ruef served jail time. 

      We can’t mention the Great Earthquake of San Francisco without talking about the Chinese community who play a role in this book. On the West Coast, vicious racial prejudice raged against the Chinese and all people of Asian descent. Nowhere was it more prominent than in San Francisco. Chinatown was seen as a ghetto of squalor and poverty, the root of the city’s evil, with its opium dens and prostitution houses. Citizens of San Francisco blamed the Chinese for the city’s unsavory reputation, lack of jobs, pestilence, and even everything that went on in the city’s most notorious neighborhood — the Barbary Coast.

      But the earthquake and fires affected the Chinese just as much as the rest of the city. Chinatown was in total ruins and the 40,000 Chinese living there were displaced. Many fled to Oakland, but about 400 remained in the city. These people were housed in the Presidio along with everyone else, but complaints forced the army to set the Chinese camp apart from the main area. The Chinese community was placed near Fort Point, a cold and windy section of the Presidio, isolated from the rest of the camp. Food, clothing, and medical supplies were scant compared to those offered to the white population. 

      Not only were the Chinese displaced as unwanted city refugees, but there was also talk of abolishing Chinatown altogether when the rebuilding began. City officials lobbied to move the Chinese community from the prime real estate location of the downtown to Hunter’s Point. However, the community was not without its defenders. The Chinese government, which did a lot of business with the city, as well as men from the Six Companies (representatives from six large Chinese businesses whose goal was to better the conditions of Chinatown and help Chinese refugees and citizens in the U.S.), threatened to boycott trade. They won in the end, and Chinatown returned to its original location. This time, it was rebuilt to reflect Asian culture, complete with the colors, decorations, and arches we associate with this community.

      Considering the rack and ruin San Francisco faced with five hundred city blocks destroyed, it’s pretty amazing to think that not only was the city completely rebuilt by 1915, but was able to host the Panama-Pacific Exposition that same year. Not only were San Franciscans living full lives in their city by the bay nine years after it was leveled, they were showing it off to the rest of the world.

      There are two more things I should mention about this book. The story differs from others in the series so far because it includes much more background about the tragic events that draw Adele and her friends to San Francisco. The murder plot is still central but so are the social and psychological ramifications of such a catastrophe on the survivors. Also, I’ve mixed fact with fiction in some places. For example, one character, George Wu, tells Adele and Nin he’s a representative of the Younger Six, sons and friends of men from the Six Companies. The Six Companies existed in San Francisco at that time, but the Younger Six is fictional.

      To keep consistent with the way the Chinese were treated at the time, I’ve included some expressions that might be considered politically incorrect and even a little offensive today. Mostly, I tried to use neutral terms. For example, Adele and others often refer to the Chinese as “Orientals,” which was very common at the time but is now a term we consider outdated and distasteful. You will also see the word “miscegenation” used, which is the old-fashioned term for what we now call interracial or multiracial marriage but was used widely at the time.

      In addition, though I’ve stayed away from highly derogatory references, some of the characters in the book are racist and would have used these terms freely. I’ve tried to keep them to the bare minimum and made clear from the context that it is NOT OKAY to use these terms. It’s always a struggle when writing historical fiction about social and/or political issues to remain accurate when accuracy includes terms we know are wrong and unacceptable today. But I have done my best. 

      
        
        Tam May

        June, 2024
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      If you’re interested in reading more early 20th century mysteries, my free offer at the end of this book is for you! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      Mrs. Faderman and the prominent ladies in town had always held the opinion that Arrojo was the cream of the crop as far as towns in the Bay Area were concerned. They boasted about how, in spite of some of its more unsavory corners in Quarry Lane, Arrojo had dignity and gumption without the vice and corruption that plagued the reputation of the Far West . When Adele came to town three years ago, her San Francisco roots were a subject of gossip among the ladies and, indeed, they viewed her suffragism and progressivism as nothing short of “the consequences of living in a city of sin and greed.” Adele had always tried to defend San Francisco as a vibrant, dynamic city filled with culture and good people. Sometimes she won the arguments, but often times she didn’t.

      Adele’s pride in her birthplace took a fall when, on April eighteenth, the earth shattered underneath the city’s feet, and fires consumed many of its buildings and houses. She read about it in the newspapers with the horror of someone who had known a fallen city in its celebratory days. Her hand trembled as she wrote telegrams to her San Francisco friends, knowing she was unlikely to receive an answer, perhaps for some time, perhaps not ever.

      Arrojo itself felt the tremors, though not to any horrendous magnitude. Although the ground shook with some vigor, most of the houses and businesses experienced little more than upset shelves, toppling furniture, and swinging lamps. Mrs. Faderman came to Adele’s shop the morning after the earthquake, waving the Arrojo Courier with a smirk on her face, as if to say What have I been telling you all this time?

      But Adele hardly gave her a thought as she scrambled to get word to her friends and survey the damage to her shop in the week that followed. She was lucky, and most of her wares had come out of the tremors in a chaotic mess scattered all over the floor. Her assistant Beatrice declared they looked “artistic” until she realized she would be responsible for cleaning up the chaos.

      Only a few months before, Adele unveiled the typewriter room in her shop, which had impressed the Sacramento papers enough to write about them. The typewriters, with their heavy iron keys and platen rollers, fared the worst in the tremors. Many crashed to the ground and, because the floor in that room was of wood, some had even made sizable splinters in the floor panels. Two in particular, a Smith Premier and an Underwood, proved themselves to be less than what their salesmen had promised and broke to pieces.

      Three years as a businesswoman had taught Adele to be resourceful and persistent. The first thing she did was wire the Zimbro Insurance Company, with whom she and Nin had a policy, and requested that someone come out to assess the damage. She then convinced Vera Mead, owner of Mead Building & Contract, who had built the typewriter room for her, to replace the broken floor panels, much to the chagrin of Vera’s partner and brother. She also hounded the Smith and Underwood company salesmen and cajoled them into agreeing to replace the broken typewriters.

      Her business acumen was not, unfortunately, reflected in Nin Branch, the only person in Arrojo who had befriended her. Even though Nin had her own income from her wealthy mother’s inheritance, which meant she didn’t have to depend on the sales of her curioso and herb shop to survive, she would have more to do to rebuild her place after the earthquake.

      Earlier that year, Adele finally persuaded Nin to give her shop a name, and Atha’s (named after Nin’s beloved mother) began to look more like a business. She placed shelves of herbs neatly labeled with little cards explaining what they did on one side of the room, and the curiosos Atha collected over the years on the other. Adele found out a long time ago Nin had a head for business when she put her mind to it, and it looked like Nin was destined to make a profit from her shop for the first time within the first few months of 1906.

      But when Adele walked into Nin’s shop the morning after the quake, she saw the tremors had taken their revenge on the place. Unlike her own shop, which had only scattered items, the baskets and jars Nin carefully compiled were spilled or broken and herbs mixed together to concoct a strong scent that made Adele’s eyes water. Several of the curiosos were destroyed beyond repair, and others had fallen and cracked into the crevices of the shop.

      Nin sat on the floor staring at the ruin, her face showing more irony than dismay. “Sister Earth has been very unhappy.”

      “I should say so,” Adele said dryly, surveying the place.

      “She doesn’t like it when her folds are weighed with coins,” Nin continued in an almost dreamy tone.

      “Nonsense,” Adele snapped. “You’ve earned your living fairly, just like all of us.”

      Her friend’s cat-like eyes were round like a confused child. “What do we do now?”

      “I’ve already wired Zimbro to send someone,” Adele said. “We might at least get something for the damages.”

      “And then?”

      Adele pressed her shoulder. “We go to work, dear. That’s what women do after a crisis.”

      Nin seemed to take this to heart. “I think I can salvage most of the herbs, if I can separate them out.”

      “After they’ve been on the dusty floor?” Adele eyed her. “I wouldn’t advise it.”

      “A little dust hardly matters.” Her friend sniffed.

      Adele laughed. “Your waywardness will be the death of me, Nin.”

      “I’ll wait until the insurance man comes, then,” her friend said with determination. “Let him see this mess. I won’t tell him I could easily wash some of the herbs, dry them out and resell them.”

      Adele saluted her. “Now you’re talking like a businesswoman.” She could tell by the look on her face that Nin hardly saw this as a compliment.

      Beatrice, who had always had a nagging curiosity about Nin’s shop, tried to convince Adele to let her help, but Adele sent her home. “I’ll need you to clear ours once the insurance man comes.”

      “Golly, me do all that?” She looked distastefully at the messy floor.

      “A woman survives on her wits,” Adele said.

      “A lady cajoles others into helping her,” Beatrice said with the airs of her Wrigley School education.

      “You keep insisting you’ll be hanged before you’d let people call you a lady,” Nin observed.

      “I’ll bet I could get some of the boys around town to help me,” Beatrice said with a gleam in her eye.

      “That’s your only interest in them, isn’t it?” Nin glared at her.

      The girl grinned. “I like to make them look like dogs.”

      “Poor John and Steven Lynn,” Adele said. “You’re going to bring those two brothers to blows one of these days, Bea.”

      “If they come to blows over a woman, they deserve what they get,” snarled Beatrice, and Adele couldn’t help but laugh.

      She kept away from Adele’s Stationery for a few days, waiting for the telegram from Zimbro to come. It finally arrived at the breakfast table with a curt message: Expect Mr. Malone to arrive nine a.m. sharp.

      “Nine a.m. sharp!” Adele threw the telegram on the table. It slid to the floor, and Maria, the eldest of the Cordoba children, bounded from the discreet corner her father usually occupied when he served the meals. Imitating her father, she picked it up, dusted it off, and put it with the stack of telegrams for filing on the desk in the parlor.

      “He’s going to be a businesswoman hater, I can tell already,” Adele continued.

      “Nonsense.” Her brother, Jackson, unfolded the Arrojo Courier. “I’m sure the man’s just harried from running around the county making estimates and payouts.” He peered at her. “How badly are you out, Del?”

      “A hundred or so should do it for me,” she said. “It’s Nin I’m worried about.”

      “How much could those herbs cost her?” He shrugged.

      “She spent hours collecting them in the woods, Jack,” she said. “As to the powders, she got those from people with whom she had to bargain hard. I don’t think she has more than ten percent of her stock intact. And some of those valuable curiosos her mother got from the Orient are ruined.”

      “It’s a good thing you persuaded your friend to take out insurance,” he remarked. “I’m sure Mr. Malone will be very fair.”

      “And I’m sure he won’t,” Adele grumbled.

      He looked at her from the top of the newspaper. “May I remind you, Del, the insurance companies aren’t liable for damages in an earthquake?”

      “And how would you know that, dear brother?” She glared at him.

      “Because I read the insurance documents they sent you,” he said.

      “So did I,” Adele said. “I saw nothing there about not covering damages from earthquakes.”

      “Precisely.” He folded up his paper. “You saw nothing. If they were liable, they would have included it.”

      Adele’s annoyance subsided. “I see what you mean.”

      “The papers have been saying the insurance companies are paying for fire damages but not for earthquake damages,” he added. “I hope you keep your temper with Mr. Malone, or you’ll get nothing and neither will Miss Branch.”

      Adele went to Nin’s shop first. “Hopefully Mr. Malone’s check will pay for a good cleaning of this place.” She looked around.

      “I don’t think Mr. Malone will give me any money.” Nin sighed.

      “Nonsense, dear,” Adele said. “He’s being paid to by the insurance company. They want to look good for the papers by paying out claims. Fire damage or no fire damage.” She added the last in a mumble, thinking of what her brother had said.

      “What has fire to do with it?” Nin questioned.

      Adele patted her hand. “Never mind. He’ll be here at nine sharp.”

      “He better have just as sharp a signature on that check as he has on his timetable,” Nin growled.

      Beatrice came in to tell her that Mr. Malone was waiting.

      “It’s not nine sharp.” Nin smirked. “It’s only eight fifty-five. Let him wait.”

      “I think we ought to make a favorable impression, Nin,” Adele said. “Jack reminded me this morning that the company isn’t liable to pay us for earthquake damages.”

      “So we must be sweet and silky toward him?” Nin frowned.

      “He could use some sweetening up,” Beatrice said, pulling her shawl around her shoulders. “He looks like a turnip.”

      Though Adele chuckled at this, she was a little dismayed to find Beatrice was right. Mr. Malone had a round head, and had styled his hair with pomade, leaving a small tuff at the top. He was one of those young men who looked older than his age and spoke in a wary tone.

      “Miss Gossling?” He gave them both a questioning look.

      “That’s her.” Nin pointed to her friend.

      “We appreciate your speedy response to this occasion, Mr. Malone.” Adele held out her hand.

      The man did not take it. “Best to get these things over with as soon as possible.”

      “Where were you when the earthquake hit?” Beatrice questioned with narrow eyes.

      “I’m not from California, young lady.” He didn’t even glance at her. “I’m from the New York office.”

      “Lucky you,” Beatrice mumbled as she retreated to the back of the shop.

      “It’s very kind of you to take the time to help business owners like us,” Adele continued, trying to sound “sweet and silky.” “I’m sure you realize we’ve been hit as badly as San Francisco.”

      “Considering the papers are saying nearly eighty percent of the city was leveled, Miss Gossling, I doubt that very much.” The young man glanced out the window. “I don’t see your little town has fared too badly.”

      “Little towns still have to do business, Mr. Malone,” Adele mumbled, trying to keep her nerves calm.

      He shrugged. “Why don’t you tell me a little bit about what sort of work you do, and then we can go around and see what this unholy tremble did to it.”

      As Adele spoke, she noticed the look on his face changed from wariness to steel. She realized the assessment she had made about him being a businesswoman hater was all too true.

      “You do a fair amount of business with paper and things?” he inquired as he scratched on his yellow pad.

      “I don’t sell paper, Mr. Malone,” Adele said. “I sell stationery.”

      “She has a whole room in the back with some of the latest innovations,” Nin insisted.

      “Indeed?” He raised a brow.

      “That’s primarily where the damage is.” Adele led him to the typewriter room.

      He examined the floor boards and the typewriters that had broken or been misaligned. “How many of these have you sold so far? Before the quake, of course.”

      “I haven’t really sold any yet,” she admitted. “I only opened it a month ago.”

      “I don’t see how we can be liable —”

      “No one said you were liable for anything,” Nin snarled.

      “If you had been selling them for a year, six months even, and showing a good profit with them, that would be different,” he continued. “But at this point, it’s really a gamble.”

      “I’m not a bookie, Mr. Malone,” Adele said in a cold voice. “I know what will sell in my shop and what won’t.”

      “Nevertheless,” Mr. Malone said, “we can’t afford to overestimate right now. We have many other clients who have been through much worse damage, and our funds are as limited as anyone else’s.”

      “How much are you going to give her?” Nin shot out in her blunt way.

      The man scratched at his pad for a few moments, which Adele felt was more for show than for anything else. “I suppose I could give you twenty dollars for the damages.”

      “Twenty dollars!” Adele stared at him.

      “That won’t even pay for the broken floor,” Nin snapped.

      “Maybe twenty-five,” the man said.

      Adele leaned against the wall. “And if this sort of damage had occurred at the general store next door, you would no doubt have found it in your iron heart to give Mr. Raleigh a generous amount because a businessman deserves more than a businesswoman?”

      “Businessmen usually have families to feed,” the young man said in a snippy tone. “I don’t imagine you’re the sole support of an aging mother and father now, are you?”

      “What the devil does that have to do with anything?” Nin growled.

      The man closed his yellow pad. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to remind you, Miss Gossling, but your policy includes no protection against earthquakes.”

      “How terribly convenient of you to exclude it,” Nin said.

      “Neither does yours, Miss — Branch.” He consulted a list. “We’re paying out damages for fire, but fire hasn’t touched this town as it has San Francisco. Our company knows full well what to expect from this land, and we can’t be liable —”

      “My friend already told you no one is accusing you of being liable for anything, Mr. Malone,” Adele interrupted.

      “We can’t be responsible for the whims of Mother Nature.”

      “It’s nice you admit nature is a mother,” Nin mumbled.

      “We’re paying out because we want to contribute something to the relief efforts of your state in this unfortunate tragedy.” He folded his hands.

      “Why unfortunate when you just admitted California could be swallowed up by the San Andreas Fault at any moment?” Adele eyed him.

      “The point is, Miss Gossling, we don’t have to pay you anything.” His voice was now steely again. “We’re doing so out of the goodness of our hearts.”

      “Goodness!” Nin snarled. “You’re doing it so your company gets its name in the papers for being benevolent.”

      The man’s lips were white, but when he spoke, his voice was contained. “I’m authorized to write checks for modest amounts on the spot. Will you take the twenty dollars I offered you?”

      “I’ll take the twenty-five you offered me,” Adele said pointedly. “I’m sorry I lost my temper, Mr. Malone. I realize you’ve no obligation to pay me a cent, and this has all been very trying.” She was feeling less than apologetic, but she realized the young man was the kind to be more considerate to women who supplicated. And, indeed, Mr. Malone softened a little as he wrote the check and handed it to her.

      While Adele was willing to be complacent for her share of the insurance money, she fought more heartily for Nin’s shop. Although she could see Mr. Malone recognized the damage to her wares was more extensive than Adele’s, he kept the same rigid economy, offering her forty dollars for the damages.

      “Not a penny less than seventy!” Adele insisted.

      “That Chinese vase is worth three times that much, and it’s completely shattered,” Beatrice, who had been standing in the doorway, argued.

      “And so covered with dust it must have sat on the shelf for years.” His voice was snide. “I don’t see anything of great value that would make a profitable business here.”

      “Do you know what my friend does for a living, Mr. Malone?” Adele asked.

      The man almost shuddered, as if he’d rather not know, as he shook his head.

      “She helps people heal. She’s like a doctor but works with auras, not medicine.”

      “Auras?” The man backed away slightly.

      “I’m a witch,” Nin said in a harsh tone. “Ask anyone in town. I put hexes on people who try to cheat other people.” She looked him in the eyes.

      “Really, I don’t think —” He pulled his coat tight around his shoulders.

      Nin advanced with such a vicious look on her face that even Adele was a little frightened. “You’d better write me that check for seventy dollars, or I can’t answer for the consequences.”

      “You mean you would really put a hex on me?” He stared at her.

      “Not I, Mr. Malone,” she said. “I only do Sister Earth’s bidding. You’ve already seen Sister Earth is not exactly in a good mood these days.”

      “I don’t believe it!” he said, still wide-eyed. “That sort of mesmerizer’s trick — it’s all hogwash.”

      “Oh, but I’m not a mesmerizer.” Nin advanced even further toward him. “I told you, I’m a witch.”

      “She really is, Mr. Malone,” Beatrice said. “Why, you ought to see what she did to the husband of a friend of mine when he took a whip to her. The man’s in an asylum, and they say he won’t ever get out.”

      Adele raised her eyebrows at this bald-faced lie, but it seemed to do the trick. Mr. Malone scribbled out the check and put it on one of the empty shelves as if he were afraid to hand it to Nin.

      Adele smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Malone. We’ll be sure to tell everyone just how generous the Zimbro Insurance Company has been in the face of this unfortunate tragedy.”

      He glared at her as he scurried out of the shop.

      “Bea, really!” Adele turned to her. “What tall tales you tell.”

      “It’s not so tall,” Beatrice argued. “You weren’t at Rachel’s wedding. She had to go and marry one of those hawk-faced aspiring priests. He looks like he’ll go crazy in another three or four years.”

      Adele laughed and pinched Beatrice’s cheek. “Well, it got Nin some of the money she needs to rebuild her place.”

      Beatrice clasped both of them on the shoulder. “And rebuild we will! If an entire city can do it, so can we!”
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      The next morning, when Adele told Jackson about the insurance man, he was furious. “You ought to have called the sheriff. Hatfield would have made him give you a fair amount.”

      “The man did have a point, Jack,” she said. “As you said yourself, there was no earthquake clause in our policy. They didn’t have to pay out anything. Most companies aren’t.”

      “Then it’s poor business on their part,” he said. “The millions they’ll get when people around the nation hear about their contribution to those left destitute from the quake should more than make up for whatever loss they’ll suffer now.”

      Adele sighed as she cradled her coffee cup. “I don’t think we ought to be grumbling about anything now. We just have to be thankful for what we have.”

      “And thankful we weren’t in the city,” he declared. Then, seeing the look on her face, he pressed her hand. “I’m sorry, Del. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Nin was talking about taking all the lucky herbs from her shop and sending them to San Francisco,” Adele said wryly. “They need all the luck they can get.

      “Our friends aren’t exactly weak.” Jackson gave her a tender look. “I’m sure the moment Elsie gets settled in one of the refugee camps, she’ll telegraph you.”

      “They’ve been up for a week,” she said in a hollow voice. “Why hasn’t she telegraphed already?”

      “Because it’s not easy with hundreds of others doing the same thing,” Jackson insisted. “Hatfield said he’s checking with his police friends. They’ll know better than anybody how to find people.”

      “It’s all so awful, Jack.” She buried her face in his arm.

      “Well, at least you got Miss Branch most of what’s owed her from the insurance man.” Jackson patted her shoulder. “What would she have done if she hadn’t gotten that check?”

      “We would have taken her in,” Adele insisted.

      “She would run Tomas and Ruth out of the house if she ever came here,” Jackson said with a grin.

      “Well, they’re not here now,” Adele reminded him.

      “True.” He rose. “I don’t think Maria or Consuela would have much interest in Miss Branch’s visions.”

      Adele watched as he carefully put on his coat. “Back to Quarry Lane?” She felt the butterflies fluttering in her stomach.

      “It’s not as bad as all that,” he assured her. “I think it’s more hue and cry than anything. After all, it’s not like we’re dealing with the sort of looting they’re reporting in the papers that is going on in the city right now.”

      “Still, I don’t like it that you and Hatfield are patroling down there,” she said.

      “We have no choice, Del,” he said. “The place is practically in ruins. Seems the fault line is closer to them than to us.”

      “And their buildings are like sandcastles,” Adele said. “I suppose it can’t be helped.”

      Maria growled in Spanish toward the hallway, and her younger sister Consuela appeared. Together, they started to clear away the dishes, mumbling disapproval at the half-eaten plates.

      “It won’t be for long.” He said. “Hatfield asked Sheriff Hill to send down some of his men so they could help us patrol the area.”

      “I’m sure he has his own streets to worry about,” Adele said.

      “Sacramento didn’t sustain much damage,” he said. “He’s sending them down within the next few days.”

      They first went to the post office, but there were no letters or telegrams from any of their friends. With a heavy heart, Adele watched Jackson make his way toward the train station where he would meet Hatfield and Assistant Deputy Edison so they could walk down Quarry Lane together.

      The morning gave a brighter color to the days they had seen with coats of dust and chaos on Bridge Street. Other businesses had rushed to clean their shops and several looked as if nothing had happened when Adele walked by. Others had finished cleaning up early and gone to their neighbors to help them. But they stayed away from Nin’s shop, as, even after so many years, they still were a little edgy about the strange and wonderful gifts nature had given her.

      “Maybe we should take Beatrice up on her offer,” Adele remarked as she placed a brick against the door to keep it open. “We could use some help here.”

      “I wouldn’t let those bumbling boys touch a leaf of basil,” Nin insisted. “They’d probably make a disagreeable brew that would set off another earthquake.” Suddenly, her friend grew pale and pressed her hands into the floor where she was bent down with the dust brush. “Maybe. Maybe.”

      “Maybe what?” Adele knew the look on her friend’s face meant she had seen something.

      “It’s — begetting.”

      “Begetting?” Adele stared.

      “One thing begets another,” she said. “Good and bad.”

      “You mean like the earthquake beget the fires?” Adele asked.

      “I suppose so.” Her voice was dull.

      “We’re bound to feel some aftershocks,” Adele said. “Don’t let it worry you, dear.”

      “You’re worrying enough for both of us.” Nin eyed her. “No word from Elsie?”

      Adele tried to sound cheerful. “I imagine sending a telegram right now is almost impossible with the chaos going on there.”

      “She could still send word,” Nin grumbled. “She must know you’re worried.”

      “She thinks I’ve become completely detached from the city.” Adele began to survey the darkened shop. “But you never really leave behind a place like San Francisco. Never in your heart, that is.”

      “You’ll get back there,” Nin said in her vague tone. “A little while, but you’ll get back.”

      Adele studied her, but she couldn’t tell if Nin was speaking from an aura or from regret. “I hope all my friends won’t be moving out of the city once it gets on its feet.” She looked out the dusty window where Bridge Street was moving slower than usual. “I want to help, Nin.”

      “Then let me find a broom, and we’ll get to work,” said her friend simply.

      “I mean in San Francisco,” she said.

      Nin shrugged. “What can you do?”

      “What any single person can do,” Adele said. “Right now, people are going from single effort to contributing to the entire effort, one person at a time. They need me.”

      “They need us,” Nin corrected. “If you go, I go.”

      Adele smiled. “Let’s wait and see if we hear from Elsie first. Perhaps the situation there isn’t as bad as the newspapers make it out to be.”

      Through the doorway appeared a bundled face with wide cheeks and a flash of iron-gray hair. “Why, Miss Branch, you do look a sight sitting there on the floor.”

      Adele couldn’t help but notice Mrs. Faderman, though still with all her usual energy, looked frayed. It made her feel almost sorry for the woman.

      “I find it restful,” Nin said. “I always have.”

      “Yes, well, it’s time to get rid of that nasty habit,” Mrs. Faderman said. “You’re not a child anymore, after all.” She stepped gingerly around the debris and held out her hand. “Come, I’ll help you up.”

      “I can do it, Mrs. Faderman,” Adele said, hoping this would get rid of the woman.

      Mrs. Faderman looked around the shop with distaste. “This will never do. We’re going to have people flocking into Arrojo soon enough after this abominable calamity, and they simply can’t see our commercial district looking like this!”

      “Then they won’t see mine,” Nin said in a savage tone. “I don’t care to see anyone now anyway.”

      “We were just waiting for the insurance man to arrive before we cleaned up,” Adele said. “After all, he had to see the damages, didn’t he?”

      “You mean you and Miss Branch took out insurance?” The woman’s face was aghast.

      “Just like Mr. Raleigh and Mr. Pringle and all the rest of the businesses here, Mrs. Faderman.” Adele smiled sweetly. “It’s what business people do.”

      “Well, I hope you got a fairer settlement than they did.” Mrs. Faderman sniffed.

      “Adele got cheated, and I told him I was a witch so he gave me more, but I still got cheated,” Nin said.

      The woman grunted. “It’s impossible to rebuild this town without their giving something.”

      “But we didn’t suffer much damage,” Adele reminded her.

      Mrs. Faderman patted her shoulder. “Never mind, dear, the council is meeting later this week to discuss relief funds, and I’ll see to it that you get your share.”

      “Give it to the poor people in San Francisco,” Adele said in a somber tone.

      “But this is our town, not San Francisco,” the woman pointed out. “Now, both of you, come out and join our tea. You both look peaked.”

      “You’re having one of your tea parties now?” Adele stared. “Amid the shock that ruined the state’s greatest city?”

      “Really, Miss Gossling, you do think a little too highly of your birthplace.” Mrs. Faderman took her arm and Nin’s.

      “It isn’t right,” Nin agreed. “It’s like Marie Antoinette telling the poor to eat cake.”

      “Well, if she said it, she had a reason.” Mrs. Faderman’s voice was vague as she pulled them out to the street.

      In spite of Adele’s protest, there was something about the people strolling down the sidewalks glancing at shop windows that comforted her. She let herself be taken to the table Mrs. Faderman always laid out with tea, cakes and toast when she gave one of her movable tea parties. Nin followed her lead.

      “Miss Gossling.” Mrs. Lynn smiled at her with her bird-like figure hunched inside the brown dress she wore. “Have you heard anything from your friends?”

      Of all the ladies, Mrs. Lynn was the kindest, though it seemed as if her constitution had been weakening in the last several months. Adele held her hand, though it seemed as fragile as a leaf. “Nothing yet.”

      “Oh, terrible, terrible!” the woman bellowed.

      “Well, Carolyn, you can hardly expect them to be thinking of her living all the way in Arrojo when they have more important matters to attend to,” Mrs. Atherton insisted, patting the curls at the back of her neck.

      “Survival does rather take up one’s thoughts,” Adele said dryly.

      “You can’t deny, Miss Gossling, it was their own fault.” Mrs. Cricket carefully chose a thick slice of vanilla pound cake from the second tier of the cake platter.

      “What on earth do you mean?” Nin glared at her.

      “Everyone knows what’s been going on in that city.” The woman shrugged.

      “Sin and corruption.” Mrs. Fourier’s eyes sparkled like two stones.

      “You sound like the signs for the melodramas.” Nin threw a glance at the Arrojo Theater further up the street. The woman flinched.

      “Well, why not?” Mrs. Jessel objected. “That’s what the big city is for, isn’t it?”

      “Ever since you went there last spring, you’ve been praising it.” Mrs. Abberton sniffed.

      “The papers say they plan on making it clean and modern,” Mrs. Jessel insisted.

      “Clean and modern!” Mrs. Abberton snorted. “I told Albert if we ever went there, it would be over my dead body.”

      “Whatever works,” Nin mumbled.

      “I hope they do make it cleaner,” Mrs. Faderman said with a surprising defensiveness.

      “I wouldn’t have thought to hear that from you, ma’am.” Adele eyed her.

      “It’s a matter of practicality, Miss Gossling,” said the woman. “This part of the state needs a large city. If there is no big city, there will be no people coming to Arrojo to get away from it. That affects us all, including you.”

      Adele couldn’t help but laugh. “I give you credit, Mrs. Faderman. You’re nothing if not practical.”

      The woman seemed unsure of whether to take that as a compliment. “As for more modern, that’s questionable. To be modern, a city must have a steady foundation.”

      “They can hardly help it if they’re on the fault line,” Mrs. Leighton pointed out.

      “I didn’t mean that foundation.” Mrs. Faderman poured Mrs. Cricket more tea. “I meant the houses and buildings. Everything was ready to crumble at the slightest tremor and everybody knew it.”

      “You can’t build a big city without cheap materials,” Mrs. Cricket agreed.

      “Now, when my grandfather first came to Arrojo,” Mrs. Faderman said, “he insisted the buildings on Bridge Street be built with solid materials. He knew there might be problems down the line.” She nodded knowingly.

      “That was rather shrewd of him,” Adele admitted.

      “That’s why Arrojo is not San Francisco, dear,” the woman said.

      “Oh, but there were rumors of those men vying for materials in a, well, not-so-nice way.” Mrs. Lynn looked down at the ground.

      “Those were just rumors, Carolyn,” Mrs. Faderman snapped. “That’s the only reason the insurance company was willing to pay out.” She shook a finger at Adele. “They aren’t so keen on giving compensation for poorly made structures after a tragedy for fear they’ll be built just as badly all over again.”

      “They’re very careful about their pockets,” Adele agreed, her anger rising at the thought of Mr. Malone’s steely eyes.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Mrs. Leighton shrugged. “Mrs. Raleigh told me they were quite generous when the man came to the store and saw the damages.”

      “I’m sure Mr. Malone was very benevolent to Mr. Raleigh.” She glanced at Nin with a knowing look.

      “She said the man praised them for being the ‘pinnacle’ of the town with their ‘country store’ and that such places were so rare these days, even in the country,” the woman continued. “It seems like every town these days is replacing family-owned businesses with all these wretched department stores.”

      “Never in this town!” Mrs. Faderman proclaimed. “When there was talk of bringing a Taylor & Main store here last year, I told them it would take a cyclone to allow them to build on Bridge Street.”

      “Maybe it takes an earthquake,” Adele murmured.

      The woman set the cup down in the saucer with a small crash. “I don’t find that amusing, Miss Gossling.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be amusing.” The bread-and-butter Adele had been persuaded to take was now churning in her stomach. “You can’t keep big stores out of small towns anymore, Mrs. Faderman.”

      “Nor their big ideas, I daresay?” The woman eyed her through her pince-nez.

      Adele stiffened. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, ma’am.”

      “She’s going to start in on you again about being a lady detective,” Nin grumbled.

      “Well, it had occurred to me — to us —” Mrs. Faderman cleared her throat as she glanced at the ladies who always stood at her beck and call. “It had occurred to us you might be getting notions in that direction.”

      “I always have notions, Mrs. Faderman,” Adele said in a cheerful tone, knowing full well what was coming. “Why, just this morning, I had the idea for my shop to —”

      “Not your shop,” Mrs. Abberton interrupted.

      “A much more sinister notion.” Mrs. Cricket narrowed her eyes.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say sinister, dear,” Mrs. Lynn objected. “Why, Miss Gossling isn’t that way in the least.”

      “It’s not Miss Gossling we’re talking about, Carolyn,” said Mrs. Faderman. “It’s her notions.”

      “Well, what is this notion you’re all so afraid I’ll get?” Adele held on to her empty cup and saucer.

      “Now, don’t get upset, dear.” Mrs. Jessel patted her shoulder.

      Adele felt a little dizzy. “I’m sorry. This has all been so unnerving.”

      “Precisely,” Mrs. Faderman said. “Which is exactly why we wanted to speak to you.”

      “Here it comes,” Nin mumbled.

      Adele looked from one to the other. “In other words, this invitation to your tea wasn’t just a friendly community gesture.”

      “Certainly it was,” the woman insisted. “But we were all wondering —”

      “You always wonder too much,” Nin snarled.

      “We were wondering what your plans are now after this calamity.”

      “I’ve no plans except to rebuild my shop,” Adele said. “Just like everyone on Bridge Street.”

      Chests heaved a sigh from one to the other like a wave. Mrs. Lynn blinked at her. “Then you’re not thinking of becoming a policewoman?”

      “Policewoman!” Adele stared at her.

      “Irene told us you were headed in that direction.” Mrs. Cricket’s mouth twisted. “The idea!”

      “You mean the ‘sinister notion,’ don’t you?” Nin raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, you must admit, Miss Gossling, you readily jump in to help your brother and the sheriff.” Mrs. Fourier held her chin up a little. “Why, I saw you myself at the station not long ago.”

      “And you couldn’t wait to blab about it to everyone else,” Nin shot out.

      “I never had any such idea, Mrs. Fourier,” Adele assured her.

      “Why not?” Mrs. Abberton asked. “You’ve done it often enough.

      “That’s not the same thing as being a policewoman,” Nin argued.

      “But a police consultant is nearly the same thing,” Mrs. Cricket said. “We know you persuaded the sheriff to ask Mayor Willett to make you one.”

      “She didn’t persuade anyone!” Nin’s anger rose with black fury. “You’re talking more nonsense than usual, Mrs. Cricket.”

      “I don’t propose to stay here and be insulted by this witch, Irene!” Mrs. Cricket flared as she snatched up the last of the lemon cake and stalked down the street.

      “Old bat!” Nin snarled. But Adele pressed her hand to quiet her.

      In a calm tone, she said, “It’s true Sheriff Hatfield put in a request but of his own free will. And you’ll be happy to hear it was refused.”

      “Yes, we know,” said Mrs. Jessel.

      “Do you?” Nin eyed her.

      “Irene intervened,” said Mrs. Fourier. “And it’s a lucky thing for you she did. If word had gotten out that the Arrojo police force had a woman advising them —”

      “And why not a woman?” Mrs. Jessel immediately jumped up, as she had always had some sympathy for women making their own way.

      “Oh, a coarse lady who had been raised in the dirty alleyways of the city would perhaps have been a different story,” Mrs. Faderman said. “But Miss Gossling comes from a good family. It would hardly be fitting for her to work with the police. Officially or unofficially.” She said the last with a pointed look toward Adele.

      Adele grabbed her friend’s arm. “You’ll be happy to know, Mrs. Faderman, my energies right now are going toward rebuilding my business and helping Nin rebuild hers. I’m sorry, but we’re far too busy to linger here any longer.”

      She had no need to drag her friend away from the ladies. Nin practically leapt ahead of her as they crossed the street back to her shop.

      “I should have known she would interfere!” Adele snapped as she shut the door with a bang.

      “Now we know what was behind the mayor’s rejection,” Nin agreed.

      “I wonder how she found out.”

      “She has floating ears all over town,” Nin growled. The image of Mrs. Faderman’s rather flat ears floating through Bridge Street made Adele laugh and eased her annoyance.
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      Though she and Nin managed to get a good deal done by the time the sun began to set, the shop was still dusted with powders and broken glass. Adele could see her friend was discouraged as she glanced at the broken vases and artifacts they hadn’t even gotten to yet.
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