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Genevieve looked at her husband in bed, and realized the police telegraph had saved his life. Robert came into the room and stood beside her without speaking. She reached out and took his hand, which he held and did not let go. Finally Robert asked, “Is he going to be all right?” Robert’s voice was subdued. 

“The surgeon says he has a good chance, if he doesn’t get the fever.”

She felt a sudden wave of dizziness, and looked around for a chair. Robert pulled one over and she collapsed into it. Robert went to a sideboard and poured a glass of water, handed it to her. He always seemed to know what other people needed, without asking. When she thought of it, she supposed that came from his former life as cabin boy. Now he was able-bodied seaman, with muscles to show for it. He had grown in the last year. Only fifteen years old more or less, but he was a man. She was glad he was there. 

He asked, “How long do you think he’ll sleep?”

“It’s the ether. The doctor said he should wake up soon. They have the best of care here in Marine Hospital. But it’s luck he didn’t bleed to death.”

They had been back in the city only a few days. For the past year they had been working the coastal trade, from Seattle to Valparaiso and back, trading in salmon, lumber, copper, any other cargo that would turn a profit. Their ship, the schooner Genevieve, was well-found. She was the joint property of Driver and his wife, the former Genevieve Sutliff. Georg Vintner still carried his nickname Driver because he had once driven a streetcar in this city. He sometimes remarked that was his best job ever, though it didn’t pay much. She wondered if he really meant that. 

They had returned to San Francisco, sailing in through the Gate with a full cargo of fine muslin and cotton cloth from Mexico. It was time for Genevieve the ship to have her hull scraped and her rigging overhauled. It was time for Genevieve the woman to renew her acquaintance with the city and dry land. They had sold the cargo, paid off the captain and crew, and watched their ship towed into dry dock. It was time to spend some of their money and enjoy themselves. 

Driver gave out a loud snort, then abruptly opened his eyes and looked around. “Where the hell -”

She was on him in an instant. The snore had frightened her for a moment, fearing it might be a death rattle. She put her arms around him and held him down before he could sit up. “It’s all right, George, you’re safe. You had an operation.” She was the only person who called him George. His real name was pronounced Yorg, but most people addressed him as Driver. Robert still called him Bosun, though he was now a ship owner.

Driver was trying to speak. Genevieve also tried to say something, but found herself sobbing uncontrollably. She had not wept before this moment. Robert stepped forward. “You just had a surgery, sir. You were shot. Do you remember?”

Driver turned to look at him. Genevieve, controlling her sobs, straightened up. She still could not speak.

“I was shot? I didn’t know. We were looking for a Chinese restaurant . . .”

“Yes sir, down at North Beach. A man stepped out of a doorway, didn’t say anything, just shot you. Then he ran off.”

Genevieve took a deep breath. “It was the telegraph saved your life. There was one of those new police telegraph boxes near the corner. The officer who came running used it to call an ambulance. I must find that officer again to thank him. Thank God for telegraphs.”

He reached for her hand and squeezed it. “Thank God for you and Robert. How bad am I hit?”

She choked up again. Robert answered. “Could be worse, sir. The bullet hit a rib, but the doctor says your lung is okay. The ambulance wagon got there before you bled out. The doctor talked about trying a transfusion.”

Driver shook his head. “Those are dangerous. I’m glad he didn’t. Why would someone shoot me? We only just arrived in town.”

Genevieve ignored the question. “How do you feel? They say you mustn’t sit up yet. We have to keep your feet up high with those pillows.”

“Thirsty.” He licked his lips. “Dizzy.”

Robert fetched a glass of water with a straw and helped him drink. His head fell back and he stared at the ceiling. Genevieve saw how pale his face looked beneath its normal tan. She closed her eyes and for a moment relived that moment of the shooting. In her vision she saw every detail, except for lack of sound. She watched a silent pantomime. They had been strolling near the waterfront, the three of them. Driver wanted to find a good Chinese restaurant. The food aboard ship had been sustenance and no one complained, yet it never fed the imagination. 

Driver and Robert liked confusing the Chinese waiters. Driver could not read English, but he could read Chinese characters with ease. Yet he could not speak the language. Robert on the other hand had been raised in a Chinese Methodist mission and could speak fluent Cantonese. Driver ordered food by pointing at the Chinese menu, while Robert spoke aloud to the waiter in his own language. Waiters often went away scratching their heads. Here on the edge of Chinatown the aroma of exotic cuisine intoxicated the appetite. 

Genevieve had been thinking about their prank, amused, when the man emerged from a doorway. She sees him clearly, except for most of his face. He’s a white man, yet something about his dress suggests he might be foreign. He wears a long dark coat and a soft cap pulled over his eyes. He says nothing, but steps forward, raises a gun, and shoots Driver in the chest. Then he turns and runs around a corner.

She knew she screamed, though she was not aware of doing it. Driver fell back, landing hard on the wood sidewalk. Later she would wonder if it was that scream that saved his life, unnerving the shooter enough so he did not move closer and fire again. From somewhere came the shrill shriek of a police whistle. People were shouting. Robert ripped off his own shirt, bent and held it against Driver’s chest, pressing hard to slow the bleeding. Driver looked around, tried to move, then passed out. 

A quick knock on the door pulled Genevieve from her vision. The door opened without waiting for permission. A young doctor entered. He wore the usual vest and tie, but no coat. He had rolled sleeves. 

“Good afternoon. I am Dr. Kraig. I see the patient is awake.” He glanced at a chart he held. “This would be Mr. Vintner. Is that right?” Genevieve detected a  faint German accent. No one contradicted him, so he went to the bed, seized Driver’s wrist and began counting his pulse with a gold pocket watch. After a minute he dropped the hand and peered into his patient’s eyes. “Not bad. Pulse a bit ragged, but strong. You appear to be recovering from surgery, Mr. Vintner.” He seemed to become aware of the other two people in the room, glanced at them, then straightened and gave a formal bow. “The operation was a bit tricky, the bullet entered near a main artery near the heart. But I’m glad to say it went well. He’s fortunate to be alive. You would be Mrs. Vintner?”

She nodded. “Genevieve Sutliff-Vintner.” The vision, for an instant more. Kneeling next to Robert, showing him how to apply pressure on the wound. She had once been a nurse ...

Dr. Kraig was still speaking. “A nurse will come by shortly. Just to check in. She may give your husband something for pain.”

Driver said, “No laudanum.” His voice was a croak. Genevieve wondered for a moment if he was thinking of her first husband, who had died of that anodyne.

“I’m a nurse myself,” she said. “Or I was, during the war.” She meant of course the Civil War. 

“Ah. You must have been quite young at the time. I’m happy to say I was studying medicine in Switzerland and missed that conflict. I have seen enough knife and gunshot wounds here in California for a lifetime. Now, if there’s nothing else you need . . .”

Robert stood up. “I’m Mr. Vintner’s bodyguard. You can call me Robert. I’ll be standing by while he recovers.”

The doctor gave a half smile. “As you wish. That reminds me, there’s a policeman waiting. He’ll want to speak to you both, and to our patient if he’s recovered enough to talk.”

“Bring him on,” Driver said.

Genevieve shook her head. “No, you rest awhile, George. I’ll go see what this man wants. I may tell him to come back tomorrow.”

Driver grinned. “You’re in charge, Jenny.”

###
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“I am Captain of Detectives Franklin Dice, Madam.” The policeman extended a hand, which Genevieve briefly touched. “I hope you can answer a few questions. How is your husband doing?”

“Well enough. The doctor says he will survive. What do you want to know?” She sat down on one of the hard wooden benches in the hospital lobby. The Marine Hospital did not go in for luxury furnishings. She glanced at the uniformed officer hovering in Dice’s background. Robert was nearby keeping an eye on both. 

Dice leaned against a nearby wall so he could look down at her. Genevieve noted that between Dice and the patrolman, they both had the entire lobby and entrance in view. “Any notion who’d want to shoot your husband?”

She shrugged. “I suppose Mr. Vintner may have created a few enemies the last time he was in San Francisco. Or maybe even the time before that. But no, I can’t think of one in particular.”

Dice’s craggy face broke into a smile. “I followed Mr. Vintner’s career for awhile. I especially admired the way he escaped from jail that time. When do you think I’ll be able to speak to him?”

She couldn’t help returning his smile, much as she distrusted the police. “Better wait a day or two. He’s not out of the woods yet.”

“As you wish. Do you want us to set up a police guard? I could have a man here all day and night.”

“No, that won’t be necessary. I think we can manage. I don’t know anything more to tell you, I already made a report down at the station. If I think of anything else ...”

“Did you get a good look at the gunman’s face? You say he was a white man?”

“Yes, I saw that much. But he had his cap pulled down and collar turned up. I’m not sure I’d recognize him.”

Dice straightened up. “Okay, ma’am. I guess that’s all for now. I’m going to be making some inquiries of my own. I’ll return in a couple days to see how your husband is doing. Thanks for your time.” He turned, started away, then turned back. “I should tell you this, ma’am. I like puzzles. This looks like a hard one. But I’m like a dog with a bone in its mouth, I don’t let go. I’m going to hold onto this one till I figure it out. Thanks again.” He gave another grin and was gone. 

Robert watched the two coppers leave, then came over. “So much for the Law.”

She stood up, suddenly feeling drained and tired. “They do their best. I don’t know what else to do.”

He took her elbow to steady her. “I’m going to hail a cab to take you back to the Palace. I’m going to arrange for  guard duty.”

She shook her head as if to clear it. “Guard duty?”

“Right. Driver should be safe here for a day or so. Whoever shot him may think he’s killed. He won’t know where he is right now anyway, not till the newspapers run the story. I’ll be standing guard here myself part of the time. I’ll come by the Palace later to get Driver’s pistol, I know where he keeps it. I’m going to go talk to Greek. He can send another man over, maybe two or three.”

“I had forgotten Greek. That’s his oldest friend in the city, isn’t he? We were going to visit him tomorrow. He doesn’t even know we’re back.”

He patted her shoulder. “You go get some rest, I’ll take it from here.”

Once again she had to look hard at this man’s face and remember he was only fifteen years old. The idea crossed her mind to wonder what he would later become. Then she shook her head. Time enough for the future. This was now.

Genevieve went to see her husband once more before leaving, but he had fallen asleep. She was about to go when she heard a knock at the door, three solid thuds. It opened before she could answer. 

“Ahoy, there!” the man said.

Genevieve was startled and alarmed, then relaxed and took a deep breath. “Mr. Terry. It was good of you to come. How did you know we were here?”

He grinned. Dravin Terry seemed able to produce a grin no matter the circumstances, whether becalmed in the doldrums or in the middle of a typhoon. He was their latest ship’s master for the schooner, their hired captain. Vintner of course was the owner, but he didn’t have master’s papers.

“Robert left a message for me at the Palace, remember? I was right afeard when they told me, but the nurse outside says your Driver is still above ground. That right?”

“It is. Come on, let’s get out of this room. I don’t want to wake him. They tell me he might survive.” She led Terry back to the lobby.

He said, “I went over to the hotel to invite you and Driver and Robert to supper at our place. Miranda says she’d be most happy to have you. You could even stay at our house if you like.” He handed her a slip of paper with his address scrawled on it.

“That’s very kind, but I suppose we’ll have to postpone supper. And I wouldn’t want to impose on your hospitality. The hotel will be fine.” Genevieve thought of Terry’s frequent tales of marital strife, and wasn’t sure she could handle living with him and Miranda.

“Well, that’s as may be. The invitation’s still open.” He passed a hand over his grizzled face, making a faint scraping sound. Terry never seemed to shave, nor did his whiskers ever get any longer. Genevieve dismissed that as one of the mysteries of the universe. 

“Please come and see Driver when he’s feeling better. Do you plan to stay on the beach this time?”

He shook his head. “Can’t say as yet for sure. I’d like to. I guess I had enough of the sea. I always dream of settling down with my darlin’ Miranda in our fine cottage by the bay. I could open a fisherman’s store or maybe a fish restaurant. But then after awhile Miranda starts gettin’ on my nerves about something or other, and she says I should ship out again. We’ll see how long we last this time.” He gave a quick laugh, still grinning. 

She took his hand. “Thanks for coming, Dravin. If you want to ship out with us again, let me know.”

“I surely will - Jenny.” He gave her hand a brief shake and was gone. 

***
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BACK AT THE HOTEL SHE took a headache powder and lay down to rest. Somehow she dozed off. She awoke to a rapping on the door of her room. “Come in.” 

Robert opened the door but didn’t enter. They had money enough to afford a three room suite at the Palace, San Francisco’s best hotel. Robert asked how she was feeling. She muttered something and got to her feet. 

“I brought a visitor, ma’am.” Robert was sometimes infuriatingly polite. She had known him for more than a year, living in close quarters with him aboard ship, yet he still addressed her as ma’am or Mrs. Vintner. Sometimes she wondered if he saw her as the mother he had never known.

“Who is it, Robert?” He responded buy pointing to the other room, she went in. “Ah, it’s Greek. We were planning a visit, but didn’t yet have time.”

Greek looked as well as ever, lean and muscular, well dressed in a striped suit. He gave a formal bow. “I was sorry to hear what happened, missus. I came by to offer my services.”

“I am grateful, sir. I am also hungry. Would you care for lunch? Good. Robert, would you please ring the desk? Tell them to send up some sandwiches and coffee. Thank you.” Robert pulled the bell cord. A porter showed up at the door a minute later and took the order.

Greek had been admiring the view from the bay windows. Now he sat on the couch. “I already sent a couple boys over to the hospital to keep an eye on Driver. They’re good men, whalers both.”

“So you’re still running the crimp house?”

He grinned. “I don’t need to, but I have to keep busy. Maisie’s still with me. We’re - well, you know how it is.”

Genevieve could guess. It wasn’t legal for a white man to marry a colored woman, but from Greek’s expression they might as well be.

“I thank you again, Greek. We’ll be over to visit as soon as Mr. Vintner is better. How many sailors do you have staying with you now?”

“Only three right now. I don’t need the money. I bought up some real estate several years ago. I get a fortune in rents.” 

A crimp house, of course, was a rooming house for sailors between voyages. Most crimp houses were more or less crooked. Greek’s was one that was more or less honest. 

“Who do you think might have shot my husband?”

Greek looked blank. “No idea. Do you keep up with the news in this city? Read the newspapers?”

“Now and then. It’s hard to keep up, but we get papers now and again, when we’re in port. I know what happened to those men involved with Mr. Casco.”

“Yes. That doctor who tried to keep you locked up ended up in his own nut house, in a strait jacket. He keeps saying a ghost is after him. Frank Deal left town, nobody knows where to. The other one ...”

“Hoyle Lovell. Shot himself,” she finished. 

Greek gave a shrug. “Over and done with. I don’t know why anyone would want to shoot Driver. Unless it was a mistake, maybe they thought he was somebody else?”

“There’s a Detective Dice, says he’s going to look into this.”

“I know the man. He’s good. If anybody can figure this out, he can.”

“You’re saying he’s honest? We’ve been away from this city. How’s the city government lately?”

At that Greek laughed. “As bad as ever. Mayor Bryant was crooked. This new one is an idiot. At least Chief Crowley is honest and smart. He’s got a few good men working for him. Wasn’t for Crowley, this town would fall apart. He’s finally got the riots under control. No more than a few shootings a month, lately.”

“That’s good to hear. What about Kearney and his Workingman’s Party?

“Oh, him. I think he’s laying low -”

He was interrupted by a rap at the door. The sandwiches and coffee had arrived. The Palace knew good food. The porter brought in a platter heaping with sandwiches of meat, cheese, cucumbers and tomatoes, all with the crusts neatly trimmed off. The coffee was still steaming. Genevieve realized she had not eaten since early morning. She ate nearly half the food herself.

She and Greek indulged in some small talk, till Robert got to his feet. He hadn’t eaten much. “I’m going back to the hospital to check on your boys. We can arrange to stand watches.” He picked up a leather case, opened it, and took out a pistol. “I’ll return the gun as soon as I can. This is a new Colt. Maybe I’ll buy one myself. It isn’t loaded, though. I’ll need a few cartridges.”

Genevieve watched him nervously as he turned to go. Greek got up to shake his hand. “You’re doing good, lad. Driver’s going to need a friend like you.” 

###
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The next morning, Genevieve had a quick breakfast of coffee and biscuits. She was preparing to leave when Detective Dice showed up. Robert had come by briefly the evening before and left again, saying he planned to spend the night at the hospital.

“Good morning, ma’am.” Dice gave a quick bow, hat held before his chest. “If you’re ready, I have a cab waiting.”

“I was on my way to the hospital.”

“So am I.” He flashed a brief smile. “I already telephoned the Marine Hospital. I’m told Mr. Vintner is better, and able to sit up. No sign of fever. I’m hoping to speak to him.”

Genevieve tried to think of an argument, but couldn’t. She stepped into the hallway and locked the room door. “All right. That’s good news, Detective. Let’s be on our way.”

The hospital was located out at Rincon Point, so it was a bit of a ride. Dice engaged her in small talk, which she quickly realized was something more. Dice was probing for information. Not about anything in particular, just information, filling in backgrounds.
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