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CHAPTER 1

“What the hell—?”

The shaking woke me up as it also tossed me right out of my bed. The Victorians had high beds in those days, and this one came with the house. The top of the mattress sits almost four feet off the floor. As it turns out, a very... hard... floor. The entire house was jumping around as if being shaken by a giant. With the sort of life I live, it is understandable why I considered checking to see if that was the case.

I could hear Frankie squealing from his room on the third floor and Greystoke was barking to beat the band. It almost sounded as if he was syncopating his yelps with the shakes.

“Come on, boy. We’ve got to get out of here.” I grabbed him by the collar and steered him towards the door, yelling for Frankie to head for the yard. The last place you want to be in a decent-sized quake is in any of the floors of an old house with a century or more of history.

The shaking continued all the way to the stairs and then it began to settle. By the time we reached the lawn the quake was over. Being California born and bred, I knew better than to trust that was the end of it. One thing about Mama Earth and her tantrums, she could start up again at a moment’s notice, be quiet for several years, or whack you when you were the least suspecting.

“Tony,” Frankie hissed at me as I looked up at my beautiful old Vickie, trying to see if there was any sign of visible damage. I had quake insurance, but even at that the insurance company would kick and scream over doing the right thing.

I answered, “What?” As I continued checking. Did that gutter look loose?

Frankie asked, “Aren’t you feeling cold?”

I shook my head. “No,” I replied. “Why do you ask?”

The big guy cleared his throat and said, “Because you ran out of the house without dressing and you’re giving Mrs. Podowski quite an eyeful.” 

I looked down and saw mister happy flapping in the breeze. Then, almost as if scripted by a comedy writer, I looked to my right and saw Mrs. Podowski smiling at me. I think I set an all-time record for the bare-assed sprint. Frankie’s wolf whistle didn’t help at all.

A small aftershock rattled the dishes a bit as I rushed into my clothes. It was almost breakfast time anyway and there was a case waiting for me across the park so I took the time to collect my various helpers, legal, and not-so-much legal. Then I headed downstairs.

Frankie saw my get up and asked, “Aren’t you going to wait for me?”

I thought about it. The issue this client had involved a character prone to violence, so it wouldn’t hurt to have the big guy around. Frankie has several things going for him in that department. He’s slightly bigger than the average NFL lineman and a lot stronger. He’s also a part-time raging drag queen, pop culture sponge, and the partner in my Investigation business. He’s not my partner if you catch the subtle shift in meaning there.

Nodding, I said, “Yeah, go get dressed. I’ll get Greystoke fixed up.”

By the time Frankie came back down I had Greystoke, my German shepherd set up in the backyard with food water, and a brief check in his dog house to make sure he didn’t have any squatters in the way of coons or skunks. Yes, it happens in San Francisco too.

Frankie finally asked the question when we were on the bus headed towards Geary, “So... what’s this case about?”

“Kind of an odd one,” I said, “Old school, real old school if you think about it. Some guy is going around selling insurance against his coming back and breaking things if the shop owner refuses to pay.”

“Ooo,” Frankie said, “I remember a Brisco County episode about that. It was the one where they introduced Viva, the Elvis—“

I cut off the side trip into TV land. “Yeah,” I said, “Let’s focus, big guy. What do you know about the Richmond District?”

He pursed his lips in thought, “Hmm, pretty ethnic neighborhood. A lot of Russian speakers, well Eastern European really, various dialects... mostly Jewish folk whose families escaped the Iron Curtain...” He looked at me and said, “Not much, really.”

As I said, if you didn’t know the big guy, you’d have probably thought he was putting you on or even being egotistical, but you would have been way off base. He didn’t consider his local citizen knowledge to be all that much, figuring anyone would have to know the same thing about the neighborhood. What Frankie didn’t and probably never will realize is that most of humanity, regardless of where they live is about as shallow as an empty gutter, and anything that does not directly affect them isn’t worth investigating. He was right, though, the Richmond was heavily ethnic in makeup and a good portion of the small businesses there, cafes, shops and stores were owned and run by folks who came across as if they’d just immigrated, even though most were born right there on the peninsula.

The old fellow who’d contacted me for help was a dead ringer for Edward G. Robinson in the movie Soylent Green. It was so close I was a bit worried about Frankie’s reaction and told him so.

“Don’t you worry, Tony,” He said, patting my knee, “I’ll be the soul of discretion.” 

That’s when I got really worried.

The Richmond runs mostly along the north side of Golden Gate Park, except for that small section that runs along the southern border of the Panhandle. But, since that section of the park is only about as wide as your average street, not much is said about it. The area we were headed to is called “Little Russia”, and it occupies about a five or six block section of Geary running from approximately 20th to 25th streets, with a bit of bleed-over going either way. The entire neighborhood, according to my would-be client was being threatened, but since he was the only one coming forward, it was his shop we were headed to, a curio and tea shop near 23rd and Geary.

The bus dropped us off a half block from the shop meaning we needed to walk down to the light and cross the street and then hoof it back the way we came to get to the store. That was just fine with me. I wanted to use the time to think about what to say and to watch for any possible surveillance coming from whoever our bad guy or guys were. 

Based on what I'd been told, I was thinking it had to be some recent additions to the Russian population. Someone who was looking to make some noise and get noticed by their better organized and far more powerful fellows down on The Point.

I said to Frankie, keeping my head straight and my stride consistent, “Keep an eye out for anyone a bit too interested in us and where we go, okay?”

He murmured, “Gotcha.” 

Frankie was becoming an experienced operative, well... for the most part.

Unlike downtown, most of the Richmond is wide open, tree-lined streets with single-story shops whose fronts sit beneath brightly colored awnings. Most of the taller buildings are churches, like the Russian Orthodox on the corner of 26th and Geary. Foot traffic was light, but that could have been because of the trembler.

The shop address, according to the card was right next to a greengrocer on the north-facing side of the street, in sight of the dome of the Orthodox Church.

“Ooo,” Frankie said veering off to look more closely at the produce, “Look at those strawberries!”

“Not now,” I said, “We’ve got a case, remember?” 

I did notice one thing; this area did not look at all shaken. The quake had to have been centered further to the south, or it just may have been the way my house was built.  

“But...” He pointed. “Look at them, and it’s the height of the season. And, you know, we did miss breakfast.”

“They’ll still be there when we’re done Frankie,” I said, “Come on. We’re on the clock here.”

He came along, but his face sure said he’d rather be shopping.

A bell dinged as we pushed through the door, and there we were, almost as if we’d gone back in time and onto another continent. The shop had that feel I’d seen in so many others like it was part of a movie set more so than a place to buy collectibles and knick-knacks. It didn’t look dusty, but it felt that way. Nearly every surface was filled with shelves, cases, and stands and nearly every shelf, case and stand were filled to overflowing.

“I’m coming. I’m coming,” the aged voice came from the back of the shop, and the feeling of déjà vu washed over me. 

I’d gone through this whole scene before. But it was probably just old memories pasting together to create one that really didn’t exist. Regardless, there it was.

Frankie’s gasp told me I had to be quick on shutting down any fanboy nonsense if I wanted to get anywhere on this case. As I said, the shop owner did look very much like Edward G in his later years, complete with the beard, the hat, and the shuffling walk.

He had his head down as he came forward and then he looked up. “Ah,” he said, “Mister... Mandolin?”

Frankie squee’d, “He sounds just like him.”

“Easy, big guy,” I murmured.

The shop owner looked at me as he pointed a thumb at Frankie, “Is he okay?”

I nodded, “Yeah. So tell me, Mister... uh, you never did give me your name.”

“I didn’t?” The old man smiled up at me, then he winked, “Mannie, Mannie Goldenberg at your service.” He held out a hand.

I heard Frankie’s muffled gasp behind me.

Mannie peered past me and asked, “You need some water?”

“No, no,” Frankie waved away the offer, “I’m okay.”

I looked at them both and then shook my head. “All right, Mister Goldenberg,” I asked, “What’s going on? You said you were being strong-armed by a protection racket?”

“Mannie, please,” He said, and then he turned to the side and beckoned us to the rear of the shop, “Come back here. Let’s talk.”

He led us to a very cozy sitting room that looked to be more a part of a home than a shop. The furniture was antique, and very well cared for and the walls held photos of what had to be family and scenes of the old country. Mannie chose an overstuffed chair with a lamp and a reading table next to it. An ornate Russian teapot sat on the table with a matching cup. The cup held what looked like used tea leaves.

Waving us to the other two chairs in the room, he said, “It started about a week ago. A new group of east European immigrants moved into the neighborhood. At first, we were glad to see them, new blood and all, but then they began paying visits to the businesses and making statements about how much a shame it would be for such nice things to be damaged, or to burn down.”

“Did they offer to ensure that did not happen... for a price?” I asked.

Mannie shook his head slowly, “No... not at first. First, there were... the accidents.”

“Accidents?” Frankie asked.

I nodded to Mannie to continue.

He sighed and said, “My neighbor, the greengrocer? He lost an entire delivery of oranges because some gasoline got spilled on them. Who stores oranges under gasoline? And then, across Geary, Sophia Schumwalt, her café gets invaded by cockroaches. Interestingly, the exterminator was there the day before for regular maintenance.”

Mannie shrugged, “Accidents? Eh, more like vandalism if you ask me.” He gave the statement a dismissive wave.

I nodded, “Probably. By the way, are there any photos or descriptions of these people?”

He got up from the chair, “As a matter of fact... wait right there.” And then he shuffled out of the room.

Frankie turned to me and said, in a breathless rush, “Tony, Manuel Goldenberg is Edward G. Robinson’s real name! And his family came from—“

I stopped him right there. The big guy, geeking out in fanboy ecstasy was not going to get this case solved, or us paid. “Just ease off, okay Frankie? It’s remarkable, I know, but you’ll probably irritate him and not flatter him. I’m sure he’s had to endure enough already.”

Mannie came back into the room carrying a small black binder. He held it out to me, saying, “Sometimes it pays to keep up with technology now and then. Go ahead, open it.”

I did, and found myself looking at a couple of high-resolution screen captures from an obvious security camera. The two fellows I was looking down at could have stepped right out of the casting call for unnamed Russian henchman, large with heavy shoulders and jowls, they had the buzz cut hairdos and the black leatherette jackets. I was pretty sure they also spoke with the heavy broken English accent, even though they probably had a better command of the language than half the folks in East Oakland.

I asked, “How often do they come around?”

He shrugged, “A couple times a week, usually right around closing time.”

“Do you know where they live?”

He nodded, “Last I heard they were staying in one of those hostels for foreign students down off Market Street.” He snorted, “Hostel, right. More like headquarters.”

Right then we got a small aftershock, just enough to shake loose some dust and rattle a few of the curios in the shop.

“Oy vey!” Mannie cried, “This I don’t need.”

“It’s all right, Mannie,” I called out, “It’s over. It’s over.”

Things settled rapidly. It had been a short small tremor, but I could see Mannie was more shaken than his shop. Frankie and I took our leave and headed back to the bus stop. There were a couple of ways to go with the information Mannie gave us. One, we could head downtown and check around, using the photos he gave me to find the would-be racketeers and teach them the error of their ways. However, if they had friends, as most of those type do, we might get our heads handed to us, so the better avenue was option two, see about having their own do a bit of house cleaning. 

When I told Frankie, he was less than enthusiastic. “China Basin? Ivankov? Tony, I’d like to live past tomorrow.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, “Ivankov will consider this a favor, not interference.”

“Yeah,” Frankie shot back, “Right after he takes his pound of flesh for all of that rare scotch we burnt up.”

“Water under the bridge, big guy,” I said, mostly to convince myself, “Remember, Luccesi said it was taken care of.” In one of my last cases, we’d been involved with what I was later told was Surtr, a fire elemental. As a result, a few bayside warehouses went up in flames along with a few billion dollars of rare scotch and drugs. Pat Monahan, police Captain and just about the only friend I had on the force had a hard time not laughing as I explained to him what had happened. Antonio Luccesi was a leader on the other side of the tale. He was not laughing. He headed the most powerful crime syndicate in Norther California, powerful enough to make the Russians, the Cartels, and the Triads accept my story. Luccesi seemed to think he owed me, big time. So the other baddies weren’t real happy about it, but they did accept it.

He grumped as he got onto the bus to take us downtown, “Well... I’d rather be on the water than under it.”

We took the bus all the way down Van Ness to Market. The plan was to start with the hostel closest to the Market/Van Ness intersection and then work west through the South of Market district to where a whole cluster of the things sat. There was a heck of a lot more foot traffic on Market and an awful lot of the conversations I overheard as we walked down 11th toward Mission were on the subject of the earthquake.

Frankie called out, “Hey, Tony, look! It’s Billy. Want a dog? I know I could eat.”

The big guy was talking about the city’s favorite hot dog cart vendor, Billy Bunty, standing a whole 5 foot seven inches and wearing a belt about as long as he was tall. Billy loved eating his sausages in a bun about as much as he loved selling them. 

Billy was the city's token optimist. He just liked people and could always find something good in everyone, including politicians. As a consequence, he was like back.

He looked up from preparing one for a customer and smiled big when he recognized us. “Tony! Frankie! Hey, guys. How about a dog or two. I got some new ones in, polish, Cajun and a few Cumberland, but those are going fast.”

Frankie was getting his mouth all ready to order one of each. He had an ever bigger appetite than Billy. Then I saw one of the fellows from Mannie’s photo. “Thanks, Billy,” I said, but we’ve got an appointment to keep. We’ll check back later.” I grabbed Frankie’s sleeve and pointed.

He was about to protest when he noticed the subject of my point, “But— hey, that’s one of the guys.”

Billy waved and we kept on walking. Our target turned west onto Mission, which was about as busy as Market. I hoped keeping about five or so pedestrians between him and us would prevent his noticing the tail. 

About halfway down the block, he turned left into the alley between the parking garage and the government building. That’s when we ran into a bit of a problem, no more crowds. My making a rookie mistake and not paying attention to where my feet where because I was focused on the guy didn’t help either.

Our target turned at the sound of me kicking the soda can and then his eyes widened in recognition.

“Damn,” I thought, “He’s going to run.”

No, he didn’t run. Instead, he pulled out some sort of tube and pointed it at us. I shoved Frankie to the side as I yelled out, “Gun!” and ducked.

Some sort of crackling and spitting ball of blue gunk went sailing past us and then the big one hit. The ground heaved under the force of the quake and I could hear car alarms going off in the parking garage above me. There was this deep, deep basso rumbling from below and then things got worse with a bang. Yes, literally, a bang. It was like a cannon went off right next to my ears and the concrete below me became a hole. As I fell, one of those spitting globs zipped past me and hit the rock. Then everything went white.


♦ ♦ ♦
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CHAPTER 2

––––––––
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“TONY!”

Someone was shouting, but all I wanted was to keep sleeping. At least that nightmare had passed.

“Tony! Wake up!”

That was Frankie. What was he doing in my bedroom at this time of day?

I opened one eye and growled, “Do you know what time it is?”

He looked down at me. What was he doing in his Private Investigator get up, complete with the fedora—? And then it hit me. The quake—

“Frankie,” I said, sitting up, “The sinkhole...” And then I looked around. I was sitting on cobblestones... and people in costumes were looking at me...

I asked the big guy, “Where are we?”

He turned in a slow circle, saying, “I... don’t... know...”

“Clear off the bloody street!”

I heard hooves clopping and jumped, just as a for-real horse-drawn cart went trundling by.

“Frankie said, “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore, Tony.”

“Not funny big guy.” 

“I wasn’t joking. What was that tube he was shooting at us with anyway, a transporter?” He headed over to the sidewalk. I noticed it was wooden.

I joined Frankie on the sidewalk. The storefront next to us looked old-fashioned, but it didn’t look old. I wondered, could we have been taken and dumped into a movie set? One of the few remaining lots where they still had entire town mock-ups?

I said to Frankie, keeping my voice down, “Look around for cameras, or anything else that looks out of place.” An old touring car went chugging by, but again, it didn’t look all that old. I was getting a very strong feeling of being out of place in more ways than one.

He murmured, “You mean, like us?”

I nodded, not feeling like arguing the point, “Yeah, like us.”

“You fellas new in town?”

I looked up and found myself looking at a man right out of history, a policeman, but not of the era I knew. He had a helmet on with a big brass star on it, a high-necked deep blue woolen uniform coat held closed by brass buttons, and a silver multi-pointed star pinned to his left chest pocket. He had an old-fashioned police truncheon in his right hand.

I stood and took off my fedora to show respect, “Why, yes, we are, officer,” I replied. Then I added, “I guess it kind of shows, doesn’t it?”

He relaxed, sliding his truncheon into its holder and then smiled, “Well, let me guess, you’re trying to find one of the hostels for newcomers and got lost, right?” He glanced at Frankie and added, “Try the Post House, they tend to be friendlier to the Negroes, even the giants like your friend there.”

I smiled back. “Thanks,” I said, and then asked, “Uh, which direction is it?”

He pointed west and then tipped his helmet, “Stay out of trouble, now,” And started walking east.

I said to Frankie, “We need to find a paper.”

He replied, “I don’t see any dispensers.”

“If what’s happened is what I think has happened, we won’t see anything like that, not for about fifty years. I think we’ve gone back in time.”

He was silent for a bit and then whispered, “I think I need a drink.” 

When you’ve had experiences like the big guy and I have had, you’ll understand why he reacted that way.

I started walking, noticing the old cable car rail down the middle of the street. “I’m with you on that big guy. Let’s find this Post House. I hear they’re real friendly with the Negroes.”

“Oh shut up.”

We got some stares as we both laughed out loud.


♦ ♦ ♦
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THE POST HOUSE WAS a white, three-story building about a block off the wharf, which we could both easily see from the street. The end of the Wharf Market Building, what Market Street was named after, jutted into the picture just on the left side of our view. From that point on we saw masts, rigging and the figures of sailors clinging to some.

“This is weird, Tony,” Frankie muttered, “Really, really weird.”

I replied, “I’m right there with you, big guy, and you know something else?”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t think they take plastic.”

“Oh, my gawd...”

The foyer of the Post House looked, as with everything else we’d seen like it had come out of a historical record. The furnishings, the wallpaper, everything had that feel of a time long ago.

A man sat in one of the cloth-covered armchairs reading a paper. The masthead on the front page read The Chronicle. His costume said Turn of the Century, as did his haircut and mustache. 

“Excuse me, sir,” I said.

He looked up at me, his expression showing both confusion and curiosity. 

“Yes?” He asked.

I pointed at the paper and said, “Are there other copies of that available?”

He nodded and pointed at the reception desk, “On the counter,” he replied.

The place was full, which wasn’t surprising. If I remembered my history, one of the few subjects I was actually interested in during school, pre-quake San Francisco had a booming population of over 300,000 souls, making it one of the top ten most heavily populated cities in early twentieth-century America. Immigration was way up there, especially among the folks of my background, the Italians.

I made my way across the room and grabbed one of the papers. The clerk didn’t object, but that may have been because Frankie and I were almost twice the size of anyone else. I’d forgotten about that. It was going to be kind of like walking among Hobbits. Most of the population was closer to five feet in height instead of six. I wondered what they were thinking about Frankie. The city was a lot more inclusive when it came to blacks than the rest of the country, but he still had to look like something out of fantasy to them.

I grabbed a chair and sat down. Whoever had planned the hostel had thought ahead, there were plenty of places to sit. I also smelled food, which got me thinking about my rather empty stomach.

Frankie took the chair next to me. We were still getting a lot of looks, which could be for any number of reasons.

Unfolding the paper, I found the date, March 4th, 1906. These people, no, correct that, we had just about six weeks before everything changed.

“Oh, look,” Frankie said, leaning over and pointing at a story on the back of the paper, reading...“ That wild tribe of the Philippines whose ruling passion is the cutting off of human heads...have established a village after the manner of their native habitations at Central Park, on Market Street.” 

He looked closer and said, “The writer’s E.M. Swift-Hook... hmm, now why does that name sound familiar?”

I looked over the top of the paper at him, “Yeah, the Igorots. That park was around 8th Street if I remember. Right up Market. The civic Plaza’s there now. The old City Hall didn’t survive the quake.”

He looked at me and said, “Tony, I’m getting hungry.”

I nodded, “Like I said, they don’t take plastic and I doubt they’d recognize the bill I do have.”

“We could try,” he said, mournfully.

I pulled out my wallet and removed a twenty-dollar bill. Then I said, “Wait here. I’ve got an idea.” There was another bit of obscure San Francisco history I’d remembered.

He shrugged, “Olay.”

The clerk was a young man with flaming red hair and muttonchops. I almost asked him if he knew how to play Whipping Post by the Allman Brothers. He could have been Duane’s size, a bit shorter than me but rail-thin. 

I showed him the twenty and asked, “Can you break this?”

He stared at the bill. And then took it. 

“What’s this?” He asked back, “Are they changing the money again?”

I just looked at him and shrugged, “Seems to be mostly with tens, but I hear a few of the others are getting it too, like this twenty.”

“Don’t you know it,” He said, “I’ve got about four or five different kinds in the cash box. The bank doesn't care, they take ‘em all. Never seen a twenty like this, though.”

I thought, “Kid, you have no idea.” Then I said, “Yep. Tell you what, if you can give me ten dollars in coins, I’ll let you keep the extra ten from that when you turn in the money to the bank.”

He shook his head, “I don’t know... that’s an awful lot of money. I’d feel like I cheated you.”

I smiled, “Don’t worry about it. I’m most interested in the convenience and don’t have time to go to the bank myself.” 

I leaned forward and whispered, “I’m an inventor and I’ve got a lot more where that came from.” 

Well, the last part wasn’t a blatant lie.

Reaching into my coat, I pulled out the cheap ballpoint pen I carried and held it out to him.

“Is that a pen?” He asked. “How does it work? I don’t see a nib or a plunger.”

“See that button on the end?” I said, pointing, “Press that once and start writing.”

After clicking the pen he started writing and said, “Wow! It’s so smooth...”

“No dipping, no mess, no ink on your clothes or hands,” I said. “So, what about that ten dollars? You can keep the pen as a thankyou.”

Frankie looked up as I approached him. His eyes widened as I dropped five silver dollars into his hand. “What did you do? You didn’t rob—“

I cut him off, “No, and keep your voice down. I made a trade, a new twenty, and a Bic for these old coins.”

“Tony...” Frankie murmured, “What if we change the future without knowing it? Those new twenties have stuff even the 1960s didn’t know about. I remember this story about the butterfly effect, and I’ve seen the movies. They didn’t end well...”

“Frankie,” I replied, “Do you want to eat, or not?”


♦ ♦ ♦
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A GOOD PORTION OF THE San Francisco waterfront before the ought-six quake was relatively unchanged from its Barbary Coast days. Saloons and restaurant and dance halls dotted the landscape. And, just like the modern-day, a good portion of the crowds could be a bit on the rough side. Unlike the modern-day, just as on Market Street and on our way to the hostel, Frankie and I out-massed most of the crowds by about a hundred pounds or more. A lot more where the big guy was concerned. Mostly we just got stared at, but at the first place we stepped into, Frankie’s skin tone almost got us mobbed.

“Get that trash outta here!”

“We don’t serve junglebunnies!”

Frankie growled, “Who said that?”

I looked around. The bar was crowded, as all of the ones we’d passed had been. You could hear the slap of the waves, gulls crying and a few sea lions yelping from the bay just out the back door. Most of the patrons had the look of sailors and dockworkers, short, with heavy shoulders, knit caps, and thick woolen coats. A lot of them had knives strapped to their legs, and I saw several hilts sticking up out of boots and stockings. A few of them had blades in their hands and we were not getting friendly stares.

“Not now, big guy,” I whispered, “Changing the future, remember?”

“But they said...”

I grabbed his arm, “We can’t take any chances. Come on. Let’s try a place not so close to the docks.”

We did and didn’t get any more success than the first one. As we were walking past a boozer with raucous piano music coming out of it, a guy in a cowboy hat and wearing a duster plowed right into Frankie.

“Damnit!” He swore and backed up. He was tall for this time, about my height. He stared at Frankie, “What in the hell are you?”

Frankie said, “I’m new in town. Sorry if I got in your way.”

I noticed the gun strapped to the cowboy’s hip. It was a pretty fancy rig, built for a fast draw. 

“Oh God,” I thought, “a gunfighter.”

The fellow’s eyes narrowed and he stepped back a little further, “I hate darkies, especially ones who can’t keep out of a man’s way.”

I was picturing the big guy in the street with a hole in his chest when one of the city’s finest interrupted the coming tragedy. “What’s going on here?”

The gunslinger glared at Frankie, “This ain’t over,” he growled and turned to stalk off.

The cop looked at us and said, “This isn’t a part of town where you want to be wandering around, especially with your friend there. I’d suggest going that way a couple of blocks.” He pointed west.

After saying thanks for the advice, we headed back toward the intersection of Market and the Wharf  District.

“That was a real gunfighter,” Frankie murmured.

I nodded, “I know.”

“I wonder if I could take him,” Frankie mused.

“What?” I blurted, “Are you out of your mind? This is not a video game, Frankie!”

He nodded back, saying, “Oh, I know that Tony. But remember when we had that Castro Theater revival of Annie Get Your Gun? Remember, I played the quick draw character? Well, I had to practice and I got pretty good. Some said I was almost as fast as Bob Munden.” 

He paused, “Even if I really don’t like them.” 

That was true. When we were working, the big guy preferred to use his nightstick or his hands. Guns were a no-no.

I didn’t have an answer for that one. The last thing I needed was for the big guy to get a reputation in pre-quake Frisco as a gunslinger.

We hoofed it back up to Market Street and Frankie pointed, “That’s where I want to go!”

He said it so enthusiastically I had to see what he was pointing at. 

I should have thought of it myself. The image was unmistakable. Towering over its neighbors like a dolled up matron, the old Palace Hotel was the biggest and gaudiest thing around. Over nine stories high in a city where three was the norm, the Palace was something I should have thought of from the beginning. If information was needed, I’d more than likely find it there. And besides that, with its cosmopolitan atmosphere even Frankie and I, dressed like a certain PI who wouldn’t show up for another thirty years or more might just fit in.

Trolley cars, drawn by horses competed on the street with a wide assortment of early cars and trucks along with horse-drawn wagons, buggies, and bicycles. It looked like either side of the trolley rails could be where the lanes were, but not based on what I saw. It seemed to be more like, pick an opening and go for it was the name of the game. I was pretty sure there was no such thing as a DMV in existence. I remembered seeing an old silent movie clip of Market in 1900, but seeing it, in reality, was something else altogether.

About a half-block from the hotel we were stopped again by a member of the city’s finest. This cop was a bit bigger than the last one, and something about his face looked familiar. He was another redhead, with bright blue eyes. I was betting he was Irish, as they tended to either head into law enforcement or lawbreaking back then.

“Now where’s a couple-a fine strappin’ lads like you going, eh?”

Bingo! Nailed it. About as Irish as they come. 

I decided to try the truth, well... as much as I could afford, “From the dock area, officer. We’re new in town and thought we’d try the Palace.”

He looked at us, nodded as if running the story through his BS detector, and then said, “Sounds good, but tell me this, what do you do for work? We can’t have flim-flam buggers adding to the crowds, y’know.”

I pulled out my license and flipped it open, “Well, officer, if you must know, we’re on a case for a client, and if I don’t miss my guess, we’ll learn a fair amount just by listening to the talk in the bar.”

He peered at the license, and then muttered, “Well don’t that beat all. They’re licensing you fellows now?” 

He leaned back and looked at me and then at Frankie, and asked, “Pinkertons?”

I caught on and said, “No, private contractors. There’s less of a chance of having to deal with corruption upstairs if you catch my meaning.”
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