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“All my life,” he said, “I have searched for the treasure. I have sought it in the high places, and in the narrow—and yet have not found it.

“Instead, at the end of every trail, I have found you awaiting me. And now you have become familiar to me, though I cannot say I know you well.

“Who are you?”

And the stranger answered:

“Thyself.”

—FROM AN OLD TALE
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 I SEEK MY FORTUNE


I remember the day I saw the grizzled old man dragging his suitcases down the gangplank of the Excelsior, just docked in the San Francisco harbor. It was the fifteenth of July, 1897. 

I was fourteen years old that summer, the youngest hack driver on the waterfront, transporting with my rented horse and wagon anything the steamers discharged. But that July morning when the Excelsior spewed out her strange-looking passengers, even the oldest hack driver, Old Andy, held his horse in rein. 

Behind the old grizzled man a cluster of men and women staggered down the gangplank, dragging suitcases and boxes. They all had the same fearful look, as if they had experienced something horrible together. 

Cannibals, I thought. And so must have Rexy, my horse, for her ears shot forward and she whinnied piteously.

The old man looked up in our direction, squinting, as if the sun were rising right there on the cobblestones of the Embarcadero.

“Hack,” he called.

My pa had told me time and again: “James Erickson, son, beggars can’t be choosers.”

He may have told Rexy, too, for she trotted right over to the gangplank without my lifting the reins. Rexy was one smart horse. She knew I’d give anyone a ride for twenty-five cents—even a cannibal. 

Closer up, the old man looked even more forbidding. Under a grimy, wide-brimmed hat his gray hair stuck out like wire, and his whiskers were matted around his scarred face. His eyes glowed with an unnatural light—like a man slightly mad. 

He grinned, and I saw he was toothless. “Just in from the Klondike,” he slurred. “Can you give me a hand with my suitcases?”

I jumped down from my wagon. The old man had not the strength to lift two suitcases.

Nor had I. It took both of us grappling together to lift each suitcase into the wagon. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like hauling dead bones around. 

After the old man was satisfied that his suitcases were secure in the back, he climbed up on the seat next to me.

“Quick, lad,” he whispered. “To Selby’s. Selby’s in North Beach.”

I knew Selby’s. Selby’s Smelting Works on Montgomery Street. Then suddenly, I also knew the contents of those two suitcases. Not bones—just solid gold. 

At Selby’s I helped the old man drag his suitcases inside, pulling with the frayed ropes.

“Here,” he said. He reached into a leather pouch hanging from his belt and handed me a gold piece the size of a hen’s egg. “Wait for me outside.” 

I stared in disbelief. “I-I’ve no change for that, sir,” I stammered.

“No matter,” the man said with a grin.

I then suspected he was a bank robber, and I waited uneasily in my wagon.

When the old man returned, he climbed up beside me. “Now to the Palace,” he roared.

I didn’t question him. I took him to the Palace Hotel—all the way back across town to the end of Montgomery Street, trotting Rexy through the arched driveway right alongside the fountains of the marble-paved Grand Court. 

He didn’t ask me to, but I waited. I thought that after he was tossed out of the most opulent hotel in the city, I could take him home with me to Mrs. Maxwell’s—not saying he was a bank robber, of course. And Mrs. Maxwell, who took in almost anyone, because of hard times, would—if he washed in the Bay first—take him in.

As I waited, I pulled my cap down over my eyes so I could bask in the elegance of the Grand Court without staring. Although I had never been inside the magnificent hotel, I knew its interior matched the grandeur of the courtyard. I knew it had eight hundred rooms with eight hundred noiseless water closets. Everyone in the city knew that. 

After waiting half an hour, I thought perhaps he had been thrown out the back door. I was just telling Rexy to quit staring and start moving, when I heard a sound like falling pebbles. I looked up—seven floors up—and there in a window I saw the old man. He was waving his ragged arms and tossing gold nuggets like confetti to the courtyard below. He was shouting a crazy song: 


As I walk along the Bois Boo-long
 With an independent air,
 You can hear the girls declare,
 “He must be a millionaire.”



Rexy and I had no more business that afternoon, so at sunset, as the fog began to roll in, we headed back to Almo’s Livery on Front Street. I fed and watered Rexy, as I was required to do each night, and gave her a rubdown, which was not required. 

Rexy was a beauty—all black with one narrow strip of white down the center of her face. On her neck was a scar that I often wondered about, and I tried to make it up to her with the rubdowns. I think she understood. 

That night I lingered longer than usual because I wanted to tell Almo about the gold nugget burning in my pocket. He was one of the few people I talked to, I suppose because he and Pa used to talk a lot. 

I was surprised he didn’t call out as soon as I walked in, “What’s that burning a hole in your pocket, James?”

But tonight he was talking to Old Andy. So I just waved and started home. Maybe I’d tell Mrs. Maxwell.
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Home was south of Market, in a faded green boarding house clinging to the side of Rincon Hill.

It was the only green house in a row of pink and orange ones, also faded. Except for the colors, they all looked alike: steps leading up to a small arched porch, a bay window on the first floor, a bay window on the second, and a dormer window in the attic, all surrounded with elaborate woodwork, which made me think that elves had lived there once. Because the house was the only green one, it was easy to find in the fog. 

My room was the one with the dormer window. On a clear day I could see everything—the blue sky and the blue San Francisco Bay with the white-and-orange ferryboats crossing back and forth to Oakland. And the Berkeley Hills in the distance. 

Pa and I had stopped here a year earlier because the train had. We looked around and found Mrs. Maxwell’s boardinghouse, and then we found Almo’s Livery, and we became hack drivers. 

Whenever luck ran out for Pa, he just walked to the nearest railroad depot, boarded a train, and got off at a place he liked the looks of. 

The first place I remember was Omaha, Nebraska. I was five. After my mother died, my pa took my hand and we climbed aboard a Union Pacific train. The next day we got off at Rock Springs, Wyoming, because Pa liked the looks of it when the train slowed down. 

We became ranch hands. We stayed there until hard times came and the ranchers could not pay their hired help. So we boarded a train again and got off at San Francisco, where we became hack drivers. 

We liked it at Mrs. Maxwell’s, even though the boarders were faded like the house and the talk at the table was always the same—President McKinley and the depression. 

Including Pa and me, there were eight boarders at Mrs. Maxwell’s. Two of them were elderly sisters who never smiled because of the depression—and it had been going on for four years.

Pa told funny stories about himself, and most people laughed and asked for more. One night at supper, he told about having his tooth pulled on the ranch in Rock Springs, and Mrs. Maxwell laughed so hard she could not dish up the dessert. The story went like this: 

Pa had suffered from a toothache for a long time. So when a traveling dentist came around, Pa asked him to pull it.

Pa sat down on a bench outside the bunkhouse and the dentist went to work. He pulled and pulled at that tooth. When it finally came out, Pa’s head bounced back against the bunkhouse and he was knocked out cold. When he came to, he looked up at the startled dentist. 

“Next time,” Pa said, “apply the anesthetic first!”

The two sisters never cracked a smile. We chuckled a good deal over them, however, upstairs in our room.

I was a lot like Pa, but not in telling funny stories. In my first fourteen years nothing funny had happened to me, at least nothing I thought was funny. 

In most other ways we were alike: two lanky, bowlegged, blue-eyed cowboys, not long off the boat from Norway, with the Viking blood of our ancestors roaring through our veins. Looking for something to conquer.

At least, that’s what Pa said.

Pa died in that boardinghouse, from pneumonia. He was only sick for three days and he never saw a doctor. On the third day Mrs. Maxwell sent up some ginger tea and a hot-water bottle. He told me to go to work. When I came home that night, he was gone. 

I knew he did not want to leave me. And he had not expected to when he’d told me to go to work that morning. It just happened.

I still talked to Pa in the evenings as I walked home to Mrs. Maxwell’s in the fog, telling him about my day and asking his advice about things. But each evening it became more painfully clear that he could not answer. 

I walked home that summer evening in July with the fog licking my heels, talking to my pa about a golden nugget in my pocket. Not asking—just talking. 

[image: Image]

The next morning I found that my world, like the old man at the Palace Hotel, had gone completely mad.

At first, when I heard all the commotion downstairs, I thought the house was on fire. I grabbed my pants and pulled them on going down the stairs.

All the boarders were gathered around the kitchen table, reading the morning newspaper out loud. The two sisters were smiling.

“James, James,” they both shouted, waving the newspaper. “The depression is over. The depression is over!”

The message was spread across the front page of the Chronicle: GOLD! GOLD! GOLD! DEPRESSION OVER!

“A ship of gold came in,” Mrs. Maxwell shouted above the clamor. “A ship of gold from up North in the Yukon Territory. On the Klondike!” 

“Folks just picked it up and put it in their suitcases,” old Mrs. Howard said. “It says so right here.” She pointed. “Millionaires overnight—Tom Lippy, Hestwood, Joe Ladue, Louis Rhodes—” 

“Bet those suitcases were heavy,” Mr. Adamson shouted.

“Bet they didn’t care,” Mr. Call said, grinning.

Mr. McPhee grabbed Mrs. Howard and they danced around the table. Mrs. Howard held his collar with one hand and her wig with the other. 

“We’ll have to build another Nob Hill,” Mr. Adamson shrieked in my ear.

I sat down at the table in dizzy bewilderment. “I saw them,” I said. “Dragging their suitcases bulging with gold. I gave one a ride—” 

No one was listening to me. So I ate my eggs and toast, smiling to myself. That crazy old miner had started a gold stampede and ended the depression overnight. 
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“You’re late, kid,” Almo yelled, although eight o’clock was the time I always arrived at the livery. “Waterfront’s hopping like the Easter bunny. Everybody’s going North. Gold up there! Everybody’s crowding on steamers. Everybody’s going crazy, buying boots and shovels and dehydrated eggs and wanting it hauled from one place to another—” 

Almo took a quick breath. “Yelling for hacks to haul their bacon and beans and boots. Everybody’s crazy!”

I could see that, all right. And the madness continued all summer. From all over the country, men rushed to San Francisco. They slept on doorsteps and in liveries and washed at fire hydrants. 

It was said, though I did not see it with my own eyes, that dentists left their patients sitting in chairs, railroad conductors left their passengers stranded, preachers left their congregations, and barbers left their shops with customers half-shaven. 

I saw them all at the waterfront, however, milling around in their new high-top boots and wide-brimmed hats, waiting to crowd aboard the next ship headed North. It was madness. It was called “gold fever.” 

I didn’t think of going North myself. I guess I didn’t have time to think about it. Rexy nearly trotted her legs off for me that summer—up and down those cobblestone hills, racing the noisy cable cars along Powell Street. Rexy and I did not need to go North for gold. We would be rich in no time staying at home. 

Anyone could tell Rexy was one smart horse. And every day someone would offer to buy her.

“Give you thirty dollars for the horse.”

“She’s not for sale,” I said, over and over again.

Early in September, Rexy disappeared. I arrived at the livery that morning at eight o’clock as usual and saw her empty stall. I whistled for her, but there was no answer. 

“Where’s Rexy?” I called to Almo out in back.

Almo shuffled to the doorway, his massive form blocking out the morning light. “You tell me,” he said.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “She was in her stall last night when I left. What happened? Where is she?”

Almo still leaned in the doorway, chewing a straw. “That’ll be fifty dollars, kid, or I’ll call the law.”

I was dumbfounded. “Almo, someone has stolen her. You know I wouldn’t. You know me. You knew my pa—” 

Almo snarled. “No horse, no job.”

“Almo—you’re joking. Let me rent another horse until I find her.”

He shook his head.

“I didn’t steal her, Almo. And I didn’t sell her,” I said firmly. “And you know that. But I will look for her—until I find her.” 

“No horse, no job,” Almo said again.

I searched for Rexy for a week. I was so tired each evening I could hardly drag my feet home.

One evening going home, I saw Mrs. Maxwell standing in the doorway shaking her head. She had rented my attic room to one of them.

This time I heard Pa talking loud and clear. “James Erickson, son,” he said. “Time to move on.”

I stuffed all my belongings—and Pa’s meager savings—into a knapsack and took off down Market Street, wondering how I had mistaken duty for kindness. I resolved then I would not make the mistake again. 
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