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For Dori

 



The Candle whose glow
 Lights my way through life




I

1921

Samuel Spade, Esq.


 



The victor belongs to the spoils.



 


—F. Scott Fitzgerald
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Spade’s Last Case

It was thirteen minutes short of midnight. Drizzle glinted through the wind-danced lights on the edge of the Tacoma Municipal Dock. A man a few years shy of thirty stood in a narrow aisle between two tall stacks of crated cargo, almost invisible in a black hooded rain slicker. He had a long bony jaw, a flexible mouth, a jutting chin. His nose was hooked. He was six feet tall, with broad, steeply sloping shoulders.

He stayed in the shadows while the scant dozen passengers disembarked from the wooden-hulled steam-powered passenger ferry Virginia V, just in from Seattle via the Colvos Passage. His cigarette was cupped in one palm as if to shield it from the rain, or perhaps to conceal its glowing ember from watching eyes.

The watcher stiffened when the last person off the Virginia V was a solid, broad-shouldered man in his late thirties, dressed in a brown woolen suit. His red heavy-jawed face was made for joviality, but his small brown eyes were wary, constantly moving.




SPADE & ARCHER 

The passenger went quickly along the dock toward a narrow passageway that led to the city street beyond. The watcher, well behind, ambled after him. The first man had started through the passageway when he was jumped by two bulky, shadowy figures. There were grunts of effort, curses, the sound of blows, the scrape of leather soles on wet cobbles as the men struggled.

The watcher announced his arrival by jamming his lighted cigarette into the eye of one attacker. The man screamed, stumbled unevenly away holding a hand over his eye. The second attacker broke free and fled.

“’Lo, Miles.”

Miles Archer, holding a handkerchief to his bloodied nose, said thickly through the bunched-up cloth, “Uh . . . thanks, Sam.”

“Wobblies?” asked Sam Spade.

“Wobblies. Who else?”

They went down the passageway toward the street. Archer was limping. He had the thick neck and slightly soft middle of an athletic man going to seed.

“They finally made you as undercover for Burns?”

“Took ’em long enough,” Archer bragged. He looked over at Spade. “Back with Continental, huh? Uh . . . how’d you find me?”

“Wasn’t looking. Was staked out for a redheaded paper hanger out of Victoria.”

“I saw him miss the ferry in Seattle.”

Spade nodded, put a smile on his face that did not touch his eyes. “Belated congratulations on your marriage, Miles.”

“Yeah, uh, thanks, Sam.” Something sly and delighted seemed suddenly to dance in Archer’s heavy, coarse voice. “We’re living over in Spokane so’s she can keep working at Graham’s Bookstore, even though I’m down here most of the time. Tough on the little lady, but what can she do?”

 



 



 



Spade was at a table set for afternoon tea when the fortyish matron entered from Spokane’s Sprague Avenue. The Davenport Hotel’s vast Spanish-patio-style lobby was elegant, with a mezzanine above and, on the ground floor, an always-burning wood fireplace. When the woman paused in the doorway he stood. His powerful, conical, almost bearlike body kept his gray woolen suit coat from fitting well.

She crossed to him. She had wide-set judging eyes and a small, disapproving mouth.

“I am Mrs. Hazel Cahill. And you are . . .”

He gave a slight, almost elegant bow. “Samuel Spade.”

Mrs. Cahill set her Spanish-leather handbag on one of the chairs, stripped off her kidskin gloves, and slid them through the bag’s carrying straps. Her movements were measured. She turned slightly so Spade’s thick-fingered hands could remove her coat.

She sat. She did not thank him. She said, “Three o’clock last Monday afternoon he and two other men came from this hotel, laughing about their golf scores. My husband, Theodore, and I just moved here from Tacoma a month ago, and it’s been five years, but I know what I saw.”

“I didn’t say you didn’t.”

“Theodore does. Constantly.” Her head shake danced carefully marcelled curls under her narrow-brimmed hat. “You men always stick together.”

Spade nodded with seeming indifference.

“Theodore and he were great cronies—golf and tennis, drinks at the club. When he abandoned poor Eleanor five years ago and didn’t turn up dead Theodore called him the one who got away. Eleanor is my best friend. She never remarried.”

The skylight in the high vaulted ceiling laid a slanted bar of pale afternoon sunlight across one corner of their table. Spade’s raised brows, which peaked slightly above his yellow-gray eyes, encouraged confidences.

“Did Eleanor’s husband recognize you?”

“No. And only when they were past did I recognize him, from his voice—a distinctive tenor I’d always found irritating.” She pursed thin lips and something like malice gleamed in her eyes. “Of course I immediately called Eleanor in Tacoma to tell her I had seen her missing husband here in Spokane.”

“And she believed you. Even if your husband doesn’t.”

“My husband never believes me.”

“If the man’s here I’ll find him.”

After she had gone Spade remained, rolled and smoked three cigarettes in quick succession, muttered aloud, “What the hell?” and left the hotel.

 



 



 



John Graham’s Bookstore was on the corner of Sprague Avenue and West First Avenue, hard by the Davenport  Hotel. Spade entered with long strides, slowed as if looking for a particular volume on the crowded shelves. There were a half dozen browsers and an almost pleasant smell of old books in the air.

Graham himself, a thin bespectacled man with a trim white mustache and wings of silver hair swept back from either side of his face, was ringing up a sale on the front register. A female clerk was selling a customer a book halfway down the store.

Spade went that way, his eyes hooded. The clerk was a blonde of about his age, pretty verging on beautiful, with an oval face, blue eyes, and a moist red mouth. Her silk-striped woolen rep dress, too fashionable for a shopgirl to wear to work, clung to an exquisite body.

The big round blue eyes lit up when she saw Spade. She hurried her sale to just short of rudeness, came up to Spade, raised her face for his kiss. Instead, he put an arm around her shoulders, turned her slightly, kissed her on the cheek.

“You didn’t tell me you were in town!” she exclaimed in a slightly hurt voice.

“Just for the day,” he lied easily. “On a case.”

“And you came into Graham’s for old time’s sake,” she said. “Because we met here.” In that light her eyes looked almost violet. “That first time, you came in to get a book and instead you got . . .”—she opened her arms wide—“me!”

Spade grunted. “Just as a rental.”

“That’s a nasty thing to say to a girl, Sam.”

“Not a girl anymore. Not Ida Nolan anymore.”

“What did you expect? You ran off to be a hero in France.”

His eyes hardened between down-drawn brows. He said in a sarcastic voice, “I love you, Sam. I’ll wait for you, Sam.”

“I got lonely.”

“And married Miles Archer three months after I left.”

“Miles was here. Miles was eager to marry me. Miles—”

“I saw Miles in Tacoma a couple of nights ago,” Spade said. “He thanked me.”

She said almost cautiously, “For what?”

“Going into the army. Leaving him an open field.”

“He isn’t due back from Tacoma until tomorrow . . .”

“I’m booked on the four oh five stage to Seattle.”

“To hell with you, Sam Spade,” Iva Archer said viciously.

 



 



 



The engines growled and shook; white water boiled up around the stern of the Eliza Anderson as she backed away from the ramshackle Victoria, British Columbia, slip. Fog, wet as rain, already had swept most of the passengers off the darkening deck into the cabin for their three-hour trip down Puget Sound to Seattle.

A dark-haired man just shy of forty turned from the coffee urn with a steaming mug in one hand. He had a trim mustache over a wide mouth, narrow, amused eyes under level brows, a strong jaw, a small faded scar on his left cheek. Before exiting he set down his coffee and cinched up the belt of his ulster.

Sam Spade, who had been leaning against the bulkhead midcabin, sauntered out after him. Moisture immediately beaded Spade’s woolen knit cap, the turned-up collar of his mackinaw.

The man was standing at the rail, mug in hand, staring down at the wind-tossed water. A glow came into Spade’s eyes. His upper lip twitched in what could have been a smile. He leaned on the railing beside the other man.

“Mr. Flitcraft, I presume?”

The man dropped his mug overboard.

 



 



 



Charles Pierce slid warily through the doorway like a cat entering a strange room. He relaxed fractionally when he saw a bottle of Johnnie Walker whiskey and two glasses on a tray on the table. Spade was at the sink running water into a pitcher. The room was simple, comfortable, homey, with a private bath.

“I want to get this over with,” said Pierce in a high, clear voice. “Not that I have anything to feel guilty about.”

They touched glasses. Spade said, “Success to crime.”

“There’s no crime involved here. Nothing like that.”

Without obvious irony Spade said, “Five years ago, in 1916, a man named Robert Flitcraft did a flit in Tacoma. Before leaving his real estate office to go to luncheon, he made an engagement for a round of golf at four o’clock that afternoon. He didn’t keep the engagement. Nobody ever saw him again.”

Pierce downed half his drink. Spade’s hands had been rolling a cigarette. He lit it, looked through the drifting smoke with candid eyes.

“The police got nowhere. Flitcraft’s wife came to our Seattle office. She said she and her husband were on good terms, said they had two boys, five and three, said he drove  a new Packard, said he had a successful real estate business and a net worth of two hundred thousand dollars. I was assigned to the case. I could find no secret vices, no other woman, no hidden bank accounts, no sign Flitcraft had been putting his affairs in order. He vanished with no more than fifty bucks in his pocket. He was just gone, like your lap when you stand up.”

“What he did makes perfect sense! He—”

“When I went into the army in nineteen seventeen he was still missing. Last week his wife came in to tell us a friend of hers had seen him here in Spokane.”

Spade rubbed his jutting chin as if checking his shave.

“Now we have Charles Pierce living in a Spokane suburb with his wife of two years and an infant son. He sells new cars, nets twenty-five thousand a year, belongs to the country club, plays golf most afternoons at four o’clock during the season. His wife doesn’t look like Flitcraft’s wife, but they’re more alike than different. Afternoon bridge, salad recipes . . .”

Pierce was fidgeting. “What are you getting at?”

“I was sent here to find and identify the man our informant thought was Flitcraft. I’ve done that. Charles Pierce is Robert Flitcraft. No definite instructions beyond that, but there’s the bigamy question. Wife here, wife in Tacoma. Kids from both marriages . . .” For the first time Spade addressed Pierce directly as Flitcraft. “Of course since you left your first wife extremely well fixed you could claim you thought that after all this time she would have divorced you  in absentia—”

“I was on my way to lunch.” He paused. “A steel beam  fell from a new office building and hit the sidewalk right beside me.”

“A beam.” Spade’s voice was without inflection.

“A chip of concrete flew up . . .” His hand absently touched the faint scar on his left cheek. “I was more shocked than scared. I was a good husband, a good father, I was doing everything right, and none of it meant a damned thing if a beam could fall off a building and kill me.”

“As if someone had taken the lid off life and let you see how it really worked?” Spade pinched his lower lip, frowned, drew his brows together. “No logic, no fairness, only chance.” His frown disappeared. “Sure. By getting in step with what you thought was life you got out of step with real life.”

“You do get it! I decided that if my life was merely a collection of random incidents, I would live it randomly. That afternoon I went to Seattle, caught a boat to San Francisco. For the next few years I wandered around and finally ended up back in the Northwest. I got a chance to buy into an auto dealership here in Spokane, met my wife, got married, had a son . . .” He grinned almost sheepishly. “I like the climate.”

 



 



 



“Three things not in my report,” said Spade.

Ralph Dudley, resident supervisor of Continental’s Seattle office, was in his seventies, fifty years on the job, white of mustache, pink of face. His kindly eyes behind rimless spectacles were misleading; they never changed expression, not even when he sent his ops out to face danger, sometimes death.

“First item,” said Spade. “Nobody’s said so, but before Flitcraft disappeared Mrs. Cahill made a play for him. An affair wouldn’t have fit in with his view of what the good citizen-husband-father did so he turned her down. She didn’t like that. So when she spotted him in Spokane she couldn’t wait to try and make as much trouble for him as she could.”

Dudley said in mild-voiced skepticism, “I see.”

“Second item. Flitcraft was afraid his first wife wouldn’t get what he did. She didn’t. She just figures he played a dirty trick on her so she’s going to get a quiet divorce.” Merriment lit his face. “Flitcraft doesn’t get it either. He adjusted to falling beams. When no more beams fell he adjusted back again.”

“You mentioned three things, Spade.”

“Flitcraft is my last case.”

Dudley turned his swivel chair to stare out the window. Half a dozen mosquito-fleet ferries were churning their various ways across Elliott Bay between the Seattle waterfront and the distant irregular green rectangle of Blake Island.

Dudley told the window, “In nineteen seventeen you couldn’t wait for us to get into the war. Disregarding my direct order, you went over the border to enlist in the First Canadian Division.” He turned to look at Spade. “While training in England you took up competitive pistol shooting. You made some records.”

“The pistol made the records. All I did was point it and make it go bang,” said Spade. “Eight-shot thirty-eight Webley-Fosbery automatic revolver. Only three hundred of them ever got made because they jammed in combat, but  they were so accurate on the firing range they got banned from competition shooting.”

Dudley went on coldly as if Spade hadn’t spoken.

“You were assigned to the Seventh Battalion of the Second Infantry Brigade and saw action in the trenches of the Lens-Arras sector of France. You were wounded. You got a medal. Upon your return, against my better judgment, I took you back.” His voice took on a nasty edge. “A competitive pistol shot, a war hero, and suddenly you don’t like guns. Suddenly you’re quitting the detective trade. Do you mind telling me why? Or have you just lost your stomach for real man’s work?”

Spade stood. He did not offer his hand.

“I think if you need to use a gun you’re doing a lousy job as a detective. As for resigning, I don’t like the work here much since the war. Too much head knocking, not enough door knocking. And who says I’m quitting the detective trade?”
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Samuel Spade, Esq.

San Francisco’s summer fog was in. Sam Spade’s Wilton was pulled low over his eyes, his hands were jammed deep in his topcoat pockets. He walked past the United States Mint on Fifth, turned right past the secondhand store on the corner. Remedial Loans, at 932 Mission Street, had venetian blinds on the ground floor, a high arched window above them, and an elaborate second-story facade with incised decorative heraldic designs.

The wind had crumpled the front section of that morning’s Call against the recessed street door of the shabby office building beyond Remedial. Spade’s left hand scooped up the newspaper while his right hand opened the door. He climbed a narrow flight of stairs, turned left, started down the second-floor hall. The boards creaked under his steps.

The door of the second office down popped open. A dark dapper thirtyish man in a brown suit that matched his eyes stuck out his head. He brought the smell of cigar smoke with  him. His tired oval face, olive skinned, was dominated by a big nose. A gold watch chain glinted across his vest. Dandruff speckled his already thinning hair and the shoulders of his suit coat. His voice was high-pitched, almost shrill.

“I’m Sid Wise. You the new tenant?”

“Yep. Sam Spade. You got a wastebasket?” Spade thrust the crumpled-up Call into Wise’s hands. “Thanks.”

He went on to the next office. A man in a white smock was blocking out letters on the opaque glass of the propped-open door. The letters, when filled in, would spell out SAMUEL SPADE, ESQ.

“Two more hours, Mr. Spade.”

“That’s the stuff,” said Spade.

A shadow moved across the floor of his outer office. He stopped short, jerked his head slightly sideways.

“A girl,” said the sign painter. “I had the door open, she went right in. I thought she was your new secretary. When three more women showed up she told them the position was filled.”

Spade squeezed his shoulder, went by him. The office was a ten-by-twelve uncarpeted cube without a window. An open door in the far wall led to an inner office. On the plain golden-gloss oaken desk were a telephone, a steno pad, and a Remington Standard typewriter, nothing else. An office chair was behind the desk, another against the wall beside the door. Beside it was an end table with a single magazine on it. Nobody was in the room.

Spade hung his overcoat and hat over a double hook on the coatrack beside the door. He was wearing the same suit  he had worn in Spokane. A girl came from the inner office with a water glass full of fresh daisies. She was so shocked at the sight of Spade she almost dropped the flowers.

“Oh! I—you startled . . .”

Spade beckoned, went by her through the connecting door to the inner office. The girl put the flowers on the desk and followed, hesitantly. The inner room was larger than the other; it had a window looking out over busy Mission Street, open far enough to stir the curtains. In one corner were a sink and a towel rack. The inside of the sink was wet.

Spade sat down in the swivel armchair behind the desk. It was a larger version of that in the outer office, with a deep drawer on the left side for the upright filing of long ledger books and letter files. It bore a blotter, a pen set, an ashtray. No framed photographs. No papers. No files.

The girl sat down hesitantly on the very front edge of the oaken armchair across from him. She was ten years younger than Spade, with an open, almost boyish face and direct brown eyes that didn’t meet his frankly appraising yellowish ones. She was wearing a woolen skirt and a tailored jacket and a spotless white blouse with frilled cuffs. A bejeweled locket on a thin gold chain glinted on her shirtfront. Her right hand played with it.

She said nervously, “Your ad in the Chronicle didn’t specify what sort of business you’re in, but it was for a part-time receptionist-typist to answer your phone and keep your files in order. My shorthand is still pretty slow, but filing and typing I can do. And I’m a quick learner.”

From his vest pocket Spade took a packet of brown papers and a thin white cloth sack of Bull Durham with a  drawstring on top. He sifted tan flakes onto the paper, spread them evenly with a slight depression in the middle, rolled the paper’s inner edge down and then up under the outer edge, and licked the flap, using his right forefinger and thumb to smooth the damp seam, twisting that end and lifting the other end to his lips.

He lit the cigarette with a pigskin and nickel lighter, drew deeply, spoke to the girl through drifting smoke.

“Private investigations.”

Her face lit up. “Like in Black Mask?”

Spade said to the universe at large, “Sweet Jesus, she reads the pulps!”

He leaned forward to tap ash into a nickel-plated tray on the desk. Beside it was a glass cigarette holder with a brass top, empty, and an attached matchbox holder.

“No, not like Black Mask. Jewel thefts and bank robberies and handling security at racetracks are jobs for the big agencies. For the one-man shop it’s searching records, catching cashiers stealing from their employers, finding people who have disappeared, guarding the gifts at fancy weddings. Sitting around and waiting for a client and smoking too many cigarettes.” He put both hands flat on the blotter. “The sign painter said three other women showed up in answer to my ad.”

“They . . . left.” She raised her chin almost defiantly. “I told them the position had been filled.”

“Why the flowers?”

“I—I bought them for my mother. She loves daisies. But this place looked so drab I thought—Oh! I don’t mean . . .” She colored. “I can come in after school for the next month,  until I graduate from the St. Francis Technical School for Girls. Then I can be full-time.”

He said in a sort of singsong, “Shorthand, typing, filing, and comportment for young ladies in an office environment. Right now I only need part-time. How old are you? Seventeen?”

She tried to prepare a lie, but her face couldn’t bring it off. In one breathless burst of words, again with that chin raised, she said, “Yes, seventeen, but I’m very mature for my age and I’m a quick learner and—”

“Ten dollars a week,” said Spade. “If you make it through the first month maybe you’ll get a pay raise. If you earn it.”

She said in an astounded voice, “You mean that I—”

“If you know how to roll a cigarette.”

“I’ll learn.”

Spade stood to come around the desk, saying, “I’ll just bet you will, sister,” and stuck out a thick-fingered hand. He said, almost formally, “Samuel Spade.”

She pushed her chair back and stood to take the proffered hand with a formality matching his own.

“Effie Perine. I think you should leave the ‘Esq.’ off your door. “Just Samuel Spade is more elegant.”

“Comportment for young detectives? OK, scoot out there and tell the sign painter to leave it off. He’s still blocking in the letters; it should be easy for him to do.”

She bobbed her head, turned to leave.

“Then bring in that steno pad from your desk. If I’m going to be paying you all that money, we’ve got to get out a stack of client solicitation letters.”
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This and That

Effie Perine stood aside so the stocky, redheaded man with the squirrel-cheeked florid face could get by her, then went in to Spade’s inner office. Spade was behind his desk getting out his Bull Durham and his papers. She stopped in front of him, eyes bright.

“So, did he hire us?”

“I shooed him away. I forgot to tell you, sweetheart, your Sammy doesn’t do domestic. Find out before you send them in.” As she hooked a hip over the corner of his desk, took papers and tobacco from him, and began expertly rolling his cigarette, a sardonic light, quickly quelled, came and went in Spade’s eyes. “He’s on the road a lot, his wife gets lonely.”

Effie Perine held the rolled cigarette out to him, end up.

“And he thinks she’s cheating on him.”

“He’s right.”

“I graduate tomorrow, Sam. Will you come?”

“I’ll try to make it if you’ll keep your mother away from me.”

“Samuel Spade, I never once said Ma—” Seeing the smug look on his face, she stopped, almost giggled. “Greek women are great at business. Of course she wants to size you up.”

“I’ve got a maybe client named Ericksen coming in at noon. Get him to sign a standard contract. I’ll show up tomorrow, just to convince your mother that I don’t keep a tommy gun in my desk and that I can’t pay you more than ten bucks a week.”

She said in a soft voice, “Thanks, Sam.”

 



 



 



At 8 a.m. a week later Spade trotted up the stairs carrying that morning’s newspaper. The doors of both his and Sid Wise’s offices were standing open. Wise’s office was one room only, unoccupied. The desk had no typewriter on it. As Spade cat-footed past, his big shoulders hunched under his blue topcoat and a perhaps-delighted light came into his eyes.

He stopped short of his own office so his shadow would not be cast inside by the hallway light. Overriding Effie Perine’s expert typing was Sid Wise’s voice, less shrill than usual, more resonant than might have been expected from such a slight man.

“We hereby submit the moving papers, already examined by the respondent. The moving papers consist of the accusation, the statement to the respondent sent by certified mail, a signed copy of the notice of defense, a notice of hearing—”

Sam Spade spun around the doorframe and into the  office. Sid Wise was in the middle of the room, a declaiming finger pointed at the ceiling.

“What a God-damned lawyer trick, using my secretary on the sly because you’re too tight to hire your own girl.”

Wise’s finger dropped very quickly to his side. “Don’t blame Effie. I talked her into it.”

“You’ve been out of the office all week on the Ericksen case, Sam.” Effie Perine’s voice was small. She was sitting up very straight, red with embarrassment. “You didn’t leave me any work to do and I wanted to practice my skills.”

“You defend him sneaking in here like some midnighter to steal the silverware?” Spade clapped his hands together, gave a sharp bark of laughter. “My work comes first and as of last Monday, Sid, you’re paying Effie five bucks a week.”

“You’re a son of a gun, Sammy,” said a shamefaced Wise.

 



 



 



Spade was sitting behind his desk smoking a cigarette when Effie Perine came in with a pen and steno pad, all efficiency.

“Were—were you really mad, Sam?”

“Hell no, sweetheart. I’ve known you’ve been doing his work this past week; I just wanted to catch him at it. I’m going to start needing a good lawyer one of these days.” He pointed at a folder on his desk. “Close and bill on Ericksen.”

For the next twenty minutes Spade talked in even, well-formed sentences as Effie Perine’s pencil covered page after page of her shorthand pad with his closing report. He never stumbled, never went back to correct some fact.

Sven Ericksen and his partner, Paul Lembach, had the Ericksen-Lembach Complete Home Furnishers at Seventeenth and Mission.

“Strictly a working-class neighborhood,” said Spade. “Credit up to fifty dollars, nothing down, a dollar a week.”

Ericksen was a widower with two small children, so Lembach stayed late most nights to count the cash, make out a deposit slip, and put the money in the Bank of Italy’s all-night depository at Mission and Twenty-third.

“Sales are level, but their gross has been slipping for the past six months. Ericksen took Lembach on right out of business school, taught him the trade, made him a partner. He can’t admit to anyone, especially himself, that the man’s a thief.”

“So you concentrated on Lembach without telling him?”

“Mmm-hmm. About six months ago Lembach started betting heavily on the ponies, and losing even more heavily. For five nights, through a hole in the wall of the storeroom next to the office, I watched him count the cash. He coffee-canned ten, fifteen, twenty, and forty bucks and gimmicked the bank deposit slips to correspond to the cash he was depositing. The third day his horse came in, so he didn’t steal anything.”

Effie looked up from her pad, excitement in her face and voice. “Did you confront him with it?”

“He’d just deny it and our client would side with him. So last evening just after closing I secretly counted the cash. This morning I gave my total to Ericksen.”

“Which he’ll check against Lembach’s deposit slip total  and find a”—Effie Perine looked down at her pad—“a forty-dollar discrepancy for last night.”

The corners of Spade’s mouth drew up in a grin. “You’ll make a detective yet, sweetheart. I’ll advise Ericksen to dissolve the partnership and demand restitution over a six-month period for Lembach’s defalcations. He won’t be sore at me and he’ll pay our invoice without a squawk.”

“Ericksen will need a lawyer for that, won’t he, Sam?”

“Yeah.” Spade grinned sardonically. “And yeah, I’ll recommend Sid Wise for the job. Then Sid’ll really owe us.”
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Enchanted with These Islands

Golden Gate Trust was located between Bush and Pine in the heart of San Francisco’s financial district. Three of its plate glass windows looked out on Seaman’s Bank across Montgomery; in the fourth was a massive vault with a gleaming brass locking mechanism as big as the steering wheel of a Duesenberg.

Sam Spade approached a bank official whose desk was angled so he could watch the tellers at work even while serving a customer. His desk plaque read TOBIAS KRIEGER.

“Samuel Spade to see Charles Barber.”

Krieger wore a high starched collar and gray spats over shiny black oxford dress shoes. He had the wispiest of pencil mustaches over a pink upper lip. He led Spade through a maze of hallways to a door of solid teak that bore the legend
CHARLES HENDRICKSON BARBER

President





Krieger knocked, opened the door, and stood aside while announcing, “Mr. Samuel Spade.”

The banker stood up behind a ten-foot-long teakwood desk that had stacks of files on each end and three telephones and an ashtray and a leather-edged blotter with a pen set. The two framed portraits on the desk faced Barber.

“That will be all, Krieger.”

Barber was a vigorous sixty, white-haired, with dark, piercing eyes. He was as tall as Spade, heavier, thicker in the middle, with the muttonchop sideburns and walrus mustache favored by those in the San Francisco power structure. He did not offer to shake hands. His voice was brusque.

“Sit down, Spade. Do you know why you’re here?”

“Sid Wise said, ‘a confidential matter.’ ”

“Can you keep it confidential?”

“Keep what confidential?”

Barber reared back in his swivel chair, eyes snapping, then gave a bark of laughter and came forward again.

“Hah. I think you’ll do. Wise and Merican is the law firm on retainer by the bank, but I can’t use them for this. Old man Wise wanted young Sid to join the firm, but Sid’s out to prove he can make it on his own. He’s hungry, he’s close-mouthed, and he’s a Jew. Jews are shrewd. I need a shrewd man on this.”

Barber turned one of the framed portraits on his desk to show Spade a striking blond woman of about forty with an oval face and warm eyes.

“My wife. My second wife. She has a position in the community so she abhors publicity.”

Spade was frowning. “Sid said this was not domestic.”

“It isn’t.” Barber turned the other portrait toward Spade. “Our son, Charles Hendrickson Barber III.”

It was a snapshot of a well-built boy of seventeen grinning at the camera in front of the exclusive Pacific Heights School in Jackson Street. He had a shock of black hair and dark eyes that looked soulful and dreamy.

“Popular with the girls,” Spade said with assurance.

“It’s not girl trouble. He’s an excellent student and reads a lot and is impossibly romantic. He gets that from his mother. He disappeared two nights ago.”

Spade leaned forward, focused. “Phone calls? Ransom message? The police?”

“None of those. He left a note.” Barber handed Spade a folded sheet of paper from his middle desk drawer.


Dear Mother and Father:

I am enchanted with these islands. Don’t try to find me.

Love to you both,

Henny



“Henny?”

“Family name. Short for Hendrickson.”

Spade’s frown drew deep vertical lines between his brows. “This means something to you?”

“His mother and I made the mistake of taking him on a cruise to Hawaii as a high-school graduation present and he fell in love with the South Seas. He started reading Jack London, Joseph Conrad, Robert Louis Stevenson . . .” He  looked almost suspiciously at Spade. “Have you heard of any of them?”

Spade had a momentary faraway look in his eyes. “Yeah. I read a book once. I know who they are.”

“My wife tells me that the quotation is from a character in a Joseph Conrad novel, a man named Axel Heyst.”

“So,” said Spade, “Hawaii. Or Tahiti. Or maybe American Samoa—Stevenson was called Tusitala, Teller of Tales. He’s buried on a mountain called Vaea on Apia.” He was on his feet. “Henny’d have the money just to book passage, but that won’t be romantic enough for him. If no ships have sailed for Australia via those ports of call since he disappeared, he’ll probably be hanging around the docks looking to stow away.”

Barber waved a well-manicured hand. “Find him. My wife is delicate, and she’s frantic.”

 



 



 



“I suggested to Barber that there’s nothing so wrong with the kid trying to stow away on a freighter, getting it out of his system, instead of going straight to college.”

“Not Barber. Strictly financial,” said Sid Wise. “He wants Henny to do just what he himself did when his father retired—step into his shoes at the bank at the proper moment.”

“The boy’s mother is calling the shots, and she’s afraid that Henny might actually stow away, or might run into some real trouble if he’s hanging around the docks. She’s probably right. I did when I was his age.”

“What did your folks do about it?” asked Effie Perine.

“My ma moaned a lot. My old man was a longshoreman, what could he say? He’d done the same in his day.”

Sid Wise checked his watch. “I’ve got a client coming.”

Effie Perine moved Wise’s chair back into the outer office. When she returned Spade said, “Get an afternoon  Call, angel. Leave a rundown on my desk of all the freighters and liners expected in from Australia during the next few days that will be making stops in the islands on their way back.”

“Hawaii, Samoa, Tahiti?”

“Yeah. Maybe Aitutaki in the Cooks, too.”

“Maybe I’ll stow away with him,” she said almost wistfully.

“You’d stow away alone. I’m going to nab our Henny before he can clear the Golden Gate.”

Spade walked the three long blocks to his one-room efficiency in Ellis Street, changed into a denim jacket and pants, gray chambray work shirt, and heavy work shoes with five-ply leather heels. None of the clothes were new.

 



 



 



Paddy Hurlihey’s was a waterfront bootleg joint at Pier 23 on the Embarcadero. It smelled of stale beer, was wreathed in cigarette smoke, was crowded with loudmouthed stevedores. Spade, dressed like any other longshoreman, bellied up at the bar beside a wiry lean-faced twenty-year-old.

“Let me buy you a drink, Harry.”

“I’ll be damned. Sam Spade.” Harry’s large direct eyes, under brows turned down at the outside edges like a bloodhound’s, were too old for his chronological age. His voice  had an Aussie twang. “I heard you was with Continental up in Seattle.”

Spade caught the barkeep’s eye. “Got back a month ago to set up on my own here. I know this town.”

“Towns is all the same,” said Harry morosely. “I bet it’s as bad for the workingman up there as it is down here.”

“One of the reasons I left. Too much strikebreaking.”

“See? The same. Since the old Riggers’ and Stevedores’ Union went down after the strike of nineteen the shipping companies have set up something they call the Blue Book union. It’s supposed to be independent, but we don’t got no contract no more and it’s a closed shop for guys like me who was active in the strike. I get some work over in Richmond. Tramp steamers, the Alaska Packer Line, the Japs, the Aussies—they don’t gotta go along with the company union. Ship’s there a week, a man can make fifty, sixty bucks. But ships is few and far between.”

The burly Irish bartender came down the stick. Without asking, he poured two shots from a bottle with an Antiquary label, then clamped his hand on Spade’s forearm. Spade jerked free, his hand already closing into a fist. The bartender stepped back quickly with both hands raised, palms out.

“I just need your brass check before you gents can drink.”

Harry took a round brass disc from his pocket, tossed it on the bar. “The shape-up bosses pay in these instead of cash. The number on it shows that it’s legit. Only places you can cash ’em is gin mills like this here one, the bookie joints along the waterfront, and Sly-Pork’s pool hall up the street.  You gotta buy two drinks at two bits each. Then you get one on the house.”

Spade put a dollar on the bar next to Harry’s brass check and held up four thick fingers. “And two on the house.”

The bartender hesitated, poured, departed. They fired down their shots.

“You still a betting man, Harry?”

Harry nodded. “Between ships I stay alive with the whores, the fours, and the one-eyed Jacks.”

“I’ve got ten bucks says you can’t get me a lead to a seventeen-year-old kid hanging around down here until he can find a freighter to the South Seas to stow away on.”

“Maybe I oughtta stow away with him—go back home to Australia where I belong. I ain’t doin’ so hot here.”

Spade described Henny Barber, gave Harry a ten-dollar bill.

“Hell’s sake, Sam, I ain’t found out nothing for you yet.”

“You will,” said Spade. His grin made him look pleasantly satanic. “I can always find you over in Richmond if you welsh. Kid might be staying with a friend somewhere nights and hanging around the docks days, and talking about stowing away. He’s called Henny. Anything you can find out about him will help.”




5

Missing Gold Sovereigns

Spade hooked a hip over one corner of Effie Perine’s desk while fishing papers and tobacco from his vest pocket. She looked up from the Chronicle’s shipping news.

“Harry called to say that the hen is sleeping in the hen-house but pecking around Pier 35. He’s betting ten bucks that what you want is the Oceanic Line’s San Anselmo, newly arrived from Sydney via Honolulu and due to go back to Australia after a two-day turnaround here.” She rattled her newspaper in frustration. “Who’s Harry? What’s he talking about?”

“Harry’s a longshoreman when he can get work. He helped lead the strike by the Riggers’ and Stevedores’ Union back in nineteen. Trouble was it broke the union instead of the shipping companies. He was only eighteen then, but they’ve got him down as a dangerous radical—maybe a Commie.”

Her eyes were bright. “So you gave him some work.”

“Ten bucks worth. It ain’t charity, sister. He’s found out  that our boy Henny—the hen he mentioned—is bunking in safely with buddies but was hanging around Pier 35 waiting for the San Anselmo to dock. Any other messages?”

She took his cigarette makings from his fingers.

“Sid said that Charles Hendrickson Barber”—she drew out the word Hendrickson in a la-di-da voice—“wants you to call him at the bank when you get in.”

“String him along for me, darling.” He jabbed his lighted cigarette toward her. “Don’t tell him about the San Anselmo.  I want to hold off grabbing Henny until just before he tries to stow away.” He winked at her. “Run up the charges.”

“Samuel Spade, never mind about your charges! What about that boy’s poor mother? She thinks he’s in mortal danger—”

“What would your ma do if it was you?”

Effie Perine giggled. “She’d be down on the docks herself raising blue blazes.”

“There’s your answer,” said Spade.

 



 



 



The San Anselmo was a rakish one-stack steamer that had come through the Golden Gate under pilot the night before, too late for quarantine anchorage. That morning early it had docked at its home pier, 35. Spade, carrying a clipboard, looking vaguely official in a watch jacket and a yachting cap with gold braid on the visor, went up the gangplank with authoritative strides. Aft, on the poop deck, stevedores were unloading brown-leafed hands of Hawaiian bananas from between latticed frames.

“Port Authority,” Spade told the seaman standing gangway watch, a blond, clever-looking man with vivid blue eyes.

“Quartermaster Kest, sir.”

“I have to examine your lifeboats for—”

“Christ, man, are we glad to see you!” Advancing on him with outstretched hand was a hard-bitten man with his share of gold braid on his uniform. “Tom Rafferty, first officer.”

“Daniel Gough, Port Authority.”

“How’d you get here so quick? We only just called the International Banking Corporation five minutes ago.”

Spade said blandly, “I was here on another matter.”

“Well, c’mon down to the strong room so you can see firsthand what they did to our specie tank. You’ll have to tell us proper procedure. We’ve never had anything like this before. The officials of the I.B.C. were already planning to come with armed guards and trucks to take the treasure to their vaults, so they shouldn’t be over half an hour getting here.”
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