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Introduction by Lillian Hellman


For years we made jokes about the day I would write about him. In the early years, I would say, ‘Tell me more about the girl in San Francisco. The silly one who lived across the hall in Pine Street.’ And he would laugh and say, ‘She lived across the hall in Pine Street and was silly.’


‘Tell me more than that. How much did you like her, and—?’ He would yawn. ‘Finish your drink and go to sleep.’ But days later, maybe even that night, if I was on the find-out kick, and I was, most of the years, I would say, ‘Okay, be stubborn about the girls. So tell me about your grandmother and what you looked like as a fat baby.’


‘I was a very fat baby. My grandmother went to the movies every afternoon. She was very fond of a movie star called Wallace Reid and I’ve told you all this before.’ I would say I wanted to get everything straight for the days after his death when I would write his biography and he would say that I was not to bother writing his biography because it would turn out to be the history of Lillian Hellman with an occasional reference to a friend called Hammett.


The day of his death came almost five years ago, on January 10, 1961. I will never write that biography because I cannot write about my closest, my most beloved friend. And maybe, too, because all those questions through all the thirty-one on and off years, and the sometimes answers, got muddled, and life changed for both of us and the questions and answers became one in the end, flowing together from the days when I was young to the days when I was middle-aged. And so this will be no attempt at a biography of Samuel Dashiell Hammett, born in St Mary’s County, Maryland, on May 27, 1894. Nor will it be a critical appraisal of the stories in this book. There was a day when I thought all of them very good. But all of them are not good, though most of them, I think, are very good. It is only right to say immediately that, by publishing them at all, I have done what Hammett did not want to do: he turned down offers to republish the stories, although I never knew the reason and never asked. I did know, from what he said about ‘Tulip,’ the unfinished novel that is included in this book, that he meant to start a new literary life and maybe didn’t want the old work to get in the way. But sometimes I think he was just too ill to care, too worn out to listen to plans or read contracts. The fact of breathing, just breathing, took up all the days and nights.


In the First World War, in camp, influenza led to tuberculosis and Hammett was to spend years after in army hospitals. He came out of the Second World War with emphysema, but how he ever got into the Second World War, at the age of forty-eight, still bewilders me. He telephoned me the day the army accepted him to say it was the happiest day of his life and before I could finish saying it wasn’t the happiest day of mine and what about the old scars on his lungs, he laughed and hung up. His death was caused by cancer of the lungs, discovered only two months before he died. It was not operable – I doubt that he would have agreed to an operation even if it had been – and so I decided not to tell him about the cancer. The doctor said that when the pain came it would come in the right chest and arm, but that the pain might never come. The doctor was wrong: only a few hours after he told me the pain did come. Hammett had had self-diagnosed rheumatism in the right arm and had always said that was why he had given up hunting. On the day I heard about the cancer, he said his gun shoulder hurt him again, would I rub it for him. I remember sitting behind him, rubbing the shoulder and hoping he would always think it was rheumatism and remember only the autumn hunting days. But the pain never came again, or if it did he never mentioned it, or maybe death was so close that the shoulder pain faded into other pains.


He did not wish to die and I like to think he didn’t know he was dying. But I keep from myself even now the possible meaning of a night, very late, a short time before his death. I came into his room and for the only time in the years I knew him, there were tears in his eyes and the book was lying unread. I sat down beside him and waited a long time before I could say, ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ He said, almost with anger, ‘No. My only chance is not to talk about it.’ And he never did. His patience, his courage, his dignity in those suffering months were very great. It was as if all that makes a man’s life had come together to prove itself: suffering was a private matter and there was to be no invasion of it. He would seldom even ask for anything he needed, and so the most we did – my secretary and my cook who were devoted to him, as most women always had been – was to carry up the meals he barely touched, the books he now could hardly read, the afternoon coffee, and the martini that I insisted upon before dinner that wasn’t eaten. One night of that last year, a bad night, I said, ‘Have another martini. It will make you feel better.’


‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t want it.’ I said, ‘Okay, but I bet you never thought I’d urge you to have another drink.’ He laughed for the first time that day. ‘Nope. And I never thought I’d turn it down.’


Because on the night we had first met he was getting over a five-day drunk and he was to drink very heavily for the next eighteen years, and then one day, warned by a doctor, he said he would never have another drink and he kept his word except for the last year of the one martini, and that was my idea.


We met when I was twenty-four years old and he was thirty-six in a restaurant in Hollywood. The five-day drunk had left the wonderful face looking rumpled, and the very tall thin figure was tired and sagged. We talked of T. S. Eliot, although I no longer remember what we said, and then went and sat in his car and talked at each other and over each other until it was daylight. We were to meet again a few weeks later and, after that, on and sometimes off again for the rest of his life and thirty years of mine.


Thirty years is a long time, I guess, and yet as I come now to write about them the memories skip about and make no pattern and I know only certain of them are to be trusted. I know about that first meeting, and the next, and there are many other pictures and sounds, but they are out of order and out of time, and I don’t seem to want to put them into place. (I could have done a research job, I have on other people, but I didn’t want to do one on Hammett, or to be a bookkeeper of my own life.) I don’t want modesty for either of us, but I ask myself now if it can mean much to anybody but me that my second sharpest memory is of a day when we were living on a small island off the coast of Connecticut. It was six years after we had first met, six happy, unhappy years during which I had, with help from Hammett, written my first play. I was returning from the mainland in a catboat filled with marketing and Hammett had come down to the dock to tie me up. He had been sick that summer – the first of the sicknesses – and he was even thinner than usual. The white hair, the white pants, the white shirt made a straight, flat surface, in the late sun. I thought maybe that’s the handsomest sight I ever saw, that line of a man, the knife for a nose, and the sheet went out of my hand and the wind went out of the sail. Hammett laughed as I struggled to get back the sail. I don’t know why, but I yelled angrily, ‘So you’re a Dostoyevsky sinner-saint. So you are.’ The laughter stopped, and when I finally came into the dock we didn’t speak as we carried up the packages and didn’t speak through dinner. Later that night he said, ‘What did you say that for? What does it mean?’ I said I didn’t know why I had said it and I didn’t know what it meant.


Years later, when his life had changed, I did know what I had meant that day: I had seen the sinner – whatever is a sinner – and sensed the change before it came. When I told him that, Hammett said he didn’t know what I was talking about, it was all too religious for him. But he did know what I was talking about and he was pleased.


But the fat, loose, wild years were over by the time we talked that way. When I first met Dash he had written four of the five novels and was the hottest thing in Hollywood and New York. It is not remarkable to be the hottest thing in either city – the hottest kid changes for each winter season – but in his case it was of extra interest to those who collect people that the exdetective, who had bad cuts on his legs and an indentation in his head from being scrappy with criminals, was gentle in manner, well educated, elegant to look at, born of early settlers, was eccentric, witty and spent so much money on women that they would have liked him even if he had been none of the good things. But as the years passed from 1930 to 1948, he wrote only one novel and a few short stories. By 1945, the drinking was no longer gay, the drinking bouts were longer and the moods darker. I was there, off and on for most of those years, but in 1948 I didn’t want to see the drinking anymore. I hadn’t seen or spoken to Hammett for two months until the day when his devoted cleaning lady called to say she thought I had better come down to his apartment. I said I wouldn’t, and then I did. She and I dressed a man who could barely lift an arm or a leg and brought him to my house, and that night I watched delirium tremens, although I didn’t know what I was watching until the doctor told me the next day at the hospital. The doctor was an old friend. He said, ‘I’m going to tell Hammett that if he goes on drinking he’ll be dead in a few months. It’s my duty to say it, but it won’t do any good.’ In a few minutes he came out of Dash’s room and said, ‘I told him. Dash said okay, he’d go on the wagon forever, but he can’t and he won’t.’ But he could and he did. Five or six years later, I told Hammett that the doctor had said he wouldn’t stay on the wagon. Dash looked puzzled: ‘But I gave my word that day.’ I said, ‘Have you always kept your word?’


‘Most of the time,’ he said, ‘maybe because I’ve so seldom given it.’


He had made up honor early in his life and stuck with his rules, fierce in the protection of them. In 1951 he went to jail because he and two other trustees of the bail bond fund of the Civil Rights Congress refused to reveal the names of the contributors to the fund. The truth was that Hammett had never been in the office of the Committee and did not know the name of a single contributor. The night before he was to appear in court, I said, ‘Why don’t you say that you don’t know the names?’


‘No,’ he said, ‘I can’t say that.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know why.’ After we had a nervous silence, he said, ‘I guess it has something to do with keeping my word, but I don’t want to talk about that. Nothing much will happen, although I think we’ll go to jail for a while, but you’re not to worry because—’ and then suddenly I couldn’t understand him because the voice had dropped and the words were coming in a most untypical nervous rush. I said I couldn’t hear him, and he raised his voice and dropped his head. ‘I hate this damn kind of talk, but maybe I better tell you that if it were more than jail, if it were my life, I would give it for what I think democracy is and I don’t let cops or judges tell me what I think democracy is.’ Then he went home to bed, and the next day he went to jail.


July 14, 1965


It was a lovely summer day. Fourteen years ago on another lovely summer day the lawyer Hammett said he didn’t need, didn’t want, but finally agreed to talk to because it might make me feel better, came back from West Street jail with a message from Hammett that the lawyer had written on the back of an old envelope. ‘Tell Lily to go away. Tell her I don’t need proof she loves me and don’t want it.’ And so I went to Europe, and wrote a letter almost every day, not knowing that about one letter in ten was given to him, and never getting a letter from him because he wasn’t allowed to write to anybody who wasn’t related to him. (Hammett had, by this time, been moved to a federal penitentiary in West Virginia.) I had only one message that summer: that his prison job was cleaning bathrooms, and he was cleaning them better than I had ever done.


I came back to New York to meet Hammett the night he came out of jail. Jail had made a thin man thinner, a sick man sicker. The invalid figure was trying to walk proud but, coming down the ramp from the plane, he was holding tight to the railing and before he saw me he stumbled and stopped to rest. I guess that was the first time I knew he would now always be sick. I felt too bad to say hello, and so I ran back into the airport and we lost each other for a few minutes. But in a week, when he had slept and was able to eat small amounts of food, an irritating farce began and was to last for the rest of his life: jail wasn’t bad at all. True, the food was awful and sometimes even rotted, but you could always have milk; the moonshiners and car thieves were dopes but their conversation was no sillier than a New York cocktail party; nobody liked cleaning toilets, but in time you came to take a certain pride in the work and an interest in the different cleaning materials; jail homosexuals were nasty tempered, but no worse than the ones in any bar, and so on. Hammett’s form of boasting – and of humor, as well – was always to make fun of trouble or pain. We had once met Howard Fast on the street and he told us about his to-be-served jail sentence. As we moved away, Hammett said, ‘It will be easier for you, Howard, if you first take off the crown of thorns.’ And so I should have guessed that Hammett would talk about his own time in jail the way many of us talk about college.


I do not wish to avoid the subject of Hammett’s political beliefs, but the truth is that I do not know if he was a member of the Communist Party and I never asked him. If that seems an odd evasion between two people we did not mean it as an evasion; it was, probably, the product of the time we lived through and a certain unspoken agreement about privacy. Now, in looking back, I think we had rather odd rules about privacy, unlike other people’s rules. We never, for example, asked each other about money, how much something cost or how much something earned, although each of us gave to the other as, through the years, each of us needed it. It does not matter much to me that I don’t know if Hammett was a Communist Party member: most certainly he was a Marxist. But he was a very critical Marxist, often contemptuous of the Soviet Union in the same hick sense that many Americans are contemptuous of foreigners. He was often witty and bitingly sharp about the American Communist Party, but he was, in the end, loyal to them. Once, in an argument with me, he said that of course a great deal about Communism worried him and always had and that when he found something better he intended to change his opinions. And then he said, ‘Now please don’t let’s ever argue about it again because we’re doing each other harm.’ And so we did not argue again, and I suppose that itself does a kind of harm or leaves a moat too large for crossing, but it was better than the arguments we had been having – they had started in the 1940’s – when he knew that I could not go his way. I think that must have pained him, but he never said so. It pained me, too, but I knew that, unlike many radicals, whatever he believed in, whatever he had arrived at, came from reading and thinking. He took time to find out what he thought, and he had an open mind and a tolerant nature.


Hammett came from a generation of talented writers. The ones I knew were romantic about being writers, it was a good thing to be, a writer, maybe the best, and you made sacrifices for it. I guess they wanted money and praise as much as writers do today, but I don’t think the diseased need was as great, nor the poison as strong. You wanted to have money, of course, but you weren’t in competition with merchants or bankers, and if you threw your talents around you didn’t throw them to the Establishment for catching. When I first met Dash he was throwing himself away on Hollywood parties and New York bars: the throwing away was probably no less damaging but a little more forgivable because those who were there to catch could have stepped from The Day of the Locust. But he knew what was happening to him, and after 1948 it was not to happen again. It would be good to say that as his life changed the productivity increased, but it didn’t. Perhaps the vigor and the force had been dissipated. But, good as it is, productivity is not the only proof of a serious life, and now, more than ever, he sat down to read. He read everything and anything. He didn’t like writers very much, he didn’t like or dislike most people, but he was without envy of good writers and was tender about all writers, probably because he remembered his own early struggles.


I don’t know when Hammett first decided to write, but I know that he started writing after he left army hospitals in the 1920’s, settling with his wife and daughter – there was to be another daughter – in San Francisco. (He went back to work for Pinkerton for a while, although I am not sure if it was this period or later.) Once, when I asked him why he never wanted to go to Europe, why he never wanted to see another country, he said he had wanted to go to Australia, maybe to stay, but on the day he decided to leave Pinkerton forever he decided to give up the idea of Australia forever. An Australian boat, out of Sydney for San Francisco, carrying two hundred thousand dollars in gold, notified its San Francisco insurance broker that the gold was missing. The insurance company was a client of Pinkerton’s, and so Hammett and another operative met the boat as it docked, examined all sailors and officers, searched the boat, but couldn’t find the gold. They knew the gold had to be on the boat, and so the agency decided that when the boat sailed home Hammett should sail with it. A very happy man, going free where he had always dreamed of going, packed his bags. A few hours before sailing time, the head of the agency suggested they give a last, hopeless search. Hammett climbed a smokestack he had examined several times before, looked down and shouted, ‘They moved it. It’s here.’ He said that as the words came out of his mouth, he said to himself, ‘You haven’t sense enough to be a detective. Why couldn’t you have discovered the gold one day out to sea?’ He fished out the gold, took it back to the Pinkerton office, and resigned that afternoon.


With the resignation came a series of jobs, but I don’t remember what he said they were. In a year or so, the tuberculosis started to cut up again and hemorrhages began. He was determined not to go back to army hospitals and, since he thought he had a limited amount of time to live, he decided to spend it on something he wanted to do. He moved away from his wife and children, lived on soup, and began to write. One day the hemorrhages stopped, never to reappear, and sometime in this period he began to earn a small living from pulp magazines and squibs and even poems sold to Mencken’s Smart Set. I am not clear about this time of Hammett’s life, but it always sounded rather nice and free and 1920’s Bohemian: the girl on Pine Street and the other on Grant Street, and good San Francisco food in cheap restaurants, and dago red wine, and fame in the pulp magazine field, then and maybe now a world of its own.


July 18, 1965


This memory of Hammett is being written in the summer. Maybe that’s why most of what I remember about him has to do with summer, although like all people who live in the country, we were more closely thrown together in winter. Winter was the time of work for me and I worked better if Hammett was in the room. There he was, is, as I close my eyes and see another house, reading The Autumn Garden. I was, of course, nervous as I watched him. He had always been critical, I was used to that and wanted it, but now I sensed something new and was worried. He finished the play, came across the room, put the manuscript in my lap, went back to his chair and began to talk. It was not the usual criticism: it was sharp and angry, snarling. He spoke as if I had betrayed him. I was so shocked, so pained that I would not now remember the scene if it weren’t for a diary that I’ve kept for each play. He said that day, ‘You started as a serious writer. That’s what I liked, that’s what I worked for. I don’t know what’s happened, but tear this up and throw it away. It’s worse than bad – it’s half good.’ He sat glaring at me and I ran from the room and went down to New York and didn’t come back for a week. When I did come back I had torn up the play, put the scraps in a briefcase, put the briefcase outside his door. We never mentioned the play again until seven months later when I had rewritten it. I was no longer nervous as he read it; I was too tired to care and I went to sleep on the couch. I woke up because Hammett was sitting beside me, patting my hair, grinning at me and nodding. After he had nodded for a long time, I said, ‘What’s the matter with you?’ And he said, ‘Nice things. Because it’s the best play anybody’s written in a long time. Maybe longer. It’s a good day. A good day.’ I was so shocked with the kind of praise I had never heard before that I started out of the door to take a walk. He said, ‘Nix. Come on back. There’s a speech in the last act went sour. Do it again.’ I said I wasn’t going to do it again. He said okay, he’d do it, and he did, working all through the night.


When The Autumn Garden was in rehearsal Dash came almost every day, even more disturbed than I was that something was happening to the play, life was going out of it, which can and does happen on the stage and once started can seldom be changed.


Yesterday I read three letters he wrote to a friend about his hopes for the play, the rehearsals and the opening. His concern for me and the play was very great, but in time I came to learn that he was good to all writers who came to him for help, and that perhaps the generosity had less to do with the writer than with the writing and the pains of writing. I knew, of course, about the generosity long before, but generosity and profligacy can intertwine and it took me a long time to tell them apart.


A few years after I met Dash the large Hollywood money was gone, given away, spent on me who didn’t want it and on others who did. I think Hammett was the only person I ever met who really didn’t care about money, made no complaints and had no regrets when it was gone. Maybe money is unreal for most of us, easier to give away than things we want. (But I didn’t know that then, maybe confused it with profligacy or showing off.) Once, years later, Hammett bought himself an expensive crossbow at a time when it meant giving up other things to have it. It had just arrived that day and he was testing it, fiddling with it, liking it very much, when friends arrived with their ten-year-old boy. Dash and the boy spent the afternoon with the crossbow and the child’s face was awful when he had to leave it. Hammett opened the back door of the car, put in the crossbow, went hurriedly into the house, refusing all cries of ‘No, no’ and such. When our friends had gone, I said, ‘Was that necessary? You wanted it so much.’ Hammett said, ‘The kid wanted it more. Things belong to people who want them most.’ And thus it was, certainly, with money, and thus the troubles came, and suddenly there were days of no dinners, rent unpaid and so on; but there they were, the lean times, no worse than many other people have had, but the contrast of no dinner on Monday and a wine-feast on Tuesday made me a kind of irritable he never understood.


When we were very broke, those first years in New York, Hammett got a modest advance from Knopf and began to write The Thin Man. He moved to what was jokingly called the Diplomat’s Suite in a hotel run by our friend Nathanael West. It was a new hotel, but Pep West and the depression had managed to run it down immediately. Certainly Hammett’s suite had never seen a diplomat because even the smallest Oriental could not have functioned well in the space. But the rent was cheap, the awful food could be charged, and some part of my idle time could be spent with Pep snooping around the lives of the other rather strange guests. I had known Dash when he was writing short stories, but I had never been around for a long piece of work. Life changed: the drinking stopped, the parties were over. The locking-in time had come and nothing was allowed to disturb it until the book was finished. I had never seen anybody work that way: the care for every word, the pride in the neatness of the typed page itself, the refusal for ten days or two weeks to go out for even a walk for fear something would be lost. It was a good year for me and I learned from it and was, perhaps, a little frightened by a man who now did not need me. So it was a happy day when I was given half the manuscript to read and was told that I was Nora. It was nice to be Nora, married to Nick Charles, maybe one of the few marriages in modern literature where the man and woman like each other and have a fine time together. But I was soon put back in place – Hammett said I was also the silly girl in the book and the villainess. I don’t know now if he was joking, but in those days it worried me, I was very anxious that he think well of me. Most people wanted that from him. Years later, Richard Wilbur said that as you came toward Hammett to shake his hand in the first meeting, you wanted him to approve of you. I don’t know what makes this quality in certain men – something floating all around them that hasn’t much to do with what they’ve done – but maybe had to do with reserve so deep that we all know we cannot touch it with charm or jokes or favors. It comes out as something more than dignity and shows on the face. In jail the guards called Hammett ‘sir’ and out of jail other people came close to it. One night in the last years of his life, we walked into a restaurant, passing a group of young writers I knew but he didn’t. We stopped and I introduced him: those hip young men suddenly turned into charming, deferential schoolboys and their faces became what they must have been at ten years old. It took me years of teasing to force out of Hammett that he knew what effect he had on many people. Then he told me that when he was fourteen years old and had his first job working for the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, he had come late to work each day for a week. His employer told him he was fired. Hammett said he nodded, walked to the door, and was called back by a puzzled man who said, ‘If you give me your word it won’t happen again, you can keep your job.’ Hammett said, ‘Thank you, but I can’t do that.’ After a silence the man said, ‘Okay, keep the job anyway.’ Dash said that he didn’t know what was right about what he had done, but he did know that it would always be useful.


When The Thin Man was sold to a magazine – most of the big slick magazines had turned it down for being too daring, although what they meant by daring was hard to understand – we got out of New York fast. We got drunk for a few weeks in Miami, then moved on to a primitive fishing camp in the Keys where we stayed through the spring and summer, fishing every day, reading every night. It was a fine year: we found out that we got along best without people and in the country. Hammett, like many Southerners, had a deep feeling for isolated places where there were animals, birds, bugs and sounds. He was easy in the woods, a fine shot, and later when I bought a farm, he would spend the autumn days in the woods, coming back with birds or rabbits, and then, when the shooting season was over, would spend many winter days sitting on a stool in the woods watching squirrels or beavers or deer, or ice-fishing in the lake. (He was, as are most sportsmen, obsessively neat with instruments, and obsessively messy with rooms.) The interests of the day would go into the nights when he would read Bees, Their Vision and Language or German Gun Makers of the 18th Century or something on how to tie knots, or inland birds, and then leave such a book for another book on whatever he had decided to learn. It would be impossible now for me to remember all that he wanted to learn, but I remember a long year of study on the retina of the eye; how to play chess in your head; the Icelandic sagas; the history of the snapping turtle; Hegel; would a hearing aid – he bought a very good one – help in detecting bird sounds; then from Hegel, of course, to Marx and Engels straight through; to the shore life of the Atlantic; and finally, and for the rest of his life, mathematics. He was more interested in mathematics than in any other subject except baseball; listening to television or the radio, he would mutter about the plays and the players to me who didn’t know the difference between a ball or a bat. Often I would ask him to stop it, and then he would shake his head and say, ‘All I ever wanted was a docile woman and look what I got,’ and we would talk about docility, how little for a man to want, and he would claim that only vain or neurotic men needed to have ‘types’ in women – all other men took what they could get.


The hit-and-miss reading, the picking up of any book, made for a remarkable mind, neat, accurate, respectful of fact. He took a strong and lasting dislike to a man who insisted mackerel were related to herring, and once he left my living room when a famous writer talked without much knowledge of existentialism, refusing to come down to dinner with the writer because he said, ‘He’s the greatest waste of time since the parcheesi board. Liars are bores.’ A neighbor once rang up to ask him how to stop a leak in a swimming pool, and he knew; my farmer’s son asked him how to make a trap for snapping turtles, and he knew; born a Maryland Catholic (but having long ago left the Church), he knew more about Judaism than I did, and more about New Orleans music, food and architecture than my father who had grown up there. Once I wanted to know about early glassmaking for windows and was headed for the encyclopedia, but Hammett told me before I got there; he knew the varieties of seaweed, and for a month he studied the crosspollination of corn, and for many, many months tried plasma physics. It was more than reading it was a man at work. Any book would do, or almost any – he was narrowly impatient when I read letters or criticism and would refer to them as my ‘carrying’ books, good only for balancing yourself as you climbed the stairs to bed. It was always strange to me that he liked books so much and had so little interest in the men who wrote them. (There were, of course, exceptions: he liked Faulkner, and we had fine drinking nights together during Faulkner’s New York visits in the thirties.) Or it is more accurate to say that he had a good time with writers when they talked about books, and would leave them when they didn’t. But he was deeply moved by painting – he himself tried to paint until the summer when he could no longer stand at an easel, and the last walk we ever took was down the block to the Metropolitan Museum – and by music. But I never remember his liking a painter or a musician although I do remember his saying that he thought most of them peacocks. He was never uncharitable toward simple people, he was often too impatient with famous people.


There are, of course, many men who are happy in an army but I had never known any and didn’t want to. I was, therefore, shocked, in 1942, to find that Hammett was one of them. I do not know why an eccentric man who lived more than most Americans by his own standards found the restrictions, the disciplines, and the hard work of an army enlisted man so pleasant and amusing. Maybe a life ruled over by other people solved some of the problems, allowed a place for a man who by himself could not seek out people, maybe gave him a sense of pride that a man of forty-eight could stand up with those half his age; maybe all that and maybe simply that he liked his country and felt that the war had to be fought. Whatever Hammett’s reasons, the miseries of the Aleutian Islands were not miseries to him. I have many letters describing their beauty, and for years he talked of going back to see them again. He conducted a training program there for a while and edited a good army newspaper; the copy was clean, the news was accurate, the jokes were funny. He became a kind of legend in the Alaska-Aleutian army. I have talked to many men who served with him, and have a letter from one of them:


I was a kid then. We all were. The place was awful but there was Hammett, by the time I got there called Pop by some and Grandpop by others, editor of the paper with far more influence on us, scaring us more in a way than the Colonel although I think he also scared the Colonel … I remember best that we’d come into the hut screaming or complaining and he’d be lying on his bunk reading. He’d look up and smile and we’d all shut up. Nobody would go near the bed or disturb him. When money was needed or help he’d hear about it and there he was. He paid for the leave and marriage of one kid. When another of us ran up a scarey bar bill in Nome, he gave the guy who cleaned the Nome toilets money to pay it and say it was his bill if anybody in the Army asked him … A lot of kids did more than complain – they went half to nuts. And why not? We had the worst weather in the most desolate hole, no fighting, constant williwaws when you had to crawl to the latrines because if you stood up the wind would take you to Siberia, and an entertainment program which got mixed up between Olivia De Havilland and recordings of W. H. Auden. But the main worry was women. When you’d been there a year all kinds of rumors went around about what happened to you without them. I remember nightly bull sessions in our hut about the dangers of celibacy. Hammett would listen for a while, smile, go back to reading or when the talk got too loud he’d sigh and go to sleep. (Because of the newspaper his work hours started around two A.M.) One night when the session was extra loud crazy and one kid was yelling, Hammett got off his bunk to go to work. The kid yelled, ‘What do you think, Pop? Say something.’ Hammett said, ‘OK. A woman would be nice, but not getting any doesn’t cause your teeth or hair to fall out and if you go nuts you’d have gone anyway and if you kiddies don’t stop this stuff I’m going to move into another hut and under my bed is a bottle of Scotch so drink it and go to sleep.’ Then he walked out to go to work. We got so scared about losing him that we never said another word like that in front of him.


But as I have said, the years after the war, from 1945 to 1948, were not good years; the drinking grew wilder and there was a lost, thoughtless quality I had never seen before. I knew then that I had to go my own way. I do not mean that we were separated, I mean only that we saw less of each other, were less close to each other. But even in those years there still were wonderful days on the farm of autumn hunting and squirrel pies and sausage making and all the books he read as I tried to write a play. I can see him now, getting up to put a log on the fire and coming over to shake me. He swore that I would always say, ‘I haven’t been sleeping. I’ve been thinking.’ He would laugh and say, ‘Sure. You’ve been asleep for an hour, but lots of people think best when they’re asleep and you’re one of them.’


In 1952, I had to sell the farm. I moved to New York and Dash rented a small house in Katonah. I went once a week to see him, he came once a week to New York, and we talked on the phone every day. But he wanted to be alone – or so I thought then, but am now not so sure because I have learned that proud men who can ask for nothing may be fine characters in life and novels, but they are difficult to live with or to understand. In any case, as the years went on he became a hermit, and the ugly little country cottage grew uglier with books piled on every chair and no place to sit, the desk a foot high with unanswered mail. The signs of sickness were all around: now the phonograph was unplayed, the typewriter untouched, the beloved, foolish gadgets unopened in their packages. When I went for my weekly visits we didn’t talk much, and when he came for his weekly visits to me he was worn out from the short journey.


Perhaps it took me too long to realize that he couldn’t live alone anymore, and even after I realized it I didn’t know how to say it. One day, immediately after he had made me promise to stop reading ‘L’il Abner,’ and I was laughing at his vehemence about it, he suddenly looked embarrassed – he always looked embarrassed when he had something emotional to say – and he said, ‘I can’t live alone anymore. I’ve been falling. I’m going to a veterans’ hospital. It will be okay, we’ll see each other all the time, and I don’t want any tears from you.’ But there were tears from me, two days of tears, and finally he consented to come and live in my apartment. (Even now, as I write this, I am still angry and amused that he always had to have things on his own terms: a few minutes ago I got up from the typewriter and railed against him for it, as if he could still hear me. I know as little about the nature of romantic love as I knew when I was eighteen, but I do know about the deep pleasure of continuing interest, the excitement of wanting to know what somebody else thinks, will do, will not do, the tricks played and unplayed, the short cord that the years make into rope and, in my case, is there, hanging loose, long after death. I am not sure what Hammett would feel about the rest of these notes about him, but I am sure that, in his mischief, he would be pleased that I am angry with him today.) And so he lived with me for the last four years of his life. Not all of that time was easy, and some of it was very bad, but it was an unspoken pleasure that having come together so many years before, ruined so much, and repaired a little, we had endured. Sometimes I would resent the understated, or seldom stated side of us and, guessing death wasn’t too far away, I would try for something to have afterwards. One day I said, ‘We’ve done fine, haven’t we?’ He said, ‘Fine’s too big a word for me. Why don’t we just say we’ve done better than most people?’


On New Year’s Eve,1960, I left Hammett in the care of a pleasant practical nurse and went to spend a few hours with friends. I left their house at twelve-thirty, not knowing that the nurse began telephoning for me a few minutes later. As I came into Hammett’s room, he was sitting at his desk, his face as eager and excited as it had been in the drinking days. In his lap was a heavy book of Japanese prints that he had bought and liked many years before. He was pointing to a print and saying to the nurse, ‘Look at it, darling, it’s wonderful.’ As I came toward him, the nurse moved away, but he caught her hand and kissed it, in the same charming, flirtatious way of the early days, looking up to wink at me. The book was lying upside down, and so the nurse didn’t need to mumble the word ‘irrational.’ From then on – we took him to the hospital the next morning – I never knew and will now not ever know what irrational means. Hammett refused all medication, all aid from nurses and doctors in some kind of determined, mysterious wariness. Before the night of the upside-down book our plan had been to move to Cambridge because I was under contract to teach at Harvard. An upside-down book should have told me the end had come, but I didn’t want to think that way, and so I flew to Cambridge, found a nursing home for Dash and flew back that night to tell him about it. He said, ‘But how are we going to get to Boston?’ I said we’d take an ambulance and I guess for the first time in his life he said, ‘That will cost too much.’ I said, ‘If it does then we’ll take a covered wagon.’ He smiled and said, ‘Maybe that’s the way we should have gone places anyway.’ And so I felt better that night, sure of a postponement. I was wrong. Before six o’clock the next morning the hospital called me. Hammett had gone into a coma. As I ran across the room toward his bed there was a last sign of life: his eyes opened in shocked surprise and he tried to raise his head. But he was never to think again and he died two days later.




The Gutting of Couffignal


Wedge-shaped Couffignal is not a large island, and not far from the mainland, to which it is linked by a wooden bridge. Its western shore is a high, straight cliff that jumps abruptly up out of San Pablo Bay. From the top of this cliff the island slopes eastward, down to a smooth pebble beach that runs into the water again, where there are piers and a clubhouse and moored pleasure boats.


Couffignal’s main street, paralleling the beach, has the usual bank, hotel, moving-picture theater, and stores. But it differs from most main streets of its size in that it is more carefully arranged and preserved. There are trees and hedges and strips of lawn on it, and no glaring signs. The buildings seem to belong beside one another, as if they had been designed by the same architect, and in the stores you will find goods of a quality to match the best city stores.


The intersecting streets – running between rows of neat cottages near the foot of the slope – become winding hedged roads as they climb toward the cliff. The higher these roads get, the farther apart and larger are the houses they lead to. The occupants of these higher houses are the owners and rulers of the island. Most of them are well-fed old gentlemen who, the profits they took from the world with both hands in their younger days now stowed away as safe percentages, have bought into the island colony so they may spend what is left of their lives nursing their livers and improving their golf among their kind. They admit to the island only as many storekeepers, working people, and similar riffraff as are needed to keep them comfortably served.


This is Couffignal.


It was some time after midnight. I was sitting in a second-story room in Couffignal’s largest house, surrounded by wedding presents whose value would add up to something between fifty and a hundred thousand dollars.


Of all the work that comes to a private detective (except divorce work, which the Continental Detective Agency doesn’t handle) I like weddings as little as any. Usually I manage to avoid them, but this time I hadn’t been able to. Dick Foley, who had been slated for the job, had been handed a black eye by an unfriendly pickpocket the day before. That let Dick out and me in. I had come up to Couffignal – a two-hour ride from San Francisco by ferry and auto stage – that morning, and would return the next.


This had been neither better nor worse than the usual wedding detail. The ceremony had been performed in a little stone church down the hill. Then the house had begun to fill with reception guests. They had kept it filled to overflowing until some time after the bride and groom had sneaked off to their eastern train.


The world had been well represented. There had been an admiral and an earl or two from England; an ex-president of a South American country; a Danish baron; a tall young Russian princess surrounded by lesser titles, including a fat, bald, jovial and blackbearded Russian general, who had talked to me for a solid hour about prizefights, in which he had a lot of interest, but not so much knowledge as was possible; an ambassador from one of the Central European countries; a justice of the Supreme Court; and a mob of people whose prominence and near-prominence didn’t carry labels.


In theory, a detective guarding wedding presents is supposed to make himself indistinguishable from the other guests. In practice, it never works out that way. He has to spend most of his time within sight of the booty, so he’s easily spotted. Besides that, eight or ten people I recognized among the guests were clients or former clients of the Agency, and so knew me. However, being known doesn’t make so much difference as you might think, and everything had gone off smoothly.


A couple of the groom’s friends, warmed by wine and the necessity of maintaining their reputations as cutups, had tried to smuggle some of the gifts out of the room where they were displayed and hide them in the piano. But I had been expecting that familiar track, and blocked it before it had gone far enough to embarrass anybody.


Shortly after dark a wind smelling of rain began to pile storm clouds up over the bay. Those guests who lived at a distance, especially those who had water to cross, hurried off for their houses. Those who lived on the island stayed until the first raindrops began to patter down. Then they left.


The Hendrixson house quieted down. Musicians and extra servants left. The weary house servants began to disappear in the direction of their bedrooms. I found some sandwiches, a couple of books and a comfortable armchair, and took them up to the room where the presents were now hidden under gray-white sheeting.


Keith Hendrixson, the bride’s grandfather – she was an orphan – put his head in at the door. ‘Have you everything you need for your comfort?’ he asked.


‘Yes, thanks.’


He said good night and went off to bed – a tall old man, slim as a boy.


The wind and the rain were hard at it when I went downstairs to give the lower windows and doors the up-and-down. Everything on the first floor was tight and secure, everything in the cellar. I went upstairs again.


Pulling my chair over by a floor lamp, I put sandwiches, books, ashtray, gun and flashlight on a small table beside it. Then I switched off the other lights, set fire to a Fatima, sat down, wriggled my spine comfortably into the chair’s padding, picked up one of the books, and prepared to make a night of it.


The book was called The Lord of the Sea, and had to do with a strong, tough, and violent fellow named Hogarth, whose modest plan was to hold the world in one hand. There were plots and counterplots, kidnappings, murders, prisonbreakings, forgeries and burglaries, diamonds large as hats and floating forts larger than Couffignal. It sounds dizzy here, but in the book it was real as a dime.


Hogarth was still going strong when the lights went out.


In the dark, I got rid of the glowing end of my cigarette by grinding it in one of the sandwiches. Putting the book down, I picked up gun and flashlight, and moved away from the chair.


Listening for noises was no good. The storm was making hundreds of them. What I needed to know was why the lights had gone off. All the other lights in the house had been turned off some time ago. So the darkness of the hall told me nothing.


I waited. My job was to watch the presents. Nobody had touched them yet. There was nothing to get excited about.


Minutes went by, perhaps ten of them.


The floor swayed under my feet. The windows rattled with a violence beyond the strength of the storm. The dull boom of a heavy explosion blotted out the sounds of wind and falling water. The blast was not close at hand, but not far enough away to be off the island.


Crossing to the window, peering through the wet glass, I could see nothing. I should have seen a few misty lights far down the hill. Not being able to see them settled one point. The lights had gone out all over Couffignal, not only in the Hendrixson house.


That was better. The storm could have put the lighting system out of whack, could have been responsible for the explosion – maybe.


Staring through the black window, I had an impression of great excitement down the hill, of movement in the night. But all was too far away for me to have seen or heard even had there been lights, and all too vague to say what was moving. The impression was strong but worthless. It didn’t lead anywhere. I told myself I was getting feeble-minded, and turned away from the window.


Another blast spun me back to it. This explosion sounded nearer than the first, maybe because it was stronger. Peering through the glass again, I still saw nothing. And still had the impression of things that were big moving down there.


Bare feet pattered in the hall. A voice was anxiously calling my name. Turning from the window again, I pocketed my gun and snapped on the flashlight. Keith Hendrixson, in pajamas and bathrobe, looking thinner and older than anybody could be, came into the room.


‘Is it—’


‘I don’t think it’s an earthquake,’ I said, since that is the first calamity your Californian thinks of. ‘The lights went off a little while ago. There have been a couple of explosions down the hill since the—’


I stopped. Three shots, close together, had sounded. Rifleshots, but of the sort that only the heaviest of rifles could make. Then, sharp and small in the storm, came the report of a faraway pistol.


‘What is it?’ Hendrixson demanded.


‘Shooting.’


More feet were pattering in the halls, some bare, some shod. Excited voices whispered questions and exclamations. The butler, a solemn, solid block of a man, partly dressed and carrying a lighted five-pronged candlestick, came in.


‘Very good, Brophy,’ Hendrixson said as the butler put the candlestick on the table beside my sandwiches. ‘Will you try to learn what is the matter?’


‘I have tried, sir. The telephone seems to be out of order, sir. Shall I send Oliver down to the village?’


‘No-o. I don’t suppose it’s that serious. Do you think it is anything serious?’ he asked me.


I said I didn’t think so, but I was paying more attention to the outside than to him. I had heard a thin screaming that could have come from a distant woman, and a volley of small-arms shots. The racket of the storm muffled these shots, but when the heavier firing we had heard before broke out again, it was clear enough.


To have opened the window would have been to let in gallons of water without helping us to hear much clearer. I stood with an ear tilted to the pane, trying to arrive at some idea of what was happening outside.


Another sound took my attention from the window – the ringing of the bell-pull at the front door. It rang loudly and persistently.


Hendrixson looked at me. I nodded. ‘See who it is, Brophy,’ he said.


The butler went solemnly away, and came back even more solemnly. ‘Princess Zhukovski,’ he announced.


She came running into the room – the tall Russian girl I had seen at the reception. Her eyes were wide and dark with excitement. Her face was very white and wet. Water ran in streams down her blue waterproof cape, the hood of which covered her dark hair.


‘Oh, Mr Hendrixson!’ She had caught one of his hands in both of hers. Her voice, with nothing foreign in its accent, was the voice of one who is excited over a delightful surprise. ‘The bank is being robbed and the – what do you call him? – marshal of police has been killed!’


‘What’s that?’ the old man exclaimed, jumping awkwardly because water from her cape had dripped down on one of his bare feet. ‘Weegan killed? And the bank robbed?’


‘Yes! Isn’t it terrible?’ She said it as if she were saying wonderful. ‘When the first explosion woke us, the general sent Ignati down to find out what was the matter, and he got down just in time to see the bank blow up. Listen!’


We listened, and heard a wild outbreak of mixed gunfire.


‘That will be the general arriving!’ she said. ‘He’ll enjoy himself most wonderfully. As soon as Ignati returned with the news, the general armed every male in the household from Aleksandr Sergyeevich to Ivan the cook, and led them out happier than he’s been since he took his division to East Prussia in 1914.’


‘And the duchess?’ Hendrixson asked.


‘He left her at home with me, of course, and I furtively crept out and away from her while she was trying for the first time in her life to put water in a samovar. This is not the night for one to stay at home!’


‘H-m-m,’ Hendrixson said, his mind obviously not on her words. ‘And the bank!’


He looked at me. I said nothing. The racket of another volley came to us.


‘Could you do anything down there?’ he asked.


‘Maybe, but—’ I nodded at the presents under their covers.


‘Oh, these!’ the old man said. ‘I’m as much interested in the bank as in them; besides, we will be here.’


‘All right!’ I was willing enough to carry my curiosity down the hill. ‘I’ll go down. You’d better have the butler stay in here, and plant the chauffeur inside the front door. Better give them guns if you have any. Is there a raincoat I can borrow? I brought only a light overcoat with me.’


Brophy found a yellow slicker that fit me. I put it on, stowed gun and flashlight conveniently under it, and found my hat while Brophy was getting and loading an automatic pistol for himself and a rifle for Oliver, the mulatto chauffeur.


Hendrixson and the princess followed me downstairs. At the door I found she wasn’t exactly following me – she was going with me.


‘But, Sonya!’ the old man protested.


‘I’m not going to be foolish, though I’d like to,’ she promised him. ‘But I’m going back to my Irinia Androvna, who will perhaps have the samovar watered by now.’


‘That’s a sensible girl!’ Hendrixson said, and let us out into the rain and the wind.


It wasn’t weather to talk in. In silence we turned downhill between two rows of hedging, with the storm driving at our backs. At the first break in the hedge I stopped, nodding toward the black blot a house made. ‘That is your—’


Her laugh cut me short. She caught my arm and began to urge me down the road again. ‘I only told Mr Hendrixson that so he would not worry,’ she explained. ‘You do not think I am not going down to see the sights.’


She was tall, I am short and thick. I had to look up to see her face – to see as much of it as the rain-gray night would let me see. ‘You’ll be soaked to the hide, running around in this rain,’ I objected.


‘What of that? I am dressed for it.’ She raised a foot to show me a heavy waterproof boot and a woolen-stockinged leg.


‘There’s no telling what we’ll run into down there, and I’ve got work to do,’ I insisted. ‘I can’t be looking out for you.’


‘I can look out for myself.’ She pushed her cape aside to show me a square automatic pistol in one hand.


‘You’ll be in my way.’


‘I will not,’ she retorted. ‘You’ll probably find I can help you. I’m as strong as you, and quicker, and I can shoot.’


The reports of scattered shooting had punctuated our argument, but now the sound of heavier firing silenced the dozen objections to her company that I could still think of. After all, I could slip away from her in the dark if she became too much of a nuisance.


‘Have it your own way,’ I growled, ‘but don’t expect anything from me.’


‘You’re so kind,’ she murmured as we got under way again, hurrying now, with the wind at our backs speeding us along.


Occasionally dark figures moved on the road ahead of us, but too far away to be recognizable. Presently a man passed us, running uphill – a tall man whose nightshirt hung out of his trousers, down below his coat, identifying him as a resident.


‘They’ve finished the bank and are at Medcraft’s!’ he yelled as he went by.


‘Medcraft is a jeweler,’ the girl informed me.


The sloping under our feet grew less sharp. The houses – dark but with faces vaguely visible here and there at windows – came closer together. Below, the flash of a gun could be seen now and then – orange streaks in the rain.


Our road put us into the lower end of the main street just as a staccato rat-tat-tat broke out.


I pushed the girl into the nearest doorway, and jumped in after her.


Bullets ripped through walls with the sound of hail tapping on leaves.


That was the thing I had taken for an exceptionally heavy rifle – a machine gun.


The girl had fallen back in a corner, all tangled up with something. I helped her up. The something was a boy of seventeen or so, with one leg and a crutch.


‘It’s the boy who delivers papers,’ Princess Zhukovski said, ‘and you’ve hurt him with your clumsiness.’


The boy shook his head, grinning as he got up. ‘No’m, I ain’t hurt none, but you kind of scared me, jumping on me like that.’


She had to stop and explain that she hadn’t jumped on him, that she had been pushed into him by me, and that she was sorry and so was I.


‘What’s happening?’ I asked the newsboy when I could get a word in.


‘Everything,’ he boasted, as if some of the credit were his. ‘There must be a hundred of them, and they’ve blowed the bank wide open, and now some of ’em is in Medcraft’s, and I guess they’ll blow that up, too. And they killed Tom Weegan. They got a machine gun on a car in the middle of the street. That’s it shooting now.’


‘Where’s everybody – all the merry villagers?’


‘Most of ’em are up behind the Hall. They can’t do nothing, though, because the machine gun won’t let ’em get near enough to see what they’re shooting at, and that smart Bill Vincent told me to clear out, ’cause I’ve only got one leg, as if I couldn’t shoot as good as the next one, if I only had something to shoot with!’


‘That wasn’t right of them,’ I sympathized. ‘But you can do something for me. You can stick here and keep your eye on this end of the street, so I’ll know if they leave in this direction.’


‘You’re not just saying that so I’ll stay here out of the way, are you?’


‘No,’ I lied. ‘I need somebody to watch. I was going to leave the princess here, but you’ll do better.’


‘Yes,’ she backed me up, catching the idea. ‘This gentleman is a detective, and if you do what he asks you’ll be helping more than if you were up with the others.’


The machine gun was still firing, but not in our direction now.


‘I’m going across the street,’ I told the girl. ‘If you—’


‘Aren’t you going to join the others?’


‘No. If I can get around behind the bandits while they’re busy with the others, maybe I can turn a trick.’


‘Watch sharp now!’ I ordered the boy, and the princess and I made a dash for the opposite sidewalk.


We reached it without drawing lead, sidled along a building for a few yards, and turned into an alley. From the alley’s other end came the smell and wash and the dull blackness of the bay.


While we moved down this alley I composed a scheme by which I hoped to get rid of my companion, sending her off on a safe wild-goose chase. But I didn’t get a chance to try it out.


The big figure of a man loomed ahead of us.


Stepping in front of the girl, I went on toward him. Under my slicker I held my gun on the middle of him.


He stood still. He was larger than he had looked at first. A big, slope-shouldered, barrel-bodied husky. His hands were empty. I spotted the flashlight on his face for a split second. A flat-cheeked, thick-featured face, with high cheekbones and a lot of ruggedness in it.


‘Ignati!’ the girl exclaimed over my shoulder.


He began to talk what I suppose was Russian to the girl. She laughed and replied. He shook his big head stubbornly, insisting on something. She stamped her foot and spoke sharply. He shook his head again and addressed me. ‘General Pleshskev, he tell me bring Princess Sonya to home.’


His English was almost as hard to understand as his Russian. His tone puzzled me. It was as if he was explaining some absolutely necessary thing that he didn’t want to be blamed for, but that nevertheless he was going to do.


While the girl was speaking to him again, I guessed the answer. This big Ignati had been sent out by the general to bring the girl home, and he was going to obey his orders if he had to carry her. He was trying to avoid trouble with me by explaining the situation.


‘Take her,’ I said, stepping aside.


The girl scowled at me, laughed. ‘Very well, Ignati,’ she said in English, ‘I shall go home,’ and she turned on her heel and went back up the alley, the big man close behind her.


Glad to be alone, I wasted no time in moving in the opposite direction until the pebbles of the beach were under my feet. The pebbles ground harshly under my heels. I moved back to more silent ground and began to work my way as swiftly as I could up the shore toward the center of action. The machine gun barked on. Smaller guns snapped. Three concussions, close together – bombs, hand grenades, my ears and my memory told me.


The stormy sky glared pink over a roof ahead of me and to the left. The boom of the blast beat my eardrums. Fragments I couldn’t see fell around me. That, I thought, would be the jeweler’s safe blowing apart.


I crept on up the shoreline. The machine gun went silent. Lighter guns snapped, snapped. Another grenade went off. A man’s voice shrieked pure terror.


Risking the crunch of pebbles, I turned down to the water’s edge again. I had seen no dark shape on the water that could have been a boat. There had been boats moored along this beach in the afternoon. With my feet in the water of the bay I still saw no boat. The storm could have scattered them, but I didn’t think it had. The island’s western height shielded this shore. The wind was strong here, but not violent.


My feet sometimes on the edge of the pebbles, sometimes in the water, I went on up the shoreline. Now I saw a boat. A gently bobbing black shape ahead. No light was on it. Nothing I could see moved on it. It was the only boat on that shore. That made it important.


Foot by foot, I approached.


A shadow moved between me and the dark rear of a building. I froze. The shadow, man-size, moved again, in the direction from which I was coming.


Waiting, I didn’t know how nearly invisible, or how plain, I might be against my background. I couldn’t risk giving myself away by trying to improve my position.


Twenty feet from me the shadow suddenly stopped.


I was seen. My gun was on the shadow.


‘Come on,’ I called softly. ‘Keep coming. Let’s see who you are.’


The shadow hesitated, left the shelter of the building, drew nearer. I couldn’t risk the flashlight. I made out dimly a handsome face, boyishly reckless, one cheek dark-stained.


‘Oh, how d’you do?’ the face’s owner said in a musical baritone voice. ‘You were at the reception this afternoon.’


‘Yes.’


‘Have you seen Princess Zhukovski? You know her?’


‘She went home with Ignati ten minutes ago.’


‘Excellent!’ He wiped his stained cheek with a stained handkerchief, and turned to look at the boat. ‘That’s Hendrixson’s boat,’ he whispered. ‘They’ve got it and they’ve cast the others off.’


‘That would mean they are going to leave by water.’


‘Yes,’ he agreed, ‘unless— Shall we have a try at it?’


‘You mean jump it?’


‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘There can’t be very many aboard. God knows there are enough of them ashore. You’re armed. I’ve a pistol.’


‘We’ll size it up first,’ I decided, ‘so we’ll know what we’re jumping.’


‘That is wisdom,’ he said, and led the way back to the shelter of the buildings.


Hugging the rear walls of the buildings, we stole toward the boat.


The boat grew clearer in the night. A craft perhaps forty-five feet long, its stern to the shore, rising and falling beside a smaller pier. Across the stern something protruded. Something I couldn’t quite make out. Leather soles scuffled now and then on the wooden deck. Presently a dark head and shoulders showed over the puzzling thing in the stern.


The Russian lad’s eyes were better than mine.


‘Masked,’ he breathed in my ear. ‘Something like a stocking over his head and face.’


The masked man was motionless where he stood. We were motionless where we stood.


‘Could you hit him from here?’ the lad asked.


‘Maybe, but night and rain aren’t a good combination for sharpshooting. Our best bet is to sneak as close as we can, and start shooting when he spots us.’


‘That is wisdom,’ he agreed.


Discovery came with our first step forward. The man in the boat grunted. The lad at my side jumped forward. I recognized the thing in the boat’s stern just in time to throw out a leg and trip the young Russian. He tumbled down, all sprawled out on the pebbles. I dropped behind him.


The machine gun in the boat’s stern poured metal over our heads.


‘No good rushing that!’ I said. ‘Roll out of it!’


I set the example by revolving toward the back of the building we had just left.


The man at the gun sprinkled the beach, but sprinkled it at random, his eyes no doubt spoiled for night-seeing by the flash of his gun.


Around the corner of the building, we sat up.


‘You saved my life by tripping me,’ the lad said coolly.


‘Yes. I wonder if they’ve moved the machine gun from the street, or if—’


The answer to that came immediately. The machine gun in the street mingled its vicious voice with the drumming of the one in the boat.


‘A pair of them!’ I complained. ‘Know anything about the layout?’


‘I don’t think there are more than ten or twelve of them,’ he said, ‘although it is not easy to count in the dark. The few I have seen are completely masked – like the man in the boat. They seem to have disconnected the telephone and light lines first and then to have destroyed the bridge. We attacked them while they were looting the bank, but in front they had a machine gun mounted in an automobile, and we were not equipped to combat on equal terms.’


‘Where are the islanders now?’


‘Scattered, and most of them in hiding, I fancy, unless General Pleshskev has succeeded in rallying them again.’


I frowned and beat my brains together. You can’t fight machine guns and hand grenades with peaceful villagers and retired capitalists. No matter how well led and armed they are, you can’t do anything with them. For that matter, how could anybody do much against a game of that toughness?


‘Suppose you stick here and keep your eye on the boat,’ I suggested. ‘I’ll scout around and see what’s doing farther up, and if I can get a few good men together, I’ll try to jump the boat again, probably from the other side. But we can’t count on that. The getaway will be by boat. We can count on that, and try to block it. If you lie down you can watch the boat around the corner of the building without making much of a target of yourself. I wouldn’t do anything to attract attention until the break for the boat comes. Then you can do all the shooting you want.’


‘Excellent!’ he said. ‘You’ll probably find most of the islanders up behind the church. You can get to it by going straight up the hill until you come to an iron fence, and then follow that to the right.’


‘Right.’


I moved off in the direction he had indicated.


At the main street I stopped to look around before venturing across. Everything was quiet there. The only man I could see was spread out face-down on the sidewalk near me.


On hands and knees I crawled to his side. He was dead. I didn’t stop to examine him further, but sprang up and streaked for the other side of the street.


Nothing tried to stop me. In a doorway, flat against a wall, I peeped out. The wind had stopped. The rain was no longer a driving deluge, but a steady down-pouring of small drops. Couffignal’s main street, to my senses, was a deserted street.


I wondered if the retreat to the boat had already started. On the sidewalk, walking swiftly toward the bank, I heard the answer to that guess.


High up on the slope, almost up to the edge of the cliff, by the sound, a machine gun began to hurl out its stream of bullets.


Mixed with the racket of the machine gun were the sounds of smaller arms, and a grenade or two.


At the first crossing, I left the main street and began to run up the hill. Men were running toward me. Two of them passed, paying no attention to my shouted, ‘What’s up now?’


The third man stopped because I grabbed him – a fat man whose breath bubbled, and whose face was fish-belly white.


‘They’ve moved the car with the machine gun on it up behind us,’ he gasped when I shouted my questions into his ear again.


‘What are you doing without a gun?’ I asked.


‘I – I dropped it.’


‘Where’s General Pleshskev?’


‘Back there somewhere. He’s trying to capture the car, but he’ll never do it. It’s suicide! Why don’t help come?’


Other men had passed us, running downhill, as we talked. I let the white-faced man go, and stopped four men who weren’t running so fast as the others.


‘What’s happening now?’ I questioned them.


‘They’s going through the houses up the hill,’ a sharp-featured man with a small mustache and a rifle said.


‘Has anybody got word off the island yet?’ I asked.


‘Can’t,’ another informed me. ‘They blew up the bridge first thing.’


‘Can’t anybody swim?’


‘Not in that wind. Young Catlan tried it and was lucky to get out again with a couple of broken ribs.’


‘The wind’s gone down,’ I pointed out.


The sharp-featured man gave his rifle to one of the others and took off his coat. ‘I’ll try it,’ he promised.


‘Good! Wake up the whole country, and get word through to the San Francisco police boat and to the Mare Island Navy Yard. They’ll lend a hand if you tell ’em the bandits have machine guns. Tell ’em the bandits have an armed boat waiting to leave in. It’s Hendrixson’s.’


The volunteer swimmer left.


‘A boat?’ two of the men asked together.


‘Yes. With a machine gun on it. If we’re going to do anything, it’ll have to be done now, while we’re between them and their getaway. Get every man and every gun you can find down there. Tackle the boat from the roofs if you can. When the bandits’ car comes down there, pour it into it. You’ll do better from the building than from the street.’


The three men went on downhill. I went uphill, toward the crackling of firearms ahead. The machine gun was working irregularly. It would pour out its rat-tat-tat for a second or so, and then stop for a couple of seconds. The answering fire was thin, ragged.


I met more men, learned from them the general, with less than a dozen men, was still fighting the car. I repeated the advice I had given the other men. My informants went down to join them. I went on up.


A hundred yards farther along, what was left of the general’s dozen broke out of the night, around and past me, flying downhill, with bullets hailing after them.


The road was no place for mortal man. I stumbled over two bodies, scratched myself in a dozen places getting over a hedge. On soft, wet sod I continued my uphill journey.


The machine gun on the hill stopped its clattering. The one in the boat was still at work.


The one ahead opened again, firing too high for anything near at hand to be its target. It was helping its fellow below, spraying the main street.


Before I could get closer it had stopped. I heard the car’s motor racing. The car moved toward me.


Rolling into the hedge, I lay there, straining my eyes through the spaces between the stems. I had six bullets in a gun that hadn’t yet been fired on this night that had seen tons of powder burned.


When I saw wheels on the lighter face of the road, I emptied my gun, holding it low.


The car went on.


I sprang out of my hiding place.


The car was suddenly gone from the empty road.


There was a grinding sound. A crash. The noise of metal folding on itself. The tinkle of glass.


I raced toward those sounds.


Out of a black pile where an engine sputtered, a black figure leaped – to dash off across the soggy lawn. I cut after it, hoping that the others in the wreck were down for keeps.


I was less than fifteen feet behind the fleeing man when he cleared a hedge. I’m no sprinter, but neither was he. The wet grass made slippery going.


He stumbled while I was vaulting the hedge. When we straightened out again I was not more than ten feet behind him.


Once I clicked my gun at him, forgetting I had emptied it. Six cartridges were wrapped in a piece of paper in my vest pocket, but this was no time for loading.


I was tempted to chuck the empty gun at his head. But that was too chancy.


A building loomed ahead. My fugitive bore off to the right, to clear the corner.


To the left a heavy shotgun went off.


The running man disappeared around the house-corner.


‘Sweet God!’ General Pleshskev’s mellow voice complained. ‘That with a shotgun I should miss all of a man at the distance!’


‘Go around the other way!’ I yelled, plunging around the corner after my quarry.


His feet thudded ahead. I could not see him. The general puffed around from the other side of the house.


‘You have him?’


‘No.’


In front of us was a stone-faced bank, on top of which ran a path. On either side of us was a high and solid hedge.


‘But my friend,’ the general protested. ‘How could he have—?’


A pale triangle showed on the path above – a triangle that could have been a bit of shirt showing above the opening of a vest.


‘Stay here and talk!’ I whispered to the general, and crept forward.


‘It must be that he has gone the other way,’ the general carried out my instructions, rambling on as if I were standing beside him, ‘because if he had come my way I should have seen him, and if he had raised himself over either of the hedges or the embankment, one of us would surely have seen him against …’


He talked on and on while I gained the shelter of the bank on which the path sat, while I found places for my toes in the rough stone facing.


The man on the road, trying to make himself small with his back in a bush, was looking at the talking general. He saw me when I had my feet on the path.


He jumped, and one hand went up.


I jumped, with both hands out.


A stone, turning under my foot, threw me sidewise, twisting my ankle, but saving my head from the bullet he sent at it.


My outflung left arm caught his legs as I spilled down. He came over on top of me. I kicked him once, caught his gun-arm, and had just decided to bite it when the general puffed up over the edge of the path and prodded the man off me with the muzzle of the shotgun.


When it came my turn to stand up, I found it not so good. My twisted ankle didn’t like to support its share of my hundred-and-eighty-some pounds. Putting most of my weight on the other leg, I turned my flashlight on the prisoner.


‘Hello, Flippo!’ I exclaimed.


‘Hello!’ he said without joy in the recognition.


He was a roly-poly Italian youth of twenty-three or -four. I had helped send him to San Quentin four years ago for his part in a payroll stick-up. He had been out on parole for several months now.


‘The prison board isn’t going to like this,’ I told him.


‘You got me wrong,’ he pleaded. ‘I ain’t been doing a thing. I was up here to see some friends. And when this thing busted loose I had to hide, because I got a record, and if I’m picked up I’ll be railroaded for it. And now you got me, and you think I’m in on it!’


‘You’re a mind reader,’ I assured him, and asked the general, ‘Where can we pack this bird away for a while, under lock and key?’


‘In my house there is a lumber-room with a strong door and not a window.’


‘That’ll do it. March, Flippo!’


General Pleshskev collared the youth, while I limped along behind them, examining Flippo’s gun, which was loaded, except for the one shot he had fired at me, and reloading my own.


We had caught our prisoner on the Russian’s grounds, so we didn’t have far to go.


The general knocked on the door and called out something in his language. Bolts clicked and grated, and the door was swung open by a heavily mustached Russian servant. Behind him the princess and a stalwart older woman stood.


We went in while the general was telling his household about the capture, and took the captive up to the lumber-room. I frisked him for his pocketknife and matches – he had nothing else that could help him get out – locked him in and braced the door solidly with a length of board. Then we went downstairs again.


‘You are injured!’ the princess cried, seeing me limp across the floor.


‘Only a twisted ankle,’ I said. ‘But it does bother me some. Is there any adhesive tape around?’


‘Yes,’ and she spoke to the mustached servant, who went out of the room and presently returned, carrying rolls of gauze and tape and a basin of steaming water.


‘If you’ll sit down,’ the princess said, taking these things from the servant.


But I shook my head and reached for the adhesive tape.


‘I want cold water, because I’ve got to go out in the wet again. If you’ll show me the bathroom, I can fix myself up in no time.’


We had to argue about that, but I finally got to the bathroom, where I ran cold water on my foot and ankle, and strapped it with adhesive tape, as tight as I could without stopping the circulation altogether. Getting my wet shoe on again was a job, but when I was through I had two firm legs under me, even if one of them did hurt some.


When I rejoined the others I noticed that sounds of firing no longer came up the hill, and that the patter of rain was lighter, and a gray streak of coming daylight showed under a drawn blind.


I was buttoning my slicker when the knocker rang on the front door. Russian words came through, and the young Russian I had met on the beach came in.


‘Aleksandr, you’re—’ The stalwart older woman screamed, when she saw the blood on his cheek, and fainted.


He paid no attention to her at all, as if he was used to having her faint.


‘They’ve gone in the boat,’ he told me while the girl and two men-servants gathered up the woman and laid her on an ottoman.


‘How many?’ I asked.


‘I counted ten, and I don’t think I missed more than one or two, if any.’


‘The men I sent down there couldn’t stop them?’


He shrugged. ‘What would you do? It takes a strong stomach to face a machine gun. Your men had been cleared out of the building almost before they arrived.’


The woman who had fainted had revived by now and was pouring anxious questions in Russian at the lad. The princess was getting into her blue cape. The woman stopped questioning the lad and asked her something.


‘It’s all over,’ the princess said. ‘I am going to view the ruins.’


That suggestion appealed to everybody. Five minutes later all of us, including the servants, were on our way downhill. Behind us, around us, in front of us, were other people going downhill, hurrying along in the drizzle that was very gentle now, their faces tired and excited in the bleak morning light.


Halfway down, a woman ran out of a cross-path and began to tell me something. I recognized her as one of Hendrixson’s maids.


I caught some of her words.


‘Presents gone … Mr Brophy murdered … Oliver …’


‘I’ll be down later,’ I told the others, and set out after the maid.


She was running back to the Hendrixson house. I couldn’t run, couldn’t even walk fast. She and Hendrixson and more of his servants were standing on the front porch when I arrived.


‘They killed Oliver and Brophy,’ the old man said.


‘How?’


‘We were in the back of the house, the rear second story, watching the flashes of the shooting down in the village. Oliver was down here, just inside the front door, and Brophy in the room with the presents. We heard a shot in there, and immediately a man appeared in the doorway of our room, threatening us with two pistols, making us stay there for perhaps ten minutes. Then he shut and locked the door and went away. We broke the door down – and found Brophy and Oliver dead.’


‘Let’s look at them.’


The chauffeur was just inside the front door. He lay on his back, with his brown throat cut straight across the front, almost back to the vertebrae. His rifle was under him. I pulled it out and examined it. It had not been fired.


Upstairs, the butler Brophy was huddled against a leg of one of the tables on which the presents had been spread. His gun was gone. I turned him over, straightened him out, and found a bullethole in his chest. Around the hole his coat was charred in a large area.


Most of the presents were still there. But the most valuable pieces were gone. The others were in disorder, lying around any which way, their covers pulled off.


‘What did the one you saw look like?’ I asked.


‘I didn’t see him very well,’ Hendrixson said. ‘There was no light in our room. He was simply a dark figure against the candle burning in the hall. A large man in a black rubber raincoat, with some sort of black mask that covered his whole head and face, with small eyeholes.’


‘No hat?’


‘No, just the mask over his entire face and head.’


As we went downstairs again I gave Hendrixson a brief account of what I had seen and heard and done since I had left him. There wasn’t enough of it to make a long tale.


‘Do you think you can get information about the others from the one you caught?’ he asked, as I prepared to go out.


‘No. But I expect to bag them just the same.’


Couffgnal’s main street was jammed with people when I limped into it again. A detachment of Marines from Mare Island was there, and men from a San Francisco police boat. Excited citizens in all degrees of partial nakedness boiled around them. A hundred voices were talking at once, recounting their personal adventures and braveries and losses and what they had seen. Such words as machine gun, bomb, bandit, car, shot, dynamite, and killed sounded again and again, in every variety of voice and tone.


The bank had been completely wrecked by the charge that had blown the vault. The jewelry store was another ruin. A grocer’s across the street was serving as a field hospital. Two doctors were toiling there; patching up damaged villagers.


I recognized a familiar face under a uniform cap – Sergeant Roche of the harbor police – and pushed through the crowd to him.


‘Just get here?’ he asked as we shook hands. ‘Or were you in on it?’


‘In on it.’


‘What do you know?’


‘Everything.’


‘Who ever heard of a private detective that didn’t,’ he joshed as I led him out of the mob.


‘Did you people run into an empty boat out in the bay?’ I asked when we were away from audiences.


‘Empty boats have been floating around the bay all night,’ he said.


I hadn’t thought of that.


‘Where’s your boat now?’ I asked him.


‘Out trying to pick up the bandits. I stayed with a couple of men to lend a hand here.’


‘You’re in luck,’ I told him. ‘Now sneak a look across the street. See the stout old boy with the black whiskers, standing in front of the druggist’s?’


General Pleshskev stood there, with the woman who had fainted, the young Russian whose bloody cheek had made her faint, and a pale, plump, man of forty-something who had been with them at the reception. A little to one side stood big Ignati, the two menservants I had seen at the house, and another who was obviously one of them. They were chatting together and watching the excited antics of a red-faced property-owner who was telling a curt lieutenant of Marines that it was his own personal private automobile that the bandits had stolen to mount their machine gun on, and what he thought should be done about it.


‘Yes,’ said Roche, ‘I see your fellow with the whiskers.’


‘Well, he’s your meat. The woman and two men with him are also your meat. And those four Russians standing to the left are some more of it. There’s another missing, but I’ll take care of that one. Pass the word to the lieutenant, and you can round up those babies without giving them a chance to fight back. They think they’re safe as angels.’


‘Sure, are you?’ the sergeant asked.


‘Don’t be silly!’ I growled, as if I had never made a mistake in my life.


I had been standing on my one good prop. When I put my weight on the other to turn away from the sergeant, it stung me all the way to the hip. I pushed my back teeth together and began to work painfully through the crowd to the other side of the street.


The princess didn’t seem to be among those present. My idea was that, next to the general, she was the most important member of the push. If she was at their house, and not yet suspicious, I figured I could get close enough to yank her in without a riot.


Walking was hell. My temperature rose. Sweat rolled out of me.


‘Mister, they didn’t none of ’em come down that way.’


The one-legged newsboy was standing at my elbow. I greeted him as if he were my pay-check.


‘Come on with me,’ I said, taking his arm. ‘You did fine down there, and now I want you to do something else for me.’


Half a block from the main street I led him up on the porch of a small yellow cottage. The front door stood open, left that way when the occupants ran down to welcome police and Marines, no doubt. Just inside the door, beside a hall rack, was a wicker porch chair. I committed unlawful entry to the extent of dragging that chair out on the porch.


‘Sit down, son,’ I urged the boy.


He sat, looking up at me with puzzled freckled face. I took a firm grip on his crutch and pulled it out of his hand.


‘Here’s five bucks for rental,’ I said, ‘and if I lose it I’ll buy you one of ivory and gold.’


And I put the crutch under my arm and began to propel myself up the hill.


It was my first experience with a crutch. I didn’t break any records. But it was a lot better than tottering along on an unassisted bum ankle.


The hill was longer and steeper than some mountains I’ve seen, but the gravel walk to the Russians’ house was finally under my feet.


I was still some dozen feet from the porch when Princess Zhukovski opened the door.


‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, and then, recovering from her surprise, ‘your ankle is worse!’ She ran down the steps to help me climb them. As she came I noticed that something heavy was sagging and swinging in the right-hand pocket of her gray flannel jacket.


With one hand under my elbow, the other arm across my back, she helped me up the steps and across the porch. That assured me she didn’t think I had tumbled to the game. If she had, she wouldn’t have trusted herself within reach of my hands. Why, I wondered, had she come back to the house after starting downhill with the others?


While I was wondering we went into the house, where she planted me in a large and soft leather chair.


‘You must certainly be starving after your strenuous night,’ she said. ‘I will see if—’
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