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Introduction


by Otto Penzler
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Like so many fortunate others, my introduction to the world of mystery fiction was Sherlock Holmes.

When I was ten years old and in grammar school, there was a class called “Library” for which teachers would herd their charges to the magical room that was filled with books. For the first half hour, the librarian would talk to us about how to handle books properly and inculcate us with the notion that reading was invaluable in opening doors of knowledge and wonder. For the second half hour, we were allowed to read any book that caught our fancy.

Some now long-forgotten anthology caught my eye and so did the story it contained, thrillingly titled “The Adventure of the Red-Headed League,” which was irresistible. I was entranced for that half hour but, just as an explanation was about to reveal what all this encyclopedia copying was about, the class ended. I had to wait a full week until the next class to know what Sherlock Holmes had deduced—a week filled with my own relentless attempts to solve the mystery.

Having majored in English at the University of Michigan, I returned to New York with a desire to read for fun and to not hurt my head anymore, as James Joyce, Ezra Pound, and their ilk had been doing, so, remembering that captivating story, I got a copy of the Holy Grail, a.k.a. The Complete Sherlock Holmes, which launched a lifetime of fascination, not to mention a career, with detective, crime, mystery, and suspense fiction. Leslie S. Klinger, my learned colleague, longtime friend, and editor of this omnibus, is also a devoted Sherlockian who produced one of the most important books in the long history of Sherlock Holmes scholarship, The New Annotated Sherlock Holmes, for which he won the prestigious Edgar Allan Poe Award from the Mystery Writers of America.

With normal eight-hour workdays (unlike now, when they never end), I had plenty of time to read and dove wholeheartedly into books by the famous names of this wide genre: Edgar Allan Poe, Agatha Christie, Rex Stout, Dorothy L. Sayers, Ellery Queen, S. S. Van Dine, John Dickson Carr, Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and eventually many others, some renowned but others little-known.

There are many reasons to read mystery fiction, not least of which is trying to figure out the puzzle before the author (through his detective character) explains it all. Although I loved the puzzle element, I was pathetic at trying to figure it out, always gullibly convinced that the most obvious suspect was indeed the murderer and utterly stupefied when the least likely person turned out to be the culprit.

Puzzles, however, were only part of the joy of becoming immersed in a mystery novel. Authors spent a good deal of time and care in creating interesting detectives, as well as unusual, creepy, lovable, eccentric, loathsome, or intriguing secondary characters who served as sidekicks, police, or suspects.

Additionally, it was not uncommon to learn something. Tidbits of knowledge might come in the form of an unfamiliar background for a story, a lecture by one of the more pedantic characters, or merely a line of dialogue in which an occasional factoid is dropped in passing.

The books featured in this extraordinary omnibus serve as superb examples of why the mystery novel is endlessly pleasing to untold millions of readers. After all, Agatha Christie’s books alone have sold more than two billion copies (yes, billion), and Sherlock Holmes has been translated into more languages than William Shakespeare.

Charlie Chan was one of the first fictional characters of East Asian descent to be portrayed favorably and as a fully developed entity. It had been common for Chinese figures to be treated as either insignificant servants or workmen with no role in plot development, or as villains, particularly after the Boxer Rebellion at the turn of the nineteenth century. Dr. Fu Manchu is the most famous name of the “Yellow Peril” thriller category, but there were many others in English literature and in American pulp magazines.

On the other hand, Earl Derr Biggers portrayed Chan as the smartest guy in the room and humanized him by giving him a family and allowing him to mention his children—mainly by referring to them with numbers (“number three son”) rather than names. The detective also was made more palatable and somewhat less alien to xenophobic readers by being located in Hawaii rather than in China, the secret kingdom, itself. It was in Hawaii, by the way, where Biggers met a real-life Honolulu policeman named Chang Apana, on whom he based his creation.

For an education in arcane subjects, one couldn’t beat the show-offy pedantry of S. S. Van Dine’s Philo Vance, who thought nothing of injecting mind-numbing monologues on such subjects as art, music, religion, and philosophy into the middle of a murder investigation. The Vance novels were such a rage in the 1920s and ’30s that they were national bestsellers, though (like me) the public soon tired of the affectations of the detective, and sales of the later books did not match those of the first half-dozen. If the novels had been published with the helpful and often fascinating annotations made by Klinger in this omnibus, it strikes me as likely that readers would have maintained their devotion to the series. It is possible to accept being talked down to for only so long until trying to comprehend Latin phrases or glossing over references to obscure artists and authors becomes tiresome. The clarity of Klinger’s footnotes would certainly have aided in translations and placing people and objects in context, making the reading experience far more user-friendly.

Still, the books enjoyed so much affection and dedication from readers that they inspired a remarkable succession of motion pictures featuring such major actors of the time as William Powell (in four films), Basil Rathbone, Warren William, Paul Lukas, and Edmund Lowe, among others, between 1929 and 1947. There were more films (sixteen) than books (twelve), as Van Dine died before doing the final rewrite of the last volume, The Winter Murder Case (1939).

The staggering success of the Vance novels inspired two Brooklyn cousins, Frederic Dannay and Manfred B. Lee, writing under the pseudonym Ellery Queen, to emulate the character when they decided to write a detective novel. Attracted by a $7,500 first prize in a mystery-writing contest sponsored by McClure’s magazine, they submitted The Roman Hat Mystery in 1928 and won, but, just before receiving the award, the magazine went bankrupt and its assets were assumed by Smart Set, which gave the prize to a different novel that it thought would have more appeal to female readers. Fortunately, Frederick A. Stokes, a New York publishing house, took the book and launched one of the most important careers in the history of mystery fiction.

In a brilliant commercial move, the authors decided to use the Ellery Queen name for their character as well as their byline, reasoning that readers might be less likely to forget the name of the author when it kept popping up in the book. A further explanation of the origins of the name may be found in one of Klinger’s extensive and valuable annotations to The Roman Hat Mystery. After closely basing elements of their detective on Vance, making Queen just as erudite and pompous, the authors soon found their own voice and produced novels that were more modern and appealing, most notably in Calamity Town (1942), in which Ellery falls in love, solves a complex crime, and explores, in depth, a small town’s mores and attitudes.

Few novels of the American “Golden Age” of mystery fiction (the two decades between the world wars) had the impact on the public that W. R. Burnett’s Little Caesar. It wasn’t the first novel about organized crime but its naturalistic style, with the story told largely in first person by Cesare Bandello, the tough Chicago gangster known as Rico, instantly gripped readers, making it a national bestseller. It also inspired what is generally recognized as the first film to portray the Prohibition era and the lives of the hoodlums who helped define it. The motion picture starred Edward G. Robinson, rocketing him to fame and opening the floodgates for countless cinematic dramatizations of the Chicago underworld.

Little Caesar is an outlier in this collection as it is not a detective novel. Burnett’s book belongs in this omnibus because the mystery story encompasses many sub-genres, and it’s good to see it made available to readers who mainly know it from its frequent appearances on late night cable showings. For no other book are Klinger’s meticulous annotations more valuable than for Little Caesar, as so much of Burnett’s fiction is based on real-life characters and events. It is a novel that I have long admired for its non-stop action, and a quick look at the first few pages of annotations compelled me to read it again with renewed pleasure.

As an overview of American mystery fiction of the 1920s, this wide-ranging anthology is peerless in providing readers with a bountiful selection of the most loved books of their time, incalculably enhanced by the scholarship of the deftly produced annotations.






Foreword


by Leslie S. Klinger
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Crime writing in America did not begin with Edgar Allan Poe. Unexpectedly, it began in a church. In early New England, hangings were the most popular public events, drawing crowds that reportedly numbered well into the thousands. These audiences did not go unnoticed by the region’s moral spokesmen, and, recognizing the mass appeal, clergymen typically delivered sermons dealing with the pending executions, spinning stories of the criminals’ reprehensible journeys and warning of the temptations that led to their crimes. Not only were these sermons well-attended, many were printed and achieved greater audiences as publications.

Although the first published “execution” sermons appeared as pamphlets, later works included confessions or warnings by the condemned criminals, records of the conversations between the ministers and the convicted, and factual backgrounds for the crimes. More than twenty volumes were published between 1686 and 1726. The most prolific author of these volumes was Cotton Mather. Mather and his fellow preachers recognized that the public craved far more than theological doctrine—there was a ready audience for accounts of criminals and their crimes. As the trade passed beyond the hands of the clergy after 1730, the published histories included three principal types of narratives: tales of criminal conversions, in which stories of repenting sinners wrung the hearts of the reader; gallows accounts, providing accounts of the hangings, usually replete with the histories of the condemned, for those who could not attend in person; and trial transcripts, with detailed records of the testimony of the corroborating witnesses. Though these forms had their antecedents in England, American entrepreneurs made an industry of such publications, usually in the form of “broadsides,” cheap (typically, one penny) publications with extensive audiences and limited shelf life.

Historian Daniel Cohen observes that “[a]n inevitable result of that process was a gradual loosening of the link between crime literature and social reality.”1 By the late eighteenth century, the line between fact and fiction—and indeed, the moral message—was blurring, even vanishing. Many of the popular pamphlets of the day dealt with alleged miscarriages of justice. But as the nineteenth century began, American sensibilities moved away from the “execution broadsides” and turned to the penny press. This is not to say that the public lost interest in stories of crimes and criminals. In fact, the public wanted more, and the extended tales of robbers, murderers, and assorted scoundrels found in the cheap novels of the first half of the nineteenth century were the first signs of the flood of crime fiction that was to seize the attention of American readers.

In England, William Godwin’s Things as They Are; or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams (1794)—a foundational work for Frankenstein, not coincidentally written by Godwin’s daughter Mary Shelley—influenced an entire generation of writers, extending the early traditions of the Gothic novel to veer in the direction of crime fiction. Godwin’s story of the relentless hunt for the criminal by the victim/accuser and the intensive study of the psychology of pursuer and pursued can be seen as influencing works as disparate as Les Misérables (1862) and Moby Dick (1851). In America, Godwin was an inspiration to Charles Brockden Brown, whose novels published between 1798 and 1801, including Wieland (1798) and Ormond (1799), featured sensational violence, intense drama, and complexity. While none of Brown’s novels are explicitly “mysteries” and are often dismissed as merely “Gothic,” they focus on extraordinary incidents and the passions that drive the protagonists, with less emphasis on the supernatural than was the fashion.

By the 1830s, the “dime novel,” or “penny dreadful,” as it was known in England, flooded the literary markets. These serials, which cost a shilling, offered a less-expensive alternative to mainstream fictional partworks, such as those by Charles Dickens. By the 1850s the prime audience for serial stories was young male readers. Although many of the stories were reprints or rewrites of Gothic thrillers, some were about famous criminals, such as Sweeney Todd and Spring-Heeled Jack, or had lurid titles like “The boy detective; or, The crimes of London” (1866), “The dance of death; or, The hangman’s plot. A thrilling romance of two cities” (1866, written by Brownlow, “Detective,” and Tuevoleur, “Sergeant of the French Police”), or a series like “Lives of the most notorious highwaymen, footpads and murderers” (1836–37). Highwaymen were often the lead characters. Black Bess or the Knight of the Road (1863), recounting the fictional exploits of real-life highwayman Dick Turpin, ran to 254 episodes.

While crime fiction—albeit in this crude form—was finding an enormous audience, the Industrial Revolution and the growth of the railroads and the cities served by them led to the formation of official forces to combat a perceived tide of criminals. The first modern police force came into existence in 1667, in Paris under King Louis XIV. A French national civilian police force was organized in 1812 and formalized a year later. The first formal British police force was the Bow Street Runners, founded by magistrate Henry Fielding in 1753, though the organization was quite small until Sir Robert Peel championed the Metropolitan Police Act of 1829. In America, where settlement of the wilderness continued long after it ceased to be a significant factor in English civilization and “frontiersmen” were expected to defend their own communities, the first police force was not established until 1838, in the city of Boston. This was followed by New York City in 1845, St. Louis in 1846, and Chicago in 1854, for example.

It is not surprising, then, that stories of the detection of crime did not begin until the nineteenth century, with the rise of the professional criminal investigator. As early as 1827, Richmond: Scenes from the Life of a Bow Street Runner, a heavily fictionalized tale of the Bow Street Runners, appeared, but it was not popular and can be viewed only as a “false start” for detective fiction. The first successful writer of tales of criminal detection was the Frenchman Eugène Vidocq (1775–1857), a reformed criminal who had been appointed by Napoleon in 1813 to be the first head of the Sûreté Nationale. Vidocq’s memoirs (including some that were plainly fiction) were widely read. Tales of his detection and capture of criminals, often involving disguises and wild flights, and later, recounting his previous criminal career, some probably not written by Vidocq himself, capitalized on his reputation as a bold detective.

The first great purveyor of unabashedly fictional stories about a detective was Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849). Although Poe was primarily interested in tales of horror and fantasy, his stories of an amateur detective, the Chevalier Auguste Dupin, set the standard for a generation to come. The cerebral sleuth first appeared in Poe’s short story “Murders in the Rue Morgue” [1841]. In each of the three Dupin stories (the other two are “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” [1842] and “The Purloined Letter” [1844]), the detective outwits the police and shows them to be ineffective crime-fighters and problem-solvers. After Poe’s death, “mysteries” appeared occasionally in magazines in the form of short stories, but the mainstream of American crime fiction was the flood of dime novels, with early popular titles including The Old Sleuth and Butts the Boy Detective. A supposed memoir, Detective Sketches [by a New York Detective], probably wholly fictional, appeared in 1881 in the format of a dime novel. Ellery Queen estimates that between 1860 and 1928, more than six thousand different detective dime novels were published in the United States.

Poe’s popularity was probably greater in Europe than America, at least for most of the nineteenth century, and Europeans led the way in the growth of crime fiction after Poe. Another Frenchman, Emile Gaboriau, created the detective known as Monsieur Lecoq, using Vidocq as his model. First appearing in L’Affaire Lerouge (1866), Lecoq was a minor police detective who rose to fame in six cases, appearing between 1866 and 1880. Gaboriau’s works were immensely popular (though Sherlock Holmes later described Lecoq as a “miserable bungler” and dismissed Dupin as a “very inferior fellow”). The prolific English author, Fergus Hume, who wrote The Mystery of a Hansom Cab (1886), which sold over 500,000 copies worldwide, claimed that Gaboriau’s financial success inspired his own work.

In England, criminals and detectives peopled Charles Dickens’s tales as well. While not usually considered an author of crime fiction, Dickens created Inspector Bucket, the first important detective in English literature. When Bucket appeared, in Bleak House (1852–53), he became the model police officer: honest, diligent, and confident, but a touch dull. Wilkie Collins, author of two of the greatest novels of suspense of the nineteenth century, The Woman in White (1860) and The Moonstone (1868), contributed a similar character, Sergeant Cuff, who appears in The Moonstone. Cuff is known as the finest police detective in England, a man who solves his cases energetically but with no hint of genius. Sadly, after The Moonstone, he is not heard from again. In each case, however, the detective is too late to help any of the affected persons.

In 1866–67, The Dead Letter: An American Romance, the first crime novel written by an American woman—some call it the first crime novel written by an American—was published. Its author was Metta Victoria Fuller Victor (1831–85), writing under the name Seely Regester. Victor had written dozens of works and would continue to write others, including novels, short stories, dime novels, poetry, and housewives’ manuals that included boys’ adventures, westerns, juvenile fiction, and humor. She also wrote two other tales under the name Seely Regester, a novel titled The Figure Eight; or, The Mystery of Meredith Place (serialized in The Illuminated Western World, 1869) and “The Skeleton at the Banquet.”2 All of these featured detectives. In The Dead Letter, there is both a police detective, Mr. Burton, and an amateur, Richard Redfield (who is training to be a lawyer). In The Figure Eight and “The Skeleton at the Banquet,” the detectives are amateurs. The Dead Letter was published both as a serial dime novel and in book form, and it was successful enough to be pirated by Cassell’s Magazine and reprinted in England in 1866–67.

With the exception of Edgar Allan Poe, Anna Katharine Green (1846–1935) is the best-known American writer of mystery fiction before the twentieth century. Michael Sims credits Green as the first woman to write a “full-fledged” detective novel, discounting Victor’s The Dead Letter as dependent on the psychic visions of the detective’s young daughter, “thus rejecting the underlying rational basis of detection.”3 Green, the daughter of a lawyer, wrote The Leavenworth Case (featuring New York police detective Ebenezer Gryce) after college, though it was not published until 1878. It was an instant bestseller and continues to be hailed as an exemplar of the pitfalls of circumstantial evidence. The book’s success led to Green writing another twenty-eight mystery novels, countless short stories, and books in other genres. Though Gryce was the lead detective in three novels, it was the character of Amelia Butterworth, a nosy society spinster, that was Green’s greatest innovation. Butterworth was undoubtedly the inspiration for Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple. Green also can be creditied as inspiring the Nancy Drew series of girls’ mysteries: Her young society debutante, Violet Strange, appeared in a series of nine stories, solving crimes in order to earn enough money to support a disinherited sister.

It was the appearance of Sherlock Holmes in 1887 and the enormous success of the detective in a series of novels and stories by Arthur Conan Doyle that appeared between 1890 and 1927 that changed the entire course of the stream of crime fiction. With the limited exception of Dupin, previous crime fiction focused mainly on characters investigating their own mysteries (or those of family members or friends) or official police investigators. With the success of the Holmes canon, the private investigator became the central figure, seemingly the more eccentric the better. When Conan Doyle took a break from writing Holmes stories between 1893 and 1901, dozens rushed to fill the vacuum. At one extreme might be placed the American Jacques Futrelle’s “The Thinking Machine,” a virtually faceless Holmes substitute; at another extreme is the Englishman Arthur Morrison’s Martin Hewitt, in many respects the opposite of Holmes. American crime writers were no exception. Though their work had some unique merits, their characters were largely copies of Sherlock Holmes. The more noteworthy include Samuel Hopkins Adams’s Average Jones, an “advertising advisor” living in the Cosmic Club and Arthur B. Reeve’s Professor Craig Kennedy, a Columbia University chemist once hailed as the “American Sherlock Holmes.” Melville Davisson Post’s Uncle Abner, a West Virginia backwoodsman, was as unlike Holmes as imaginable!4

Not to be overlooked is the work of one of the earliest American “Sherlockians,” Carolyn Wells (1870–1942), who wrote more than 170 books of crime fiction, parodies, and humorous verse, including sixty-one titles about a detective named Fleming Stone. Wells was an important critic as well: She published the first edition of her The Technique of the Mystery Story: A Complete Practical Study of the Theory and Structure of the Form with Examlples from the Best Mystery Writers in 1913 and founded the American series of the “year’s best mystery stories” in 1931. A devoted student of crime fiction, she noted—well before Dorothy Sayers would make the same point in the introduction to her monumental 1931 anthology The Omnibus of Crime—the classical origins of crime writing, from Herodotus through the Bible, from the Arabian Nights to Voltaire’s Zadig. Wells hailed the “stirring mental exercise” of writers like Gaston Leroux, Jacque Futrelle, Arthur Reeve, Anna Katharine Green, and the Baroness Orczy and was well aware of the many contributions of women to the genre, including those of Augusta Groner and Mary Wilkins Freeman. At least one critic believes that her book may well have influenced the early work of both Agatha Christie and the American Mary Roberts Rinehart (1876–1958).5

Rinehart’s 1908 novel The Circular Staircase was the fountainhead of an enormous body of modern American crime fiction.6 Rinehart acknowledged Anna Katharine Green as her direct ancestor: When selecting a publisher to which to submit The Circular Staircase, Rinehart recalled that she merely looked at who had published Green’s latest work. Her career spanned fifty years, and thriller-writer Edgar Wallace called her “the queen of us all.” She wrote more than fifty books, a half-dozen plays, and hundreds of short stories. Yet she is little remembered today, except as the founder of the “had-I-but-known” school of mysteries. Rinehart did not view herself to be a writer of “detective” stories, and indeed—despite being christened the “American Agatha Christie”—with minor exceptions,7 she tended not to create larger-than-life characters such as Poirot and Marple. Like many writers of the day, she broke in writing short stories for magazines. The Circular Staircase was itself serialized, and this model was followed by Earl Derr Biggers with The House Without a Key.

While critics may argue over the exact parameters of the “Golden Age” of crime fiction, most place its beginning between 1908 and 1918 and sweep into its early pantheon writers such as Conan Doyle, E. C. Bentley, Agatha Christie, Dorothy Sayers, Freeman Wills Crofts, H. C. Bailey, Margery Allingham, and Josephine Tey—all notably English. All espoused the clue-based mystery, presenting puzzles for the readers to solve. After Anna Katharine Green, and with the sole exception of Mary Roberts Rinehart, no Americans achieved any fame until S. S. Van Dine, discussed below.8 As crime fiction historian Howard Haycraft, writing in 1942, put it: “[No American author] was doing work to compare with the exciting developments that were taking place in England. The American detective story stood still, exactly where it had been before the War.”9
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Earl Derr Biggers, ca. 1912




Earl Derr Biggers (1884–1933) was the first to buck that tide. A graduate of Harvard University, he would not have seemed a likely candidate to reinvigorate American crime fiction. He began his career as a journalist for the Boston Traveler, writing humorous columns and theatrical criticism. In 1913, however, he tried his hand at a mystery novel, Seven Keys to Baldpate, which won an immediate following and became an immensely successful stage play, starring George M. Cohan, was filmed seven times, and was adapted for radio and television. Several other of his novels published in the 1910s also had elements of mystery. Biggers also wrote a stream of short stories between 1913 and 1920 for The Saturday Evening Post, The American Magazine, and Ladies’ Home Journal, though none were of any particular note.

For decades, the Chinese had been reviled in popular culture, especially in America. As early as 1880, P. W. Dooner wrote a little-known novel titled Last Days of the Republic, published in California—a hotbed of anti-Asian sentiment—depicting a United States under Chinese rule. The evil Oriental genius first appeared in Western literature in 1892. Tom Edison Jr.’s Electric Sea Spider, or, The Wizard of the Submarine World, a “dime novel” published by the Nugget Library, features Kiang Ho, a Mongolian or Chinese (there is some confusion in the tale) Harvard-educated pirate-warlord. Ho, defeated by young Edison, was succeeded in 1896 by Yue-Laou, an evil Chinese sorcerer-ruler featured in The Maker of Moons series by the American writer Robert Chambers.

In 1898, English novelist M. P. Shiel wrote his most popular book, The Yellow Danger. The story tells of Dr. Yen How, who is half-Japanese/half-Chinese (“he combined these antagonistic races in one man”) and rises to power in China and fosters war with the West. Yen How is described as a physician educated at Heidelberg and was probably loosely based on the Chinese revolutionary Sun Yat Sen (also a physician). Yen How is defeated by the West in the person of Admiral John Hardy, a consumptive who overcomes his frailties to turn back the Yellow Danger.

Sax Rohmer’s short story “The Zayat Kiss” appeared in October 1912 in The Story-Teller, a popular magazine. It was well-received, and Rohmer wrote nine more stories in the initial series. In 1913, the series was collected in book form as The Mystery of Dr. Fu Manchu (published as The Insidious Dr. Fu Manchu in America). Fu Manchu appeared in two more series of stories before the end of the Great War, collected as The Devil Doctor (1916) (The Return of Dr. Fu Manchu in America) and Si-Fan Mysteries (1917) (The Hand of Fu Manchu in America).

By 1924, anti-Asian sentiments were at their peak when, with overwhelming support, the United States Congress passed, and President Calvin Coolidge signed, the Immigration Act (also known as the Johnson-Reed Act). The new law adopted the concept of national-origin quotas, limiting overall immigration to 150,000 persons per year, restricting immigration to 2 percent of the quantity of those nationals already present in the United States (according to the 1890 census), and completely prohibiting the immigration of those ineligible for U.S. citizenship. This last standard effectively barred half the world’s population and lumped Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Indians, Thais, Indonesians, and others into the category of “Asiatic.” Those Asiatics already living in the United States would be barred from citizenship and prevented from bringing other family members into the country.

In 1920, after exhausting himself with work on some very successful stage plays, Biggers traveled to Honolulu. He continued to write a variety of short stories having nothing to do with Hawaii, but he was apparently fascinated by the melting pot that was 1920s Honolulu. He conceived of a mystery set there, and in 1922 he described the work-in-progress to his editor as including “army people, traders, planters. An Americanized Chinese house boy—the star pitcher on the All-China baseball nine—the lawyer for the opium ring—an Admiral of the Fleet . . .—an old Yankee from New Bedford—a champion Hawaiian swimmer—beachcombers—. . . the president of a Japanese bank.”10 There was no mention of a detective. According to Biggers, in the summer of 1924, he stopped by the New York Public Library Reading Room, and while browsing through Hawaiian newspapers, he found an account of the Honolulu police. “In an obscure corner of an inside page, I found an item to the effect that a certain hapless Chinese, being too fond of opium, had been arrested by Sergeants Chang Apana and Lee Fook, of the Honolulu Police. So Sergeant Charlie Chan entered the story of The House Without a Key.”11
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Detective Chang Apana, ca. 1930





Biggers was no racial crusader, and he certainly had no intention of creating a Chinese character who would fly in the face of American stereotypes or alter the public view of foreigners. Chan is decidedly different: He is described as a fat man, with the chubby cheeks of a baby; yet he walks with the dainty step of a woman. He has ivory skin, short black hair, and amber slanted eyes. He does not speak pidgin-English (as do several of the Japanese characters in the book); rather, he speaks his own brand of English, replete with aphorisms. In this respect, he is as foreign as Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot, whose speech is as distinctive as Chan’s. Chan also regularly displays his animosity toward the Japanese—a sentiment common in Hawaii in the 1920s and throughout America. In The House Without a Key, though he eventually appreciates Chan’s talents, the young Bostonian protagonist cannot erase his sense of a marked gulf between Chan and himself. In this, Biggers accurately reflected the realities facing the American people: Notwithstanding harsh policies such as the Immigration Act, the ethnic populations of America were here to stay.

First serialized in The Saturday Evening Post between January 24 and March 7, 1925, the adventures of Charlie Chan struck a chord with the Post’s readership. Here, at last, was an American crime writer worth reading, even if his tales were of a slightly less-than-American detective. The book publication of The House Without a Key occurred later in 1925, and over the next seven years, five more Chan novels appeared (all first serialized in The Saturday Evening Post): The Chinese Parrot (1926), Behind the Curtain (1928), The Black Camel (1929), Charlie Chan Carries On (1930), and Keeper of the Keys (1932). The novels were extremely popular and were adapted into films, cartoons, comic strips, and radio programs.12 The last Chan film was in 1947, and a cartoon series ran in 1972–73.
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Earl Derr Biggers on the set of an early Chan film





Howard Haycraft, in his masterful Murder for Pleasure: The Life and Times of the Detective Story (1941), summed up the stories of the Chan series: “They are clean, humorous, unpretentious, more than a little romantic, and—it must be confessed—just a shade mechanical and old fashioned by modern plot standards. This absence of any novel or startling departure, in fact, is probably the reason that the first Chan story created no such popular or critical stir as the first Philo Vance case . . . and it was not until two or three of his adventures had appeared that he struck full stride. Once started, however, he has been difficult to stop. . . . Conventional as the narratives often were, Charlie Chan’s personal popularity played a part in the Renaissance of the American detective story that can not be ignored.”13
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S. S. Van Dine with William Powell, who played Philo Vance, in a publicity photo for The Canary Murder Case, 1931
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S. S. Van Dine, late 1920s
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By 1930, declared J. K. Van Dover, “Philo Vance was the American detective.”14 S. S. Van Dine’s books were consistent successes until, after publication of The Scarab Murder Case in 1930, the inevitable decline began. Who was this American phenomenon, the subject of twelve novels and seventeen films, yet barely remembered today? Between 1923 and 1924, Willard Huntington Wright (1888–1939), former editor of The Smart Set and a well-regarded art critic, became ill and read widely in crime fiction.15 Determined to make his fortune at fiction but anxious to preserve his “high-brow” reputation,16 he adopted the pseudonym “S. S. Van Dine” (based, he said, probably facetiously, on an old family name and the convenient initials of a steamship). He conceived of the central figure and three plots, summarized them, and presented them to the acclaimed editor Maxwell Perkins, whose other authors included Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Thomas Wolfe, and John P. Marquand. Perkins was impressed and immediately bought them for the Scribner’s house. The rest was publishing history.
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Cover, Scribner’s Magazine (May 1927), depicting Philo Vance (for The Canary Murder Case)





Van Dine had devised his own “rules”17 for crime fiction and set out to create a detective with a unique style. Some suggest that the character was intended to out-Holmes Holmes, with a deeper erudition and knowledge of useful trivia. A more likely model is Dorothy Sayers’s Lord Peter Wimsey, complete with the affected speech of an upper-class Englishman, a pince-nez, a robust collection of wine and modern art, and a butler. In either case, Philo Vance was established as a New York bachelor, with an inherited fortune and the taste to spend it wisely. Accompanied by his attorney, himself “S. S. Van Dine,” Vance partnered with New York District Attorney John F.-X. Markham to solve murders—and only murders. The Vance novels are long by the standards of Agatha Christie and are paced slowly, and they include numerous details about the panoply of suspects and the settings.

Vance insists that physical evidence is of much less importance than understanding “the exact psychological nature of the deed.” He maintains that understanding the deep-seated urges of seemingly respectable individuals and recognizing their unique psychological signatures is enough to identify a murderer. Vance frequently makes fun of Markham and the police for the logical conclusions they draw from “clues” and circumstantial evidence. Yet despite Van Dine’s ignorance of ballistics and other burgeoning forensic sciences and Vance’s disdain for police investigations, there are masses of physical evidence in each book; in The Benson Murder Case, for example, Vance relies heavily on tracing the path of the murderous bullet to demonstrate the height of the killer as well as astutely reasoning out the killer’s hiding place for the murder weapon.

Why did Van Dine succeed—at least, while he succeeded? Certainly no one could like Philo Vance. Ogden Nash famously quipped, “Philo Vance/Needs a kick in the pance,” and Van Dine appreciated the joke, incorporating it into a footnote in a later novel. An effete white upper-class snob, living in a Manhattan that seemed devoid of life above 120th Street, Vance moved among the rich and famous, a set well-known to Willard Wright. Undoubtedly Van Dine’s skill as a writer, his ability to bring a finely-honed purpose and polished literacy to the genre, played a significant part. Another factor was that despite the fantasy that was Vance’s life, there was verisimilitude and a certain realism: The first two novels were based on actual unsolved murders that had stunned and fascinated New Yorkers.18 Perhaps the American public yearned for an urban experience more familiar than Biggers’s Hawaii/California milieu or the undistinguished locales of many of Rinehart’s books. Certainly New York featured prominently in all of Van Dine’s books and was central to many of the Ellery Queen mysteries as well. Perhaps the public reveled in tales of the upper classes. Until Black Tuesday in 1929, princes of Wall Street and the effervescence of the stock markets, which touched rich and poor alike, entranced the American public. John Loughery observes, “Philo Vance makes no apologies for his privileged lifestyle. In the Jazz Age none was needed, as Willard had rightly concluded. A man who knew how to spend his money, a know-it-all with style, had automatic appeal.”19

Dashiell Hammett was at a loss to understand Van Dine’s success. He wrote a scathing review of The Benson Murder Case in the Saturday Review of Literature for January 15, 1927: “. . . The murderer’s identity becomes obvious quite early in the story. The authorities, no matter how stupid the author chose to make them, would have cleared up the mystery promptly if they had been allowed to follow the most rudimentary police routine. But then what would there have been for the gifted Vance to do? This Philo Vance is in the Sherlock Holmes tradition and his conversational manner is that of a high-school girl who has been studying the foreign words and phrases in the back of her dictionary. He is a bore when he discusses art and philosophy, but when he switches to criminal psychology he is delightful. There is a theory that any one who talks enough on any subject must, if only by chance, finally say something not altogether incorrect. Vance disproves this theory: he manages always, and usually ridiculously, to be wrong. . . .”

Hammett’s own time would come in only a few years, but for the time being, in the late 1920s and through the mid-1930s, the European style of puzzle-mystery dominated American crime fiction, and Willard Huntington Wright was the golden child of publishing and the king of American crime writers. Howard Haycraft credited Van Dine with bringing the American detective story to “a new peak of excellence and popularity,” but observed that he did so by doing nothing more than mimic the well-established English tradition.20 In the end, the pretentiousness and lack of humor of the novels would outweigh readers’ initial fascination. Vance’s erudition became displayed more and more in large and often gratuitous segments that slowed down the tales, and the snob appeal wore thin. By 1939, when Wright died, both he and Vance had worn out their welcome, and except for the long-lived Ellery Queen mysteries, Van Dine–style stories had been largely replaced by the “hard-boiled” realism of Hammett and others.
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Frederic Dannay in 1943






[image: images]

Manfred B. Lee, ca. 1965





The success of the Philo Vance mysteries also inspired two Brooklyn-based cousins, Frederic Dannay (1905–1982) and Manfred B. Lee (1905–1971),21 to write an obsessively detailed, highly logical puzzle-mystery and submit it to a magazine contest in 1929. They won the contest, but the organizer went out of business. Fortunately for the cousins, a book publisher stepped in, and The Roman Hat Mystery was published, launching the extremely long career of the duo known as “Ellery Queen.” Thirty-two novels featuring the detective Ellery Queen followed, the last published in 1971. In addition, the cousins wrote dozens of Ellery Queen short stories, four novels under the name Barnaby Ross, and several “stand-alone” novels, while Dannay edited the highly influential Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine (which continues today), a number of anthologies of other writers’ work, and several critical and bibliographic works, including the monumental Queen’s Quorum: A History of the Detective-Crime Short Story as Revealed by the 100 Most Important Books Published in This Field Since 1845 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1951). The Ellery Queen novels took the clue-based mystery to its logical end, making each book a game—complete with a pause in the narrative labeled “Challenge to the Readers”—to be won by the truly astute reader or pleasurably “lost” by the reader who failed to out-deduce the detective.

There is no mistaking the initial influence of S. S. Van Dine’s writing on the cousins. In his early years, the character of Ellery Queen was, in the words of the editors of the Detectionary, “a supercilious aristocrat who condescendingly assisted his long-suffering father, Inspector Richard Queen of the New York Police Department. Young Ellery was a sartorial cliché, dressed in tweeds, wearing pince-nez, and carrying a walking stick.”22 This version of the detective quoted liberally from a wide range of literary sources and affected a bibliophilia that, while not as obnoxious as Vance’s art expertise, could often be annoying, when, for example, he laments a rare book sacrificed to use as notepaper or the lost opportunity to acquire a scarce first edition.

Yet Ellery Queen achieved remarkable longevity, while Van Dine did not; and in the long run, Queen’s books achieved greater popularity.23 Howard Haycraft observed that “the authors modestly speak of the ‘absolutely logical’ fair-play method of deduction, which, indeed, has been the sign-mark of their work from the beginning. But there is more than this. Although the Messrs. ‘Queen’ frankly and necessarily regard their output as a means of livelihood, they have brought to the detective story a respect and integrity which—combined with their unflagging zest—accounts largely for the high level they have consistently maintained. . . . For the great part, the Queen tales are as adroit a blending of the intellectual and dramatic aspects of the genre, of meticulous plot-work, lively narration, easy, unforced humor, and entertaining personae, as can be found in the modern detective novel.” Haycraft also credits Queen with mating the realism of the “Hammett school” with the puzzle-clue mystery: they were less pretentious than Van Dine’s books but agreeably livelier, less impactful than Hammett’s but also less mannered.24
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Cover of Crackajack Funnies, No. 25 (1940), one of the twenty issues of the series





Van Dover points to other differences that he argues led to Queen’s long-term success and Van Dine’s ultimate failure. Aestheticism was intrinsic to Vance’s character and ultimately off-putting. Ellery’s intelligence is not a matter of zealotry but rather ornamental, a matter of pride to his father. Despite his cardboard companion Van Dine, Vance is alone; in contrast, Ellery is part of a warm and affectionate household. More fundamentally, Vance is consistently unpleasant, while Ellery is quite simply likeable—in Van Dover’s words, “a nice fellow.”25 Finally, Vance was like a fly in amber—unable to adapt or change as American readers’ tastes evolved. Queen, on the other hand, evolved over time, reflecting the decades in which he worked. So long as the American readership craved puzzle-stories, Ellery Queen would have an appreciative audience.
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But the decade of the 1920s was not exclusively the purview of the New York–based puzzle-mystery nor even detective-based crime fiction. It was also the era that spawned the American “crime novel.” Rather than focus on the process of capture of the criminal or the work of a criminal investigator such as the Continental Op, these works explored the criminal—his or her background and emotional state before the crime, the circumstances of the commission of the crime, and the impact of the crime on the criminal. Early examples of such works are, of course, the Newgate Calendar in England and the execution-sermons of America, but more literary efforts appeared in diluted versions like M. E. Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) and Marie Belloc Lowndes’s The Lodger (1913), the latter a thinly veiled exploration of the serial killer known as Jack the Ripper. Later American versions included such outstanding novels as James M. Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934) and Double Indemnity (1943), Dorothy B. Hughes’s In a Lonely Place (1947), and Jim Thompson’s The Killer Inside Me (1952). But in the 1920s, W. R. Burnett pioneered the sub-genre with his brilliant Little Caesar.

William Riley Burnett (1899–1982) was born and raised in Springfield, Ohio. He developed literary ambitions early, and when he moved to Chicago, in 1927, he already had produced five novels, several plays, and a hundred short stories, none of which had been published. All of that changed with the publication of Little Caesar, in 1929. Burnett went on to write and publish thirty-six more novels, including the highly regarded High Sierra (1941) and The Asphalt Jungle (1949). Equally importantly, he wrote the screenplay for the 1931 film of Little Caesar, setting the bar for dozens of gangster films to follow and launching the career of Edward G. Robinson. Burnett wrote, co-wrote, or contributed to dozens of other film and television scripts, including such classics as Scarface (1932), High Sierra (1941), and The Asphalt Jungle (1950), adapting many of his own stories as well as others (for example, This Gun for Hire [1942] was an adaptation of Graham Greene’s 1936 novel).

In 1957, Burnett wrote an introduction to a new edition of Little Caesar, in which he recalled the struggle of adjusting to life in the big city and the inspiration that found him when he met a local gangster. He had set out to write the story of the rise and fall of a criminal without psychology or description; he determined to make it wholly in dialogue, in the jargon of the Italian mob. It was an instant success, selected by the Literary Guild for the month of June 1929, assuring substantial sales. The Chicago Daily Tribune called it “a remarkable first book. . . . The people [Burnett] creates are so real that you see them long after you finish the story.”26 “Here, certainly, is a best-seller,” wrote the Hartford Daily Courant.27 The New York Times said, “This is an unusually good story about Chicago gangsters. . . . The sentences are as hard and abrupt as the bullet shots that clear the way for Rico’s rise to gang dominance and his downfall.”28
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W. R. Burnett with Edward G. Robinson on the set of Little Caesar (ca. 1931)





Not only was the subject of Little Caesar timely, as Al Capone and Big Bill Thompson ruled Chicago; Burnett was able to adapt a true story about the Sam Cardinelli gang that he found in a newly published work of sociology, The Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago, by Frederick N. Thrasher.29 By using these bases, Burnett followed in the tradition of earlier American crime writers. Josiah Flynt and Alfred Hodder were reporters whose “Notes from the Underworld” appeared in McClure’s in 1901. In 1902, Flynt followed up with a series of more factual pieces called “The World of Graft.” Lincoln Steffens’s Shame of the Cities was published in 1904, collecting a series of articles about American political corruption; Hutchens Hapgood’s The Autobiography of a Thief appeared in 1905, and Melville Davisson Post (of Uncle Abner fame) wrote a six-part series of tales of “Extraordinary Cases” for The Saturday Evening Post in 1911. James Boyle wrote Boston Blackie in 1919, stories about a professional crook in the underworld of San Francisco, described by LeRoy Lad Panek as “drip[ping] with sentiment and sentimentality.”30
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A mug shot of Alphonse Capone in 1931





Yet Burnett’s writing achieved a viewpoint that the earlier writers did not. Although the earlier purveyors of crime writing expressed their compassion and interest, they could not help distancing themselves from their subjects, moralizing or sympathizing as appropriate but not inhabiting the criminals. Burnett was the first to do so. Little Caesar is an unflinching portrait of men and women as they were, told in their own language and devoid of sentimentality. Although Burnett likened Rico to Julius Caesar, the world does not shake at his downfall. Little Caesar has all the trappings of a classical tragedy: Rico’s strengths are also his weaknesses, the acts of daring that propel him to the top are also his downfall. But, as Panek observes, “Little Caesar isn’t a tragedy because that’s the way things are in the twentieth century.”31
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A Note on the Texts
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The texts following are as they appeared in the first printing of the first book publication. The authors’ spelling and punctuation have been retained except in a few cases of obvious typographical errors. As discussed in context below, several of these texts were subsequently revised by editors to be more “politically correct.” These are presented here in their original form.

L.S.K.
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Facsimile first-edition dust jacket for The House Without a Key.
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THE HOUSE
WITHOUT A KEY1


BY

EARL DERR BIGGERS

AUTHOR OF

The Agony Column
Seven Keys to Baldpate, etc.

To my Mother and Father
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1.First published in Indianapolis by The Bobbs-Merrill Company in 1925. The publisher (and Biggers) apparently disliked The Saturday Evening Post illustrations of the serialized book, reproduced below, and Biggers asked Bobbs-Merrill to produce an illustrated cover rather than use the illustrations. This may have been in part the result of Biggers’s realization that Charlie Chan and not John Quincy Winterslip, who is depicted in most of the illustrations, was the real heart of the book. See Barbara Gregorich’s Charlie Chan’s Poppa: Earl Derr Biggers, p. 34.








CHAPTER I

Kona Weather
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Miss Minerva Winterslip was a Bostonian in good standing, and long past the romantic age. Yet beauty thrilled her still, even the semibarbaric beauty of a Pacific island. As she walked slowly along the beach she felt the little catch in her throat that sometimes she had known in Symphony Hall, Boston, when her favorite orchestra rose to some new and unexpected height of loveliness.

It was the hour at which she liked Waikiki2 best, the hour just preceding dinner and the quick tropic darkness. The shadows cast by the tall cocoanut palms lengthened and deepened, the light of the falling sun flamed on Diamond Head3 and tinted with gold the rollers sweeping in from the coral reef. A few late swimmers, reluctant to depart, dotted those waters whose touch is like the caress of a lover. On the springboard of the nearest float a slim brown girl poised for one delectable instant. What a figure! Miss Minerva, well over fifty herself, felt a mild twinge of envy—youth, youth like an arrow, straight and sure and flying. Like an arrow the slender figure rose, then fell; the perfect dive, silent and clean.

Miss Minerva glanced at the face of the man who walked beside her. But Amos Winterslip was oblivious to beauty; he had made that the first rule of his life. Born in the Islands, he had never known the mainland beyond San Francisco. Yet there could be no doubt about it, he was the New England conscience personified—the New England conscience in a white duck suit.

“Better turn back, Amos,” suggested Miss Minerva. “Your dinner’s waiting. Thank you so much.”

“I’ll walk as far as the fence,” he said. “When you get tired of Dan and his carryings-on, come to us again. We’ll be glad to have you.”

“That’s kind of you,” she answered, in her sharp crisp way. “But I really must go home. Grace is worried about me. Of course, she can’t understand. And my conduct is scandalous, I admit. I came over to Honolulu for six weeks, and I’ve been wandering about these islands for ten months.”

“As long as that?”

She nodded. “I can’t explain it. Every day I make a solemn vow I’ll start packing my trunks—to-morrow.”

“And to-morrow never comes,” said Amos. “You’ve been taken in by the tropics. Some people are.”

“Weak people, I presume you mean,” snapped Miss Minerva. “Well, I’ve never been weak. Ask anybody on Beacon Street.”

He smiled wanly. “It’s a strain in the Winterslips,” he said. “Supposed to be Puritans, but always sort of yearning toward the lazy latitudes.”

“I know,” answered Miss Minerva, her eyes on that exotic shore line. “It’s what sent so many of them adventuring out of Salem harbor. Those who stayed behind felt that the travelers were seeing things no Winterslip should look at. But they envied them just the same—or maybe for that very reason.” She nodded. “A sort of gypsy strain. It’s what sent your father over here to set up as a whaler, and got you born so far from home. You know you don’t belong here, Amos. You should be living in Milton or Roxbury, carrying a little green bag and popping into a Boston office every morning.”

“I’ve often thought it,” he admitted. “And who knows—I might have made something of my life—”

They had come to a barbed-wire fence, an unaccustomed barrier on that friendly shore. It extended well down on to the beach; a wave rushed up and lapped the final post, then receded.

Miss Minerva smiled. “Well, this is where Amos leaves off and Dan begins,” she said. “I’ll watch my chance and run around the end. Lucky you couldn’t build it so it moved with the tide.”

“You’ll find your luggage in your room at Dan’s, I guess,” Amos told her. “Remember what I said about—” He broke off suddenly. A stocky, white-clad man had appeared in the garden beyond the barrier, and was moving rapidly toward them. Amos Winterslip stood rigid for a moment, an angry light flaming in his usually dull eyes. “Good-by,” he said, and turned.

“Amos!” cried Miss Minerva sharply. He moved on, and she followed. “Amos, what nonsense! How long has it been since you spoke to Dan?”

He paused under an algaroba tree.4 “Thirty-one years,” he said. “Thirtyone years the tenth of last August.”

“That’s long enough,” she told him. “Now, come around that foolish fence of yours, and hold out your hand to him.”

“Not me,” said Amos. “I guess you don’t know Dan, Minerva, and the sort of life he’s led. Time and again he’s dishonored us all—”

“Why, Dan’s regarded as a big man,” she protested. “He’s respected—”

“And rich,” added Amos bitterly. “And I’m poor. Yes, that’s the way it often goes in this world. But there’s a world to come, and over there I reckon Dan’s going to get his.”

Hardy soul though she was, Miss Minerva was somewhat frightened by the look of hate on his thin face. She saw the uselessness of further argument. “Good-by, Amos,” she said. “I wish I might persuade you to come East some day—” He gave no sign of hearing, but hurried along the white stretch of sand.

When Miss Minerva turned, Dan Winterslip was smiling at her from beyond the fence. “Hello, there,” he cried. “Come this side of the wire and enjoy life again. You’re mighty welcome.”

“How are you, Dan?” She watched her chance with the waves and joined him. He took both her hands in his.

“Glad to see you,” he said, and his eyes backed him up. Yes, he did have a way with women. “It’s a bit lonely at the old homestead these days. Need a young girl about to brighten things up.”

Miss Minerva sniffed. “I’ve tramped Boston in galoshes too many winters,” she reminded him, “to lose my head over talk like that.”

“Forget Boston,” he urged. “We’re all young in Hawaii. Look at me.”

She did look at him, wonderingly. He was sixty-three, she knew, but only the mass of wavy white hair overhanging his temples betrayed his age. His face, burned to the deepest bronze by long years of wandering under the Polynesian sun, was without a line or wrinkle. Deep-chested and muscular, he could have passed on the mainland for a man of forty.

“I see my precious brother brought you as far as the dead-line,” he remarked as they moved on through the garden. “Sent me his love, I presume?”

“I tried to get him to come round and shake hands,” Miss Minerva said.

Dan Winterslip laughed. “Don’t deprive poor Amos of his hate for me,” he urged. “It’s about all he lives for now. Comes over every night and stands under that algaroba tree of his, smoking cigarettes and staring at my house. Know what he’s waiting for? He’s waiting for the Lord to strike me down for my sins. Well, he’s a patient waiter, I’ll say that for him.”

Miss Minerva did not reply. Dan’s great rambling house of many rooms was set in beauty almost too poignant to be borne. She stood, drinking it all in again, the poinciana trees5 like big crimson umbrellas, the stately golden glow, the gigantic banyans6 casting purple shadows, her favorite hau tree,7 seemingly old as time itself, covered with a profusion of yellow blossoms. Loveliest of all were the flowering vines, the bougainvillea burying everything it touched in brick-red splendor. Miss Minerva wondered what her friends who every spring went into sedate ecstasies over the Boston Public Gardens would say if they could see what she saw now. They would be a bit shocked, perhaps, for this was too lurid to be quite respectable. A scarlet background—and a fitting one, no doubt, for Cousin Dan.

They reached the door at the side of the house that led directly into the living-room. Glancing to her right, Miss Minerva caught through the lush foliage glimpses of the iron fence and tall gates that fronted on Kalia Road. Dan opened the door for her, and she stepped inside. Like most apartments of its sort in the Islands, the living-room was walled on but three sides, the fourth was a vast expanse of wire screening. They crossed the polished floor and entered the big hall beyond. Near the front door a Hawaiian woman of uncertain age rose slowly from her chair. She was a huge, high-breasted, dignified specimen of that vanishing race.8

“Well, Kamaikui, I’m back,” Miss Minerva smiled.

“I make you welcome,” the woman said. She was only a servant, but she spoke with the gracious manner of a hostess.

“Same room you had when you first came over, Minerva,” Dan Winterslip announced.9 “Your luggage is there—and a bit of mail that came in on the boat this morning. I didn’t trouble to send it up to Amos’s. We dine when you’re ready.”

“I’ll not keep you long,” she answered, and hurried up the stairs.

Dan Winterslip strolled back to his living-room. He sat down in a rattan chair that had been made especially for him in Hong-Kong, and glanced complacently about at the many evidences of his prosperity. His butler entered, bearing a tray with cocktails.

“Two, Haku?” smiled Winterslip. “The lady is from Boston.”10

“Yes-s,” hissed Haku, and retired soundlessly.

In a moment Miss Minerva came again into the room. She carried a letter in her hand, and she was laughing.

“Dan, this is too absurd,” she said.

“What is?”

“I may have told you that they are getting worried about me at home. Because I haven’t been able to tear myself away from Honolulu, I mean. Well, they’re sending a policeman for me.”

“A policeman?” He lifted his bushy eyebrows.

“Yes, it amounts to that. It’s not being done openly, of course. Grace writes that John Quincy has six weeks vacation from the banking house, and has decided to make the trip out here. ‘It will give you some one to come home with, my dear,’ says Grace. Isn’t she subtle?”

“John Quincy Winterslip? That would be Grace’s son.”

Miss Minerva nodded. “You never met him, did you, Dan? Well, you will, shortly. And he certainly won’t approve of you.”

“Why not?” Dan Winterslip bristled.

“Because he’s proper. He’s a dear boy, but oh, so proper. This journey is going to be a great cross for him. He’ll start disapproving as he passes Albany, and think of the long weary miles of disapproval he’ll have to endure after that.”

“Oh, I don’t know. He’s a Winterslip, isn’t he?”

“He is. But the gypsy strain missed him completely. He’s a Puritan.”

“Poor boy.” Dan Winterslip moved toward the tray on which stood the amber-colored drinks. “I suppose he’ll stop with Roger in San Francisco. Write him there and tell him I want him to make this house his home while he’s in Honolulu.”

“That’s kind of you, Dan.”

“Not at all. I like youth around me—even the Puritan brand. Now that you’re going to be apprehended and taken back to civilization, you’d better have one of these cocktails.”

“Well,” said his guest, “I’m about to exhibit what my brother used to call true Harvard indifference.”

“What do you mean?” asked Winterslip.

“I don’t mind if I do,” twinkled Miss Minerva, lifting a cocktail glass.

Dan Winterslip beamed upon her. “You’re a good sport, Minerva,” he remarked, as he escorted her across the hall.

“When in Rome,” she answered, “I make it a point not to do as the Bostonians do. I fear it would prove a rather thorny path to popularity.”

“Precisely.”

“Besides, I shall be back in Boston soon. Tramping about to art exhibits and Lowell Lectures,11 and gradually congealing into senility.”

But she was not in Boston now, she reflected, as she sat down at the gleaming table in the dining-room. Before her, properly iced, was a generous slice of papaia,12 golden yellow and inviting. Somewhere beyond the foliage outside the screens, the ocean murmured restlessly. The dinner would be perfect, she knew, the Island beef dry and stringy, perhaps, but the fruits and the salad more than atoning.

“Do you expect Barbara soon?” she inquired presently.

Dan Winterslip’s face lighted like the beach at sunrise. “Yes, Barbara has graduated. She’ll be along any day now. Nice if she and your perfect nephew should hit on the same boat.”

“Nice for John Quincy, at any rate,” Miss Minerva replied. “We thought Barbara a lively, charming girl when she visited us in the East.”

“She’s all of that,” he agreed proudly. His daughter was his dearest possession. “I tell you, I’ve missed her. I’ve been mighty lonesome.”

Miss Minerva gave him a shrewd look. “Yes, I’ve heard rumors,” she remarked, “about how lonesome you’ve been.”

He flushed under his tan. “Amos, I suppose?”

“Oh, not only Amos. A great deal of talk, Dan. Really, at your age—”

“What do you mean, my age? I told you we’re all young out here.” He ate in silence for a moment. “You’re a good sport—I said it and I meant it. You must understand that here in the Islands a man may behave a—a bit differently than he would in the Back Bay.”

“At that,” she smiled, “all men in the Back Bay are not to be trusted. I’m not presuming to rebuke you, Dan. But—for Barbara’s sake—why not select as the object of your devotion a woman you could marry?”

“I could marry this one—if we’re talking about the same woman.”

“The one I refer to,” Miss Minerva replied, “is known, rather widely, as the Widow of Waikiki.”

“This place is a hotbed of gossip. Arlene Compton is perfectly respectable.”

“A former chorus girl I believe.”

“Not precisely. An actress—small parts—before she married Lieutenant Compton.”

“And a self-made widow.”

“Just what do you mean by that?” he flared. His gray eyes glittered.

“I understand that when her husband’s aeroplane crashed on Diamond Head, it was because he preferred it that way. She had driven him to it.”

“Lies, all lies!” Dan Winterslip cried. “Pardon me, Minerva, but you mustn’t believe all you hear on the beach.” He was silent for a moment. “What would you say if I told you I proposed to marry this woman?”

“I’m afraid I’d become rather bromidic,” she answered gently, “and remind you that there’s no fool like an old fool.” He did not speak. “Forgive me, Dan. I’m your first cousin, but a distant relative for all that. It’s really none of my business. I wouldn’t care—but I like you. And I’m thinking of Barbara—”

He bowed his head. “I know,” he said, “Barbara. Well, there’s no need to get excited. I haven’t said anything to Arlene about marriage. Not yet.”

Miss Minerva smiled. “You know, as I get on in years,” she remarked, “so many wise old saws begin to strike me as utter nonsense. Particularly that one I just quoted.” He looked at her, his eyes friendly again. “This is the best avocado I ever tasted,” she added. “But tell me, Dan, are you sure the mango is a food? Seems more like a spring tonic to me.”

By the time they finished dinner the topic of Arlene Compton was forgotten and Dan had completely regained his good nature. They had coffee on his veranda—or, in Island parlance, lanai—which opened off one end of the living-room. This was of generous size, screened on three sides and stretching far down on to the white beach. Outside the brief tropic dusk dimmed the bright colors of Waikiki.

“No breeze stirring,” said Miss Minerva.

“The trades have died,” Dan answered. He referred to the beneficent winds which—save at rare, uncomfortable intervals—blow across the Islands out of the cool northeast. “I’m afraid we’re in for a stretch of Kona weather.”13

“I hope not,” Miss Minerva said.

“It saps the life right out of me nowadays,” he told her, and sank into a chair. “That about being young, Minerva—it’s a little bluff I’m fond of.”

She smiled gently. “Even youth finds the Kona hard to endure,” she comforted. “I remember when I was here before—in the ’eighties. I was only nineteen, but the memory of the sick wind lingers still.”

“I missed you then, Minerva.”

“Yes. You were off somewhere in the South Seas.”

“But I heard about you when I came back. That you were tall and blonde and lovely, and nowhere near so prim as they feared you were going to be. A wonderful figure, they said—but you’ve got that yet.”

She flushed, but smiled still. “Hush, Dan. We don’t talk that way where I come from.”

“The ’eighties,” he sighed. “Hawaii was Hawaii then. Unspoiled, a land of opera bouffe, with old Kalakaua14 sitting on his golden throne.”

“I remember him,” Miss Minerva said. “Grand parties at the palace. And the afternoons when he sat with his disreputable friends on the royal lanai, and the Royal Hawaiian Band played at his feet, and he haughtily tossed them royal pennies. It was such a colorful, naive spot then, Dan.”

“It’s been ruined,” he complained sadly. “Too much aping of the mainland. Too much of your damned mechanical civilization—automobiles, phonographs, radios—bah! And yet—and yet, Minerva—away down underneath there are deep dark waters flowing still.”

She nodded, and they sat for a moment busy with their memories. Presently Dan Winterslip snapped on a small reading light at his side. “I’ll just glance at the evening paper, if you don’t mind.”15

“Oh, do,” urged Miss Minerva.

She was glad of a moment without talk. For this, after all, was the time she loved Waikiki best. So brief, this tropic dusk, so quick the coming of the soft alluring night. The carpet of the waters, apple-green by day, crimson and gold at sunset, was a deep purple now. On top of that extinct volcano called Diamond Head a yellow eye was winking, as though to hint there might still be fire beneath. Three miles down, the harbor lights began to twinkle, and out toward the reef the lanterns of Japanese sampans glowed intermittently. Beyond, in the roadstead, loomed the battered hulk of an old brig slowly moving toward the channel entrance. Always, out there, a ship or two, in from the East with a cargo of spice or tea or ivory, or eastward bound with a load of tractor salesmen. Ships of all sorts, the spic and span liner and the rakish tramp, ships from Melbourne and Seattle, New York and Yokohama, Tahiti and Rio, any port on the seven seas. For this was Honolulu, the Crossroads of the Pacific—the glamorous crossroads where, they said, in time all paths crossed again. Miss Minerva sighed.

She was conscious of a quick movement on Dan’s part. She turned and looked at him. He had laid the paper on his knee, and was staring straight ahead. That bluff about being young—no good now. For his face was old, old.

“Why, Dan—” she said.

“I—I’m wondering, Minerva,” he began slowly. “Tell me again about that nephew of yours.”

She was surprised, but hid it. “John Quincy?” she said. “He’s just the usual thing, for Boston. Conventional. His whole life has been planned for him, from the cradle to the grave. So far he’s walked the line. The inevitable preparatory school, Harvard, the proper clubs, the family banking house—even gone and got himself engaged to the very girl his mother would have picked for him. There have been times when I hoped he might kick over—the war—but no, he came back and got meekly into the old rut.”

“Then he’s reliable—steady?”

Miss Minerva smiled. “Dan, compared with that boy, Gibraltar wobbles occasionally.”

“Discreet, I take it?”

“He invented discretion. That’s what I’m telling you. I love him—but a little bit of recklessness now and then—However, I’m afraid it’s too late now. John Quincy is nearly thirty.”

Dan Winterslip was on his feet, his manner that of a man who had made an important decision. Beyond the bamboo curtain that hung in the door leading to the living-room a light appeared. “Haku!” Winterslip called. The Jap16 servant came swiftly.

“Haku, tell the chauffeur—quick—the big car! I must get to the dock before the President Tyler sails for San Francisco.17 Wikiwiki!”18

The servant disappeared into the living-room, and Winterslip followed. Somewhat puzzled, Miss Minerva sat for a moment, then rose and pushed aside the curtain. “Are you sailing, Dan?” she asked.

He was seated at his desk, writing hurriedly. “No, no—just a note—I must get it off on that boat—”19

There was an air of suppressed excitement about him. Miss Minerva stepped over the threshold into the living-room. In another moment Haku appeared with an announcement that was unnecessary, for the engine of an automobile was humming in the drive. Dan Winterslip took his hat from Haku. “Make yourself at home, Minerva—I’ll be back shortly,” he cried, and rushed out.

Some business matter, no doubt. Miss Minerva strolled aimlessly about the big airy room, pausing finally before the portrait of Jedediah Winterslip, the father of Dan and Amos, and her uncle. Dan had had it painted from a photograph after the old man’s death; it was the work of an artist whose forte was reputed to be landscapes—oh, it must assuredly have been landscapes, Miss Minerva thought. But even so there was no mistaking the power and personality of this New Englander who had set up in Honolulu as a whaler. The only time she had seen him, in the ’eighties, he had been broken and old, mourning his lost fortune, which had gone with his ships in an Arctic disaster a short time before.

Well, Dan had brought the family back, Miss Minerva reflected. Won again that lost fortune and much more. There were queer rumors about his methods—but so there were about the methods of Bostonians who had never strayed from home. A charming fellow, whatever his past. Miss Minerva sat down at the grand piano and played a few old familiar bars—The Beautiful Blue Danube. Her thoughts went back to the ’eighties.

Dan Winterslip was thinking of the ’eighties too as his car sped townward along Kalakaua Avenue. But it was the present that concerned him when they reached the dock and he ran, panting a little, through a dim pier shed toward the gangplank of the President Tyler. He had no time to spare, the ship was on the point of sailing. Since it was a through boat from the Orient it left without the ceremonies that attend the departure of a liner plying only between Honolulu and the mainland. Even so, there were cries of “Aloha,” some hearty and some tremulous, most of the travelers were bedecked with leis, and a confused little crowd milled about the foot of the plank.

Dan Winterslip pushed his way forward and ran up the sharp incline. As he reached the dock he encountered an old acquaintance, Hepworth, the second officer.

“You’re the man I’m looking for,” he cried.

“How are you, sir,” Hepworth said. “I didn’t see your name on the list.”

“No, I’m not sailing. I’m here to ask a favor.”

“Glad to oblige, Mr. Winterslip.”

Winterslip thrust a letter into his hand. “You know my cousin Roger in ’Frisco. Please give him that—him and no one else—as soon after you land as you possibly can. I’m too late for the mail—and I prefer this way anyhow. I’ll be mighty grateful.”

“Don’t mention it—you’ve been very kind to me and I’ll be only too happy—I’m afraid you’ll have to go ashore, sir. Just a minute, there—” He took Winterslip’s arm and gently urged him back on to the plank. The instant Dan’s feet touched the dock, the plank was drawn up behind him.

For a moment he stood, held by the fascination an Islander always feels at sight of a ship outward bound. Then he turned and walked slowly through the pier-shed. Ahead of him he caught a glimpse of a slender lithe figure which he recognized at once as that of Dick Kaohla, the grandson of Kamaikui. He quickened his pace and joined the boy.

“Hello, Dick,” he said.

“Hello.” The brown face was sullen, unfriendly.

“You haven’t been to see me for a long time,” Dan Winterslip said. “Everything all right?”

“Sure,” replied Kaohla. “Sure it’s all right.” They reached the street, and the boy turned quickly away. “Good night,” he muttered.

Dan Winterslip stood for a moment, thoughtfully looking after him. Then he got into the car. “No hurry now,” he remarked to the chauffeur.

When he reappeared in his living-room, Miss Minerva glanced up from the book she was reading. “Were you in time, Dan?” she asked.

“Just made it,” he told her.

“Good,” she said, rising. “I’ll take my book and go up-stairs. Pleasant dreams.”

He waited until she reached the door before he spoke. “Ah—Minerva—don’t trouble to write your nephew about stopping here.”

“No, Dan?” she said, puzzled again.

“No. I’ve attended to the invitation myself. Good night.”

“Oh—good night,” she answered, and left him.

Alone in the great room, he paced restlessly back and forth over the polished floor. In a moment he went out on to the lanai, and found the newspaper he had been reading earlier in the evening. He brought it back to the living-room and tried to finish it, but something seemed to trouble him. His eyes kept straying—straying—with a sharp exclamation he tore one corner from the shipping page, savagely ripped the fragment to bits.

Again he got up and wandered about. He had intended paying a call down the beach, but that quiet presence in the room above—Boston in its more tolerant guise but Boston still—gave him pause.

He returned to the lanai. There, under a mosquito netting, was the cot where he preferred to sleep; his dressing-room was near at hand. However, it was too early for bed. He stepped through the door on to the beach. Unmistakable, the soft treacherous breath of the Kona fanned his cheek—the “sick wind” that would pile the breakers high along the coast and blight temporarily this Island paradise. There was no moon, the stars that usually seemed so friendly and so close were now obscured. The black water rolled in like a threat. He stood staring out into the dark—out there to the crossroads where paths always crossed again. If you gave them time—if you only gave them time—

As he turned back, his eyes went to the algaroba tree beyond the wire, and he saw the yellow flare of a match. His brother Amos. He had a sudden friendly feeling for Amos, he wanted to go over and talk to him, talk of the far days when they played together on this beach. No use, he knew. He sighed, and the screen door of the lanai banged behind him—the screen door without a lock in a land where locks are few.

Tired, he sat in the dark to think. His face was turned toward the curtain of bamboo between him and the living-room. On that curtain a shadow appeared, was motionless a second, then vanished. He caught his breath—again the shadow. “Who’s there?” he called.

A huge brown arm was thrust through the bamboo. A friendly brown face was framed there.

“Your fruit I put on the table,” said Kamaikui. “I go bed now.”

“Of course. Go ahead. Good night.”

The woman withdrew. Dan Winterslip was furious with himself. What was the matter with him, anyhow? He who had fought his way through unspeakable terrors in the early days—nervous—on edge—

“Getting old,” he muttered. “No, by heaven—it’s the Kona. That’s it. The Kona. I’ll be all right when the trades blow again.”

When the trades blew again! He wondered. Here at the crossroads one could not be sure.


2.A neighborhood of Honolulu, the capital of the U.S. Territory of Hawaii, fronting on the southern beach. In 1920, Honolulu (and the Island of Oahu) had a population of 123,496. Honolulu, styled as the “cross-roads of the Pacific,” is 2,100 miles from San Francisco, 3,400 miles from Yokohama; 4,410 miles from Sydney; and 4,890 miles from Manila.




3.A volcanic tuff cone adjacent to Waikiki and one of the prominent landmarks of Honolulu (and hence the Hawaiian Islands generally).




4.Ceratonia siliqua, a carob tree with long bean pods, found throughout the Mediterranean and other tropical climes.




5.Delonix regia, with fern-like leaves and flamboyant flowers.




6.A fig tree that begins as a parasite on another tree, flowering and often strangling the host tree. There are many species, including Ficus microcarpa.




7.Commonly known as sea hibiscus or mahoe, Hibiscus tiliaceus is a small tree or evergreen shrub with heart-shaped leaves and petal-shaped blooms.




8.The Hawaiian race was indeed vanishing. The total population of the Territory in the 1910 Census was 191,909; by 1920, it had grown to 255,912. However, during the same period, the “pure” Hawaiian population shrank from 26,041 to 23,723 (while the “Asiatic-Hawaiian” category grew from 3,734 to 6,955 and the “Caucasian-Hawaiian” category grew from 8,772 to 11,072). The largest population groups were Japanese, at 109,274 followed by Portuguese, at 27,002, Chinese, at 23,507, and Filipino, at 21,031.




9.Presumably Dan is referring to her first visit, in the 1880s, when she stayed with Dan’s father, Jedidiah Winterslip. Kamikui, who has an adult grandson, we will learn, must have been a servant in the house then, as a young woman in her twenties.




10.It’s unclear what this remark is intended to convey. It sounds like Dan is criticizing his servant for bringing two drinks per person, when Haku should know that Minerva is from Boston and hence a conservative and relatively abstemious person who will only have one drink.




11.A series of public lectures sponsored by the Lowell Institute of Boston since 1839. Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote of the Institute, “When you have had said every enthusiastic thing that you may, you will not have half-filled the measure of its importance to Boston—New England—the country at large. No nobler or more helpful institution exists in America than Boston’s Lowell Institute.” In 1925, probably shortly after the events of this book, Alfred North Whitehead gave a widely published series of lectures for the Institute on “Science and the Modern World.”




12.An archaic spelling of “papaya,” also called pawpaw, the tropical plant Carica papaya, the fruit of which is soft and fragrant.




13.“Kona” means leeward, or in the case of Hawaii, the western side of the island. In the winters, cyclones often form from westerly winds; the phrase “Kona weather,” therefore, proverbially means windy, cold weather blown in from the west, elevating to heavy rain, hailstorms, and flash floods when severe.




14.Kalākaua (1836-1891), born David La’amea Kamananakapu Mahinulani Naloiaehuokalani Lumialani Kalākaua, was the last king of the Kingdom of Hawaii. His reign was a renaissance of art and culture and celebrated Hawaiian nationalism. Unfortunately, he surrounded himself with corrupt advisors, and Hawaii reached the point of threatened violent overthrow of the government. Fearing assassination, he signed the so-called Bayonet Constitution, essentially ceding total control over the monarch’s powers to the legislature. On a trip to the United States—a trip that some believe was a mission to secure annexation by the United States—Kalākaua died. In the partly fictionalized account of his life written by novelist Eugene Burns in 1952, The Last King of Paradise, he is reported saying, “Tell my people I tried.” It appears that his actual last words were, “Aue, he kanaka au, eia i loko o ke kukonukonu o ka ma‘i!” or “Alas, I am a man who is seriously ill.” Kalākaua was succeeded by his sister Liliuokalani.
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King Kalakaua, ca. 1882






15.This was likely the Honolulu Star-Bulletin, which had a “3:30 edition.”




16.The word has been changed to “Japanese” in later editions.




17.The President Tyler is a fictitious ship. Although the American Presidents Line did eventually include a President Tyler, it was the old President Hayes, previously operated by the Dollar Steamship Co., and not recommissioned as the President Tyler until 1940. In 1923, around the time of the events related in The House Without a Key, only three carriers made regularly scheduled voyages to Honolulu: the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, which departed every two weeks from San Francisco, the Los Angeles Steamship Company, which departed every two weeks from Los Angeles, and the Matson Navigation Company, which operated weekly trips from San Francisco and trips from Seattle to Honolulu every thirty-five days.




18.“Quickly,” according to Lorrin Andrews’s A Dictionary of the Hawaiian Language (1865) [hereinafter Andrews]. Reverend Andrews (1795–1868) arrived as part of a mission but soon distanced himself from the organization, becoming a teacher and later a judge. His dictionary was a monumental work. Although produced at a time when nearly everyone in Hawaii spoke Hawaiian as his or her primary language, it was the first of its kind.




19.Dan’s anxiety was a result of irregular mail service. Not until November 22–23, 1935, did a Pan American Airways Martin M-130 4-engine flying boat, China Clipper, fly from Alameda, California, to Pearl Harbor, carrying airmail. It should also be noted that telephone service to the mainland was not available to the public until late 1931. Mail to the mainland was carried by the regularly scheduled ships (see note 17)..








CHAPTER II

The High Hat
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John Quincy Winterslip walked aboard the ferry at Oakland feeling rather limp and weary. For more than six days he had been marooned on sleepers20—his pause at Chicago had been but a flitting from one train to another—and he was fed up. Seeing America first—that was what he had been doing. And what an appalling lot of it there was! He felt that for an eternity he had been staring at endless plains, dotted here and there by unesthetic houses the inmates of which had unquestionably never heard a symphony concert.

Ahead of him ambled a porter, bearing his two suitcases, his golf clubs and his hatbox. One of the man’s hands was gone—chewed off, no doubt, in some amiable frontier scuffle. In its place he wore a steel hook. Well, no one could question the value of a steel hook to a man in the porter’s profession. But how quaint—and western!

The boy indicated a spot by the rail on the forward deck, and the porter began to unload. Carefully selecting the man’s good hand, John Quincy dropped into it a tip so generous as to result in a touching of hook to cap in a weird salute. The object of this attention sank down amid his elaborate trappings, removed the straw hat from his perspiring head, and tried to figure out just what had happened to him.

Three thousand miles from Beacon Street, and two thousand miles still to go! Why, he inquired sourly of his usually pleasant self, had he ever agreed to make this absurd expedition into heathen country? Here it was late June, Boston was at its best. Tennis at Longwood,21 long mild evenings in a single shell on the Charles, week-ends and golf with Agatha Parker at Magnolia.22 And if one must travel, there was Paris. He hadn’t seen Paris in two years and had been rather planning a quick run over, when his mother had put this preposterous notion into his head.

Preposterous—it was all of that. Traveling five thousand miles just as a gentle hint to Aunt Minerva to return to her calm, well-ordered life behind purple window-panes on Beacon Street. And was there any chance that his strong-minded relative would take the hint? Not one in a thousand. Aunt Minerva was accustomed to do as she pleased—he had an uncomfortable, shocked recollection of one occasion when she had said she would do as she damn well pleased.

John Quincy wished he was back. He wished he was crossing Boston Common to his office on State Street, there to put out a new issue of bonds. He was not yet a member of the firm—that was an honor accorded only to Winterslips who were bald and a little stooped—but his heart was in his work. He put out a bond issue with loving apprehension, waiting for the verdict as a playwright waits behind the scenes on a first night. Would those First Mortgage Sixes go over big, or would they flop at his feet?

The hoarse boom of a ferry whistle recalled John Quincy to his present unbelievable location on the map. The boat began to move. He was dimly conscious of a young person of feminine gender who came and sat at his side. Away from the slip and out into the harbor the ferry carried John Quincy, and he suddenly sat up and took notice, for he was never blind to beauty, no matter where he encountered it.

And he was encountering beauty now. The morning air was keen and dry and bright. Spread out before him was that harbor which is like a tired navigator’s dream come true. They passed Goat Island,23 and he heard the faint echo of a bugle; he saw Tamalpais24 lifting its proud head toward the sparkling sky, he turned, and there was San Francisco scattered blithely over its many hills.

The ferry plowed on, and John Quincy sat very still. A forest of masts and steam funnels—here was the water front that had supplied the atmosphere for those romantic tales that held him spellbound when he was a boy at school—a quiet young Winterslip whom the gypsy strain had missed. Now he could distinguish a bark from Antwerp, a great liner from the Orient, a five-masted schooner that was reminiscent of those supposedly forgotten stories. Ships from the Treaty Ports,25 ships from cocoanut islands in southern seas. A picture as intriguing and colorful as a back drop in a theater—but far more real.

Suddenly John Quincy stood up. A puzzled look had come into his calm gray eyes. “I—I don’t understand,” he murmured.

He was startled by the sound of his own voice. He hadn’t intended to speak aloud. In order not to appear too utterly silly, he looked around for some one to whom he might pretend he had addressed that remark. There was no one about—except the young person who was obviously feminine and therefore not to be informally accosted.

John Quincy looked down at her. Spanish or something like that, blue-black hair, dark eyes that were alight now with the amusement she was striving to hide, a delicate oval face tanned a deep brown. He looked again at the harbor—beauty all about the boat, and beauty on it. Much better than traveling on trains!

The girl looked up at John Quincy. She saw a big, broad-shouldered young man with a face as innocent as a child’s. A bit of friendliness, she decided instantly, would not be misunderstood.

“I beg your pardon,” she said.

“Oh—I—I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I didn’t mean—I spoke without intending—I said I didn’t understand—”

“You didn’t understand what?”

“A most amazing thing has happened,” he continued. He sat down, and waved his hand toward the harbor. “I’ve been here before.”

She looked perplexed. “Lots of people have,” she admitted.

“But—you see—I mean—I’ve never been here before.”

She moved away from him. “Lots of people haven’t.” She admitted that, too.

John Quincy took a deep breath. What was this discussion he had got into, anyhow? He had a quick impulse to lift his hat gallantly and walk away, letting the whole matter drop. But no, he came of a race that sees things through.

“I’m from Boston,” he said.

“Oh,” said the girl. That explained everything.

“And what I’m trying to make clear—although of course there’s no reason why I should have dragged you into it—”

“None whatever,” she smiled. “But go on.”

“Until a few days ago I was never west of New York, never in my whole life, you understand. Been about New England a bit, and abroad a few times, but the West—”

“I know. It didn’t interest you.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” protested John Quincy with careful politeness. “But there was such a lot of it—exploring it seemed a hopeless undertaking. And then—the family thought I ought to go, you see—so I rode and rode on trains and was—you’ll pardon me—a bit bored. Now—I come into this harbor, I look around me, and I get the oddest feeling. I feel that I’ve been here before.”

The girl’s face was sympathetic. “Other people have had that experience,” she told him. “Choice souls, they are. You’ve been a long time coming, but you’re home at last.” She held out a slim brown hand. “Welcome to your city,” she said.

John Quincy solemnly shook hands. “Oh, no,” he corrected gently. “Boston’s my city. I belong there, naturally. But this—this is familiar.” He glanced northward at the low hills sheltering the Valley of the Moon, then back at San Francisco. “Yes, I seem to have known my way about here once. Astonishing, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps—some of your ancestors—”

“That’s true. My grandfather came out here when he was a young man. He went home again—but his brothers stayed. It’s the son of one of them I’m going to visit in Honolulu.”

“Oh—you’re going on to Honolulu?”

“To-morrow morning. Have you ever been there?”

“Ye—es.” Her dark eyes were serious. “See—there are the docks—that’s where the East begins. The real East. And Telegraph Hill—” she pointed; no one in Boston ever points, but she was so lovely John Quincy overlooked it—“and Russian Hill and the Fairmont26 on Nob Hill.”
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Panoramic view of San Francisco after the 1906 earthquake.





“Life must be full of ups and downs,” he ventured lightly. “Tell me about Honolulu. Sort of a wild place, I imagine?”

She laughed. “I’ll let you discover for yourself how wild it is,” she told him. “Practically all the leading families came originally from your beloved New England. ‘Puritans with a touch of sun,’ my father calls them. He’s clever, my father,” she added, in an odd childish tone that was wistful and at the same time challenging.

“I’m sure of it,” said John Quincy heartily. They were approaching the Ferry Building and other passengers crowded about them. “I’d help you with that suitcase of yours, but I’ve got all this truck. If we could find a porter—”

“Don’t bother,” she answered. “I can manage very well.” She was staring down at John Quincy’s hat box. “I—I suppose there’s a silk hat in there?” she inquired.

“Naturally,” replied John Quincy.

She laughed—a rich, deep-throated laugh. John Quincy stiffened slightly. “Oh, forgive me,” she cried. “But—a silk hat in Hawaii!”

John Quincy stood erect. The girl had laughed at a Winterslip. He filled his lungs with the air sweeping in from the open spaces, the broad open spaces where men are men. A weird reckless feeling came over him. He stooped, picked up the hat box, and tossed it calmly over the rail. It bobbed indignantly away. The crowd closed in, not wishing to miss any further exhibition of madness.

“That’s that,” said John Quincy quietly.

“Oh,” gasped the girl, “you shouldn’t have done it!”

And indeed, he shouldn’t. The box was an expensive one, the gift of his admiring mother at Christmas. And the topper inside, worn in the gloaming along the water side of Beacon Street, had been known to add a touch of distinction even to that distinguished scene.

“Why not?” asked John Quincy. “The confounded thing’s been a nuisance ever since I left home. And besides—we do look ridiculous at times, don’t we? We easterners? A silk hat in the tropics! I might have been mistaken for a missionary.” He began to gather up his luggage. “Shan’t need a porter any more,” he announced gaily. “I say—it was awfully kind of you—letting me talk to you like that.”

“It was fun,” she told him. “I hope you’re going to like us out here. We’re so eager to be liked, you know. It’s almost pathetic.”

“Well,” smiled John Quincy, “I’ve met only one Californian to date. But—”

“Yes?”

“So far, so good!”

“Oh, thank you.” She moved away.

“Please—just a moment,” called John Quincy. “I hope—I mean, I wish—”

But the crowd surged between them. He saw her dark eyes smiling at him and then, irrevocably as the hat, she drifted from his sight.
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“I say, it was awfully kind of you,
letting me talk to you like that.”
“It was fun,” she told him. “I hope you’re going to like us out here.”
From The House Without a Key, illustration by William Liepse
(The Saturday Evening Post, January 24, 1925)






20.Trains with sleeping cars. Sleeping cars came in different configurations, but for someone with the wealth of the Winterslips, John Quincy would presumably have chosen a car with a private or semi-private drawing room. The trip would have been about a day to a day and a half from Boston to Chicago and another three to three and a half days from Chicago to San Francisco, probably via a luxury train like the Twentieth Century Limited or The Westerner (of the New York Central Railroad line) on the run to Chicago and the Pacific Limited or Continental Limited (of the Union Pacific Railroad Company) on the trip from Chicago to San Francisco. By 1926, the Chicago & Northwestern and Southern Pacific Railroads were advertising new trains that cut the time of the Chicago–San Francisco trip to sixtry-three hours. John Quincy’s “more than six days” either is an exaggeration or he chose some very slow routes.




21.The Longwood Cricket Club in Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts, was founded in 1872 and put in a lawn tennis court in 1878. As cricket waned in popularity in the United States, the club’s tennis clientele grew, and the first Davis Cup tournament was held at Longwood in 1900.
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Longwood Cricket Club, Chester Hills, Massachusetts.






22.The Magnolia Golf Club, in the village of Magnolia, Gloucester, Massachusetts, was a popular summer outing for Boston golfers until it closed in the 1920s.




23.Originally Yerba Buena Island, in the San Francisco Bay between Oakland and San Francisco, it was renamed Goat Island in 1895, only to have its original name restored in 1931. Home to military strongholds through World War II, it is now a tourist site.




24.Mount Tamalpais, in Marin County north of San Francisco, though only 2,576 feet in elevation (after the top was graded for radar installations), is visible from San Francisco and the East Bay.




25.Port cities in China, Japan, and Korea, so-called because they were made accessible to trade by treaties with the European powers.




26.A famous hotel even in the early 1920s, it was under construction as the 1906 earthquake devastated San Francisco, and the interior was badly damaged; it opened in 1907 and has operated continuously since.
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Fairmont Hotel, fifth story, looking down the corridor. “This view is typical of the upper stories and shows the distorted condition of the partitions and the warped surfaces of the floors, caused by the buckled columns in the lower stories. The man in the rear is standing in a depression, or low point, on the floor. The undulations of the floors can perhaps be best understood by following the intersection of the ceiling and the partition at the right-hand upper corner of the corridor. Only concrete floors and metal lath and plaster partitions would remain in position under such conditions.” The San Francisco Earthquake and Fire: A Brief History of the Disaster, by Abraham Lincoln Artmann Himmelwright (New York: The Roebling Construction Co., 1906), p. 219.










CHAPTER III

Midnight on Russian Hill

[image: images]

A few moments later John Quincy stepped ashore in San Francisco. He had taken not more than three steps across the floor of the Ferry Building27 when a dapper Japanese chauffeur pushed through the crowd and singling out the easterner with what seemed uncanny perspicacity, took complete charge of him.

Roger Winterslip, the Jap announced, was too busy to meet ferries, but had sent word that the boy was to go up to the house and after establishing himself comfortably there, join his host for lunch downtown. Gratified to feel solid ground once more beneath his feet, John Quincy followed the chauffeur to the street. San Francisco glittered under the morning sun.

“I always thought this was a foggy town,” John Quincy said.

The Jap grinned. “Maybe fog do come, maybe it do not. Just now one time maybe it will not. Please.” He held open the car door.

Through bright streets where life appeared to flow with a pleasant rhythm, they bowled along. Beside the curbs stood the colorful carts of the flower venders, unnecessarily painting the lily of existence. Weary traveler though he was, John Quincy took in with every breath a fresh supply of energy. New ambitions stirred within him; bigger, better bond issues than ever before seemed ridiculously easy of attainment.

Roger Winterslip had not been among those lured to suburban life down the peninsula; he resided in bachelor solitude on Nob Hill. It was an ancient, battered house viewed from without, but within, John Quincy found, were all known comforts. A bent old Chinaman28 showed him his room and his heart leaped up when he beheld, at last, a veritable bath.

At one o’clock he sought out the office where his relative carried on, with conspicuous success, his business as an engineer and builder. Roger proved a short florid man in his late fifties.

“Hello, son,” he cried cordially. “How’s Boston?”

“Every one is quite well,” said John Quincy. “You’re being extremely kind—”

“Nonsense. It’s a pleasure to see you. Come along.”

He took John Quincy to a famous club for lunch. In the grill he pointed out several well-known writers. The boy was not unduly impressed, for Longfellow, Whittier and Lowell were not among them. Nevertheless it was a pleasant place, the service perfect, the food of an excellence rare on the codfish coast.

“And what,” asked Roger presently, “do you think of San Francisco?”

“I like it,” John Quincy said simply.

“No? Do you really mean that?” Roger beamed. “Well, it’s the sort of place that ought to appeal to a New Englander. It’s had a history, brief, but believe me, my boy, one crowded hour of glorious life. It’s sophisticated, knowing, subtle. Contrast it with other cities—for instance, take Los Angeles—”

He was off on a favorite topic and he talked well.

“Writers,” he said at last, “are for ever comparing cities to women. San Francisco is the woman you don’t tell the folks at home an awful lot about. Not that she wasn’t perfectly proper—I don’t mean that—but her stockings were just a little thinner and her laugh a little gayer—people might misunderstand. Besides, the memory is too precious to talk about. Hello.”

A tall, lean, handsome Englishman was crossing the grill on his way out. “Cope! Cope, my dear fellow!” Roger sped after him and dragged him back. “I knew you at once,” he was saying, “though it must be more than forty years since I last saw you.”29

The Britisher dropped into a chair. He smiled a wry smile. “My dear old chap,” he said. “Not so literal, if you don’t mind.”

“Rot!” protested Roger. “What do years matter? This is a young cousin of mine, John Quincy Winterslip, of Boston. Ah—er—just what is your title now?”

“Captain. I’m in the Admiralty.”

“Really? Captain Arthur Temple Cope, John Quincy.” Roger turned to the Englishman. “You were a midshipman, I believe, when we met in Honolulu. I was talking to Dan about you not a year ago—”

An expression of intense dislike crossed the captain’s face. “Ah, yes, Dan. Alive and prospering, I presume?”

“Oh, yes,” answered Roger.

“Isn’t it damnable,” remarked Cope, “how the wicked thrive?”

An uncomfortable silence fell. John Quincy was familiar with the frankness of Englishmen, but he was none the less annoyed by this open display of hostility toward his prospective host. After all, Dan’s last name was Winterslip.

“Ah—er—have a cigarette,” suggested Roger.

“Thank you—have one of mine,” said Cope, taking out a silver case. “Virginia tobacco, though they are put up in Piccadilly. No? And you, sir—” He held the case before John Quincy, who refused a bit stiffly.

The captain nonchalantly lighted up. “I beg your pardon—what I said about your cousin,” he began. “But really, you know—”

“No matter,” said Roger cordially. “Tell me what you’re doing here.”

“On my way to Hawaii,” explained the captain. “Sailing at three to-day on the Australian boat. A bit of a job for the Admiralty. From Honolulu I drop down to the Fanning Group30—a little flock of islands that belongs to us,” he added with a fine paternal air.

“A possible coaling station,” smiled Roger.31

“My dear fellow—the precise nature of my mission is, of course, a secret.” Captain Cope looked suddenly at John Quincy. “By the way, I once knew a very charming girl from Boston. A relative of yours, no doubt.”

“A—a girl,” repeated John Quincy, puzzled.

“Minerva Winterslip.”

“Why,” said John Quincy, amazed, “you mean my Aunt Minerva.”

The captain smiled. “She was no one’s aunt in those days,” he said. “Nothing auntish about her. But that was in Honolulu in the ’eighties—we’d put in there on the old wooden Reliance—the poor unlucky ship was limping home crippled from Samoa.32 Your aunt was visiting at that port—there were dances at the palace, swimming parties—ah, me, to be young again.”

“Minerva’s in Honolulu now,” Roger told him.

“No—really?”

“Yes. She’s stopping with Dan.”

“With Dan.” The captain was silent for a moment. “Her husband—”

“Minerva never married,” Roger explained.

“Amazing,” said the captain. He blew a ring of smoke toward the paneled ceiling. “The more shame to the men of Boston. My time is hardly my own, but I shall hope to look in on her.” He rose. “This was a bit of luck—meeting you again, old chap. I’m due aboard the boat very shortly—you understand, of course.” He bowed to them both, and departed.

“Fine fellow,” Roger said, staring after him. “Frank and British, but a splendid chap.”

“I wasn’t especially pleased,” John Quincy admitted, “by the way he spoke of Cousin Dan.”

Roger laughed. “Better get used to it,” he advised. “Dan is not passionately beloved. He’s climbed high, you know, and he’s trampled down a few on his way up. By the way, he wants you to do an errand for him here in San Francisco.”

“Me!” cried John Quincy. “An errand?”

“Yes. You ought to feel flattered. Dan doesn’t trust everybody. However, it’s something that must wait until dark.”

“Until dark,” repeated the puzzled young man from Boston.

“Precisely. In the meantime I propose to show you about town.”

“But—you’re busy. I couldn’t think of taking you away—”

Roger laid his hand on John Quincy’s shoulder. “My boy, no westerner is ever too busy to show a man from the East about his city. I’ve been looking forward to this chance for weeks. And since you insist on sailing to-morrow at ten, we must make the most of our time.”

Roger proved an adept at making the most of one’s time in San Francisco. After an exhilarating afternoon of motoring over the town and the surrounding country, he brought John Quincy back to the house at six, urging him to dress quickly for a dinner of which he apparently had great hopes.

The boy’s trunk was in his room, and as he put on a dinner coat he looked forward with lively anticipation to a bit of San Francisco night life in Roger’s company. When he came down-stairs his host was waiting, a distinguished figure in his dinner clothes, and they set out blithely through the gathering dusk.

“Little place I want you to try,” Roger explained as they sat down at a table in a restaurant that was outwardly of no special note. “Afterward we’ll look in on that musical show at the Columbia.”33

The restaurant more than justified Roger’s hopes of it. John Quincy began to glow with a warm friendly feeling for all the world, particularly this city by the western gate. He did not think of himself as a stranger here. He wasn’t a stranger, anyhow. The sensation he had first experienced in the harbor returned to him. He had been here before, he was treading old familiar ground. In far, forgotten, happy times he had known the life of this city’s streets. Strange, but true. He spoke to Roger about it.

Roger smiled. “A Winterslip, after all,” he said. “And they told me you were just a sort of—of Puritan survival. My father used to know that sensation you speak of, only he felt it whenever he entered a new town. Might be something in reincarnation, after all.”

“Nonsense,” said John Quincy.

“Probably. Just the blood of the roaming Winterslips in your veins.” He leaned across the table. “How would you like to come to San Francisco to live?”

“Wha-what?” asked John Quincy, startled.

“I’m getting along in years, and I’m all alone. Lots of financial details in my office—take you in there and let you look after them. Make it worth your while.”

“No, no, thank you,” said John Quincy firmly. “I belong back east. Besides, I could never persuade Agatha to come out here.”

“Agatha who?”

“Agatha Parker—the girl I’m engaged to—in a way. Been sort of understood between us for several years. No,” he added, “I guess I’d better stay where I belong.”

Roger Winterslip looked his disappointment. “Probably had,” he admitted. “I fancy no girl with that name would follow you here. Though a girl worth having will follow her man anywhere—but no matter.” He studied John Quincy keenly for a moment. “I must have been wrong about you, anyhow.”

John Quincy felt a sudden resentment. “Just what do you mean by that?” he inquired.

“In the old days,” Roger said, “Winterslips were the stuff of which pioneers are made. They didn’t cling to the apron-strings of civilization. They got up some fine morning and nonchalantly strolled off beyond the horizon. They lived—but there, you’re of another generation. You can’t understand.”

“Why can’t I?” demanded John Quincy.

“Because the same old rut has evidently been good enough for you. You’ve never known a thrill. Or have you? Have you ever forgot to go to bed because of some utterly silly reason—because, for example, you were young and the moon was shining on a beach lapped by southern seas? Have you ever lied like a gentleman to protect a woman not worth the trouble? Ever made love to the wrong girl?”

“Of course not,” said John Quincy stiffly.

“Ever run for your life through crooked streets in the rowdy quarter of a strange town? Ever fought with a ship’s officer—the old-fashioned kind with fists like flying hams? Ever gone out on a man hunt and when you got your quarry cornered, leaped upon him with no weapon but your bare hands? Have you ever—”

“The type of person you describe,” John Quincy cut in, “is hardly admirable.”

“Probably not,” Roger agreed. “And yet—those are incidents from my own past, my boy.” He regarded John Quincy sadly. “Yes, I must have been wrong about you. A Puritan survival after all.”

John Quincy deigned no reply. There was an odd light in the older man’s eyes—was Roger secretly laughing at him? He appeared to be, and the boy resented it.

But he forgot to be resentful at the revue, which proved to be witty and gay, and Roger and he emerged from the theater at eleven the best of friends again. As they stepped into Roger’s car, the older man gave the chauffeur an address on Russian Hill.

“Dan’s San Francisco house,” he explained, as he climbed in after John Quincy. “He comes over about two months each year, and keeps a place here. Got more money than I have.”

Dan’s San Francisco house? “Oh,” said John Quincy, “the errand you mentioned?”

Roger nodded. “Yes.” He snapped on a light in the top of the limousine, and took an envelope from his pocket. “Read this letter. It was delivered to me two days ago by the Second Officer of the President Tyler.”

John Quincy removed a sheet of note paper from the envelope. The message appeared to be rather hastily scrawled.


“DEAR ROGER,” he read. “You can do me a great service—you and that discreet lad from Boston who is to stop over with you on his way out here. First of all, give John Quincy my regards and tell him that he must make my house his home while he is in the Islands. I’ll be delighted to have him.

“About the errand. You have a key to my house on Russian Hill. Go up there—better go at night when the caretaker’s not likely to be around. The lights are off, but you’ll find candles in the pantry. In the store room on the top floor is an old brown trunk. Locked, probably—smash the lock if it is. In the lower section you’ll find a battered strong box made of ohia wood34 and bound with copper. Initials on it—T. M. B.

“Wrap it up and take it away. It’s rather an armful, but you can manage it. Have John Quincy conceal it in his luggage and some dark night when the ship’s about half-way over, I want him to take it on deck and quietly drop it overboard. Tell him to be sure nobody sees him. That’s all. But send me a guarded cable35 when you get the box, and tell him to send me a radio when the Pacific has it at last. I’ll sleep better then.

“Not a word, Roger. Not a word to any one. You’ll understand. Sometimes the dead past needs a bit of help in burying its dead.

“YOUR COUSIN DAN.”



Solemnly John Quincy handed the letter back into Roger’s keeping. The older man thoughtfully tore it to bits and tossed them through the car window open beside him. “Well,” said John Quincy. “Well—” A fitting comment eluded him.

“Simple enough,” smiled Roger. “If we can help poor old Dan to sleep better as easily as that, we must do it, eh?”

“I—I suppose so,” John Quincy agreed.

They had climbed Russian Hill, and were speeding along a deserted avenue lined by imposing mansions. Roger leaned forward. “Go on to the corner,” he said to the chauffeur. “We can walk back,” he explained to John Quincy. “Best not to leave the car before the house. Might excite suspicion.”

Still John Quincy had no comment to make. They alighted at the corner and walked slowly back along the avenue. In front of a big stone house, Roger paused. He looked carefully in all directions, then ran with surprising speed up the steps. “Come on,” he called softly.

John Quincy came. Roger unlocked the door and they stepped into a dark vestibule. Beyond that, darker still, was a huge hall, the dim suggestion of a grand staircase. Here and there an article of furniture, shrouded in white, stood like a ghost, marooned but patient. Roger took out a box of matches.

“Meant to bring a flashlight,” he said, “but I clean forgot. Wait here—I’ll hunt those candles in the pantry.”

He went off into the dark. John Quincy took a few cautious steps. He was about to sit down on a chair—but it was like sitting on the lap of a ghost. He changed his mind, stood in the middle of the floor, waited. Quiet, deathly quiet. The black had swallowed Roger, with not so much as a gurgle.

After what seemed an age, Roger returned, bearing two lighted candles. One each, he explained. John Quincy took his, held it high. The flickering yellow flame accentuated the shadows, was really of small help.

Roger led the way up the grand staircase, then up a narrower flight. At the foot of still another flight, in a stuffy passage on the third floor, he halted.

“Here we are,” he said. “This leads to the storage room under the roof. By gad, I’m getting too old for this sort of thing. I meant to bring a chisel to use on that lock. I know where the tools are—I’ll be gone only a minute. You go on up and locate the trunk.”

“All—all right,” answered John Quincy.

Again Roger left him. John Quincy hesitated. Something about a deserted house at midnight to dismay the stoutest heart—but nonsense! He was a grown man. He smiled, and started up the narrow stair. High above his head the yellow light of the candle flickered on the brown rafters of the unfinished store room.

He reached the top of the stairs, and paused. Gloom, gloom everywhere. Odd how floor boards will creak even when no one is moving over them. One was creaking back of him now.

He was about to turn when a hand reached from behind and knocked the candle out of his grasp. It rolled on the floor, extinguished.

This was downright rude! “See here,” cried John Quincy, “wh—who are you?”

A bit of moonlight struggled in through a far window, and suddenly between John Quincy and that distant light there loomed the determined figure of a man. Something told the boy he had better get ready, but where he came from one had a moment or two for preparation. He had none here. A fist shot out and found his face, and John Quincy Winterslip of Boston went down amid the rubbish of a San Francisco attic. He heard, for a second, the crash of planets in collision, and then the clatter of large feet on the stairs. After that, he was alone with the debris.

He got up, thoroughly angry, and began brushing off the dinner coat that had been his tailor’s pride. Roger arrived. “Who was that?” he demanded breathlessly. “Somebody went down the back stairs to the kitchen. Who was it?”

“How should I know?” inquired John Quincy with pardonable peevishness. “He didn’t introduce himself to me.” His cheek was stinging; he put his handkerchief to it and noted in the light of Roger’s candle that it was red when it came away. “He wore a ring,” added John Quincy. “Damned bad taste!”

“Hit you, eh?” inquired Roger.

“I’ll say he did.”

“Look!” Roger cried. He pointed. “The trunk-lock smashed.” He went over to investigate. “And the box is gone. Poor old Dan!”

John Quincy continued to brush himself off. Poor old Dan’s plight gave him a vast pain, a pain which had nothing to do with his throbbing jaw. A fine nerve poor old Dan had to ask a complete stranger to offer his face for punishment in a dusty attic at midnight. What was it all about, anyhow?
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“Look!” Roger cried. He pointed. “The trunk–lock smashed!” He went over to investigate. “And the box is gone!” From The House Without a Key, illustration by William Liepse (The Saturday Evening Post, January 24, 1925).





Roger continued his search. “No use,” he announced. “The box is gone, that’s plain. Come on, we’ll go down-stairs and look about. There’s your candle on the floor.”

John Quincy picked up the candle and relighted it from Roger’s flame. Silently they went below. The outer door of the kitchen stood open. “Left that way,” said Roger. “And see”—he pointed to a window with a broken pane—“that’s where he came in.”

“How about the police?” suggested John Quincy.

Roger stared at him. “The police? I should say not! Where’s your discretion, my boy? This is not a police matter. I’ll have a new glass put in that window to-morrow. Come on—we might as well go home. We’ve failed.”

The note of reproof in his voice angered John Quincy anew. They left the extinguished candles on a table in the hall, and returned to the street.

“Well, I’ll have to cable Dan,” Roger said, as they walked toward the corner. “I’m afraid he’ll be terribly upset by this. It won’t tend to endear you to him, either.”

“I can struggle along,” said John Quincy, “without his affection.”

“If you could only have held that fellow till I came—”

“Look here,” said John Quincy, “I was taken unawares. How could I know that I was going up against the heavyweight champion in that attic? He came at me out of the dark—and I’m not in condition—”

“No offense, my boy,” Roger put in.

“I see my mistake,” went on John Quincy. “I should have trained for this trip out here. A stiff course in a gymnasium. But don’t worry. The next lad that makes a pass at me will find a different target. I’ll do a daily three dozen and I’ll take boxing lessons. From now on until I get home, I’ll be expecting the worst.”

Roger laughed. “That’s a nasty cut on your cheek,” he remarked. “We’d better stop at this drug store and have it dressed.”

A solicitous drug clerk ministered to John Quincy with iodine, cotton and court plaster, and he reentered the limousine bearing honorably the scar of battle. The drive to Nob Hill was devoid of light chatter.

Just inside the door of Roger’s house, a whirlwind in a gay gown descended upon them. “Barbara!” Roger said. “Where did you come from?”

“Hello, old dear,” she cried, kissing him. “I motored up from Burlingame. Spending the night with you—I’m sailing on the President Tyler in the morning. Is this John Quincy?”

“Cousin John,” smiled Roger. “He deserves a kiss, too. He’s had a bad evening.”

The girl moved swiftly toward the defenseless John Quincy. Again he was unprepared, and this time it was his other cheek that suffered, though not unpleasantly. “Just by way of welcome,” Barbara laughed. She was blonde and slender. John Quincy thought he had never seen so much energy imprisoned in so slight a form. “I hear you’re bound for the Islands?” she said.

“To-morrow,” John Quincy answered. “On your boat.”

“Splendid!” she cried. “When did you get in?”

“John Quincy came this morning,” Roger told her.

“And he’s had a bad evening?” the girl said. “How lucky I came along. Where are you taking us, Roger?”

John Quincy stared. Taking them? At this hour?

“I’ll be getting along up-stairs,” he ventured.

“Why, it’s just after twelve,” said Barbara. “Lots of places open. You dance, don’t you? Let me show you San Francisco. Roger’s a dear old thing—we’ll let him pay the checks.”

“Well—I—I—” stammered John Quincy. His cheek was throbbing and he thought longingly of that bed in the room up-stairs. What a place, this West!

“Come along!” The girl was humming a gay little tune. All vivacity, all life. Rather pleasant sort at that. John Quincy took up his hat.

Roger’s chauffeur had lingered a moment before the house to inspect his engine. When he saw them coming down the steps, he looked as though he rather wished he hadn’t. But escape was impossible; he climbed to his place behind the wheel.

“Where to, Barbara?” Roger asked. “Tait’s?”36

“Not Tait’s,” she answered. “I’ve just come from there.”

“What! I thought you motored in from Burlingame?”37

“So I did—at five. I’ve traveled a bit since then. How about some chop-suey for this Boston boy?”

Good lord, John Quincy thought. Was there anything in the world he wanted less? No matter. Barbara took him among the Chinese.
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Was there anything in the world he wanted less? No matter. Barbara took him among the Chinese. From The House Without a Key, illustration by William Liepse (The Saturday Evening Post, January 24, 1925).





He didn’t give a hang about the Chinese. Nor the Mexicans, whose restaurants interested the girl next. At the moment, he was unsympathetic toward Italy. And even toward France. But he struggled on the international round, affronting his digestion with queer dishes, and dancing thousands of miles with the slim Barbara in his arms. After scrambled eggs at a place called Pete’s Fashion,38 she consented to call it an evening.

As John Quincy staggered into Roger’s house, the great clock in the hall was striking three. The girl was still alert and sparkling. John Quincy hastily concealed a yawn.

“All wrong to come home so early,” she cried. “But we’ll have a dance or two on the boat. By the way, I’ve been wanting to ask. What does it mean? The injured cheek?”

“Why—er—I—” John Quincy remarked. Over the girl’s shoulder he saw Roger violently shaking his head. “Oh, that,” said John Quincy, lightly touching the wound. “That’s where the West begins. Good night. I’ve had a bully time.” And at last he got up-stairs.

He stood for a moment at his bedroom window, gazing down at the torchlight procession of the streets through this amazing city. He was a little dazed. That soft warm presence close by his side in the car—pleasant, very pleasant. Remarkable girls out here. Different!

Beyond shone the harbor lights. That other girl—wonderful eyes she had. Just because she had laughed at him, his treasured hat box floated now forlorn on those dark waters. He yawned again. Better be careful. Mustn’t be so easily influenced. No telling where it would end.


27.The Ferry Building, at the foot of Market Street, was the transportation terminus for San Francisco until the construction of the Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate Bridge in the 1930s. Before those bridges opened, allowing automobiles to travel to San Francisco, persons traveling there arrived by train or ferry from the East Bay.
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The San Francisco Ferry Building, ca. 1925






28.This too in later editions was changed to “Chinese man.” Other changes include alterations of some of the pidgin expressions of various Japanese and Chinese persons, but those have not been noted.




29.We may deduce that Roger last saw Cope before Cope met Minerva. Minerva describes herself as “well over fifty,” and she first visited Honolulu at the age of nineteen. If she were fifty-nine, making her nineteen forty years ago, she would have thought of herself as “almost sixty.” And of course it is likely Cope would have mentioned to Roger “more than 40 years ago” that he had met Roger’s cousin.




30.Fanning’s Group is the northern portion of a group of islands collectively known as the Line Islands, in the central Pacific Ocean south of Hawaii, and today is referred to more commonly as the Northern Line Islands. The constituents are the tiny Kingman Reef and Palmyra Atoll (no residents), the 10-sq.-km. Teraina (formerly Washington Island), Tabuaeran (Fanning Island), about 33 sq. km., and Kiritimati (formerly Christmas Island), the largest of the group at about 390 sq. km. (less than a tenth the size of Rhode Island). The latter three islands have a current population of about 8,800 people. They were British colonies at the time of The House Without a Key but are now part of the Republic of Kiribati, which gained its independence in 1979 and has a total population of about 110,000.




31.Annexed to the British Empire in 1888, Fanning Island had been a cable station before World War I but was shelled and invaded by the Germans during the war. For a long time, it was a regular port of call for ships cruising from Hawaii (though this was to fulfill a legal requirement to stop at a foreign port rather than to take on coal); however, a change of the legal environment badly crippled Tabuaeran’s economy, and it is only slowing regaining the volume of visits from cruise ships that had been a significant part of its post-colonial economy.




32.There were three ships named Reliance in the Royal Navy, but none fit this description, and none were in service in the 1880s. Cope may be misremembering the name of his ship: in 1889, there was a standoff in Samoa between American, German, and British forces all attempting to seize control of the port. The confrontation ended when a tropical storm sank all of the American and German ships. HMS Calliope, the lone British ship, narrowly avoided being damaged by the storm and, after returning to the Samoan port to try to effect rescue operations, sailed to Australia, not to Hawaii. Its captain received honors for what a historian termed “one of the most famous episodes of seamanship in the 19th century.” Calliope was iron-hulled but was cased with timber, as were the wooden ships—this could be the source of Cope’s “wooden” description. And of course the events were at least thirty-five years previous.
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HMS Calliope in port






33.The Columbia Theatre was at 70 Eddy Street.




34.Metrosideros polymorpha, commonly known as ohia lehua, is a species of flowering evergreen tree commonly found in the Hawaiian Islands.




35.An ambiguously worded message, like “not at home”—they were unlikely to have worked out a cipher in advance.




36.Tait’s at the Beach had an office at 760 Market.




37.Burlingame is a suburb of San Francisco located on the San Francisco Peninsula; it was founded in 1908 and now is home to many of the affluent who work in Silicon Valley.




38.Pete’s Grill was at 893 Mission.








CHAPTER IV

A Friend of Tim’s
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It was another of those mornings on which the fog maybe did not come. Roger and his guests were in the limousine again; it seemed to John Quincy that they had left it only a few minutes before. So it must have seemed to the chauffeur too as, sleepy-eyed, he hurried them toward the water-front.

“By the way, John Quincy,” Roger said, “you’ll want to change your money before you go aboard.”

John Quincy gathered his wandering thoughts. “Oh, yes, of course,” he answered.

Roger smiled. “Just what sort of money would you like to change it for?” he inquired.

“Why—” began John Quincy. He stopped. “Why, I always thought—”

“Don’t pay any attention to Roger,” Barbara laughed. “He’s spoofing you.” She was fresh and blooming, a little matter like three A. M. made no difference to her. “Only about one person out of a thousand in this country knows that Hawaii is a part of the United States,39 and the fact annoys us deeply over in the Islands. Dear old Roger was trying to get you in wrong with me by enrolling you among the nine hundred and ninety-nine.”

“Almost did it, too,” chuckled Roger.

“Nonsense,” said Barbara. “John Quincy is too intelligent. He’s not like that congressman who wrote a letter to ‘the American Consul at Honolulu’.”40

“Did one of them do that?” smiled John Quincy.

“He certainly did. We almost gave up the struggle after that. Then there was the senator who came out on a junket, and began a speech with: ‘When I get home to my country—’ Some one in the audience shouted: ‘You’re there now, you big stiff!’ It wasn’t elegant, of course, but it expressed our feeling perfectly. Oh, we’re touchy, John Quincy.”

“Don’t blame you a bit,” he told her. “I’ll be very careful what I say.”

They had reached the Embarcadero, and the car halted before one of the piers. The chauffeur descended and began to gather up the baggage. Roger and John Quincy took a share of it, and they traversed the pier-shed to the gangplank.

“Get along to your office, Roger,” Barbara said.

“No hurry,” he answered. “I’ll go aboard with you, of course.”

Amid the confusion of the deck, a party of girls swept down on Barbara, pretty lively girls of the California brand. John Quincy learned with some regret that they were there only to see Barbara off. A big broad-shouldered man in white pushed his way through the crowd.

“Hello there!” he called to Barbara.

“Hello, Harry,” she answered. “You know Roger, don’t you? John Quincy, this is an old friend of mine, Harry Jennison.”

Mr. Jennison was extremely good-looking, his face was deeply tanned by the Island sun, his hair blond and wavy, his gray eyes amused and cynical. Altogether, he was the type of man women look at twice and never forget; John Quincy felt himself at once supplanted in the eyes of Barbara’s friends.

Jennison seized the boy’s hand in a firm grip. “Sailing too, Mr. Winterslip?” he inquired. “That’s good. Between us we ought to be able to keep this young woman entertained.”

The shore call sounded, and the confusion increased. Along the deck came a little old lady, followed by a Chinese woman servant. They walked briskly, and the crowd gave way before them.


[image: images]

“Between us we ought to be able to keep this young woman entertained,” Jennison had said. Well, John Quincy reflected, his portion of the entertainment promised to be small. From The House Without a Key, illustration by William Liepse (The Saturday Evening Post, January 31, 1925).





“Hello—this is luck,” cried Roger. “Madame Maynard—just a moment. I want you to meet a cousin of mine from Boston.” He introduced John Quincy. “I give him into your charge. Couldn’t find a better guide, philosopher and friend for him if I combed the Islands.”

The old lady glanced at John Quincy. Her black eyes snapped. “Another Winterslip, eh?” she said. “Hawaii’s all cluttered up with ’em now. Well, the more the merrier. I know your aunt.”

“Stick close to her, John Quincy,” Roger admonished.

She shook her head. “I’m a million years old,” she protested. “The boys don’t stick so close any more. They like ’em younger. However, I’ll keep my eye on him. My good eye. Well, Roger, run over some time.” And she moved away.

“A grand soul,” said Roger, smiling after her. “You’ll like her. Old missionary family, and her word’s law over there.”

“Who’s this Jennison?” asked John Quincy.

“Him?” Roger glanced over to where Mr. Jennison stood, the center of an admiring feminine group. “Oh, he’s Dan’s lawyer. One of the leading citizens of Honolulu, I believe. John J. Adonis himself, isn’t he?” An officer appeared, herding the reluctant throng toward the gangplank. “I’ll have to leave you, John Quincy. A pleasant journey. When you come through on your way home, give me a few more days to try to convince you on my San Francisco offer.”

John Quincy laughed. “You’ve been mighty kind.”

“Not at all.” Roger shook his hand warmly. “Take care of yourself over there. Hawaii’s a little too much like Heaven to be altogether safe. So long, my boy, so long.”

He moved away. John Quincy saw him kiss Barbara affectionately and with her friends join the slow procession ashore.

The young man from Boston stepped to the rail. Several hundred voices were calling admonitions, promises, farewells. With that holiday spirit so alien to John Quincy’s experience, those ashore were throwing confetti. The streamers grew in number, making a tangle of color, a last frail bond with the land. The gangplank was taken up; clumsily the President Tyler began to draw away from the pier. On the topmost deck a band was playing—Aloha -oe, the sweetest, most melancholy song of good-by ever written. John Quincy was amazed to feel a lump rising in his throat.

The frail, gay-colored bond was breaking now. A thin veined hand at John Quincy’s side waved a handkerchief. He turned to find Mrs. Maynard. There were tears on her cheeks.

“Silly old woman,” she said. “Sailed away from this town a hundred and twenty-eight times. Actual count—I keep a diary. Cried every time. What about? I don’t know.”

The ship was well out in the harbor now. Barbara came along, Jennison trailing her. The girl’s eyes were wet.

“An emotional lot, we Islanders,” said the old lady. She put her arm about the girl’s slim waist. “Here’s another one of ’em. Living way off the way we do, any good-by at all—it saddens us.” She and Barbara moved on down the deck.

Jennison stopped. His eyes were quite dry. “First trip out?” he inquired.

“Oh, yes,” replied John Quincy.

“Hope you’ll like us,” Jennison said. “Not Massachusetts, of course, but we’ll do our best to make you feel at home. It’s a way we have with strangers.”

“I’m sure I shall have a bully time,” John Quincy remarked. But he felt somewhat depressed. Three thousand miles from Beacon Street—and moving on! He waved to some one he fancied might be Roger on the dock, and went to find his stateroom.

He learned that he was to share his cabin with two missionaries.41 One was a tall, gloomy old man with a lemon-colored face—an honored veteran of the foreign field named Upton. The other was a ruddy-cheeked boy whose martyrdom was still before him. John Quincy suggested drawing lots for a choice of berths, but even this mild form of gambling appeared distasteful to those emissaries of the church.

“You boys take the berths,” said Upton. “Leave me the couch. I don’t sleep well anyhow.” His tone was that of one who prefers to suffer.

John Quincy politely objected. After further discussion it was settled that he was to have the upper berth, the old man the lower, and the boy the couch. The Reverend Mr. Upton seemed disappointed. He had played the role of martyr so long he resented seeing any one else in the part.

The Pacific was behaving in a most unfriendly manner, tossing the great ship about as though it were a piece of driftwood. John Quincy decided to dispense with lunch, and spent the afternoon reading in his berth. By evening he felt better, and under the watchful and somewhat disapproving eyes of the missionaries, arrayed himself carefully for dinner.

His name being Winterslip, he had been invited to sit at the captain’s table. He found Madame Maynard, serene and twinkling, at the captain’s right, Barbara at his left, and Jennison at Barbara’s side. It appeared that oddly enough there was an aristocracy of the Islands, and John Quincy, while he thought it quaint there should be such distinctions in an outpost like Hawaii, took his proper place as a matter of course.

Mrs. Maynard chatted brightly of her many trips over this route. Suddenly she turned to Barbara. “How does it happen, my dear,” she asked, “that you’re not on the college boat?”

“All booked up,” Barbara explained.

“Nonsense,” said the frank old lady. “You could have got on. But then”—she looked meaningly toward Jennison—“I presume this ship was not without its attractions.”

The girl flushed slightly and made no reply.

“What,” John Quincy inquired, “is the college boat?”

“So many children from Hawaii at school on the mainland,” the old lady explained, “that every June around this time they practically fill a ship. We call it the college boat. This year it’s the Matsonia.42 She left San Francisco to-day at noon.”

“I’ve got a lot of friends aboard her,” Barbara said. “I do wish we could beat her in. Captain, what are the chances?”

“Well, that depends,” replied the captain cautiously.

“She isn’t due until Tuesday morning,” Barbara persisted. “Wouldn’t it be a lark if you could land us the night before? As a favor to me, Captain.”43

“When you look at me like that,” smiled the officer, “I can only say that I’ll make a supreme effort. I’m just as eager as you to make port on Monday—it would mean I could get off to the Orient that much sooner.”

“Then it’s settled,” Barbara beamed.

“It’s settled that we’ll try,” he said. “Of course, if I speed up there’s always the chance I may arrive off Honolulu after sundown, and be compelled to lay by until morning. That would be torture for you.”

“I’ll risk it,” Barbara smiled. “Wouldn’t dear old dad be pleased if I should burst upon his vision Monday evening?”

“My dear girl,” the captain said gallantly, “any man would be pleased to have you burst upon his vision any time.”

There was, John Quincy reflected, much in what the captain said. Up to that moment there had been little of the romantic in his relations with girls; he was accustomed to look upon them merely as tennis or golf opponents or a fourth at bridge. Barbara would demand a different classification. There was an enticing gleam in her blue eyes, a hint of the eternal feminine in everything she did or said, and John Quincy was no wooden man. He was glad that when he left the dinner table, she accompanied him.

They went on deck and stood by the rail. Night had fallen, there was no moon, and it seemed to John Quincy that the Pacific was the blackest, angriest ocean he had ever seen. He stood gazing at it gloomily.

“Homesick, John Quincy?” Barbara asked. One of his hands was resting on the rail. She laid her own upon it.

He nodded. “It’s a funny thing. I’ve been abroad a lot, but I never felt like this. When the ship left port this morning, I nearly wept.”

“It’s not so very funny,” she said gently. “This is an alien world you’re entering now. Not Boston, John Quincy, nor any other old, civilized place. Not the kind of place where the mind rules. Out here it’s the heart that charts our course. People you’re fond of do the wildest, most unreasonable things, simply because their minds are sleeping and their hearts are beating fast. Just—just remember, please, John Quincy.”

There was an odd note of wistfulness in her voice. Suddenly at their side appeared the white-clad figure of Harry Jennison.

“Coming for a stroll, Barbara?” he inquired.

For a moment she did not reply. Then she nodded. “Yes,” she said. And called over her shoulder as she went: “Cheer up, John Quincy.”

He watched her go, reluctantly. She might have stayed to assuage his loneliness. But there she walked along the dim deck, close to Jennison’s side.

After a time, he sought the smoking-room. It was deserted, but on one of the tables lay a copy of the Boston Transcript. Delighted, John Quincy pounced upon it, as Robinson Crusoe might have pounced on news from home.

The issue was ten days old, but no matter. He turned at once to the financial pages. There it was, like the face of a well-beloved friend, the record of one day’s trading on the Stock Exchange. And up in one corner, the advertisement of his own banking house, offering an issue of preferred stock in a Berkshire cotton mill. He read eagerly, but with an odd detached feeling. He was gone, gone from that world, away out here on a black ocean bound for picture-book islands. Islands where, not so long ago, brown tribes had battled, brown kings ruled. There seemed no link with that world back home, those gay-colored streamers of confetti breaking so readily had been a symbol. He was adrift. What sort of port would claim him in the end?
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New York Stock Exchange, ca. 1929.





He threw the paper down. The Reverend Mr. Upton entered the smoking-room.

“I left my newspaper here,” he explained. “Ah—did you care to look at it?”

“Thank you, I have,” John Quincy told him.

The old man picked it up in a great bony hand. “I always buy a Transcript when I get the chance,” he said. “It carries me back. You know, I was born in Salem, over seventy years ago.”

John Quincy stared at him. “You’ve been a long time out here?” he asked.

“More than fifty years in the foreign field,” answered the old man. “I was one of the first to go to the South Seas. One of the first to carry the torch down there—and a dim torch it was, I’m afraid. Afterward I was transferred to China.” John Quincy regarded him with a new interest. “By the way, sir,” the missionary continued, “I once met another gentleman named Winterslip. Mr. Daniel Winterslip.”

“Really?” said John Quincy. “He’s a cousin of mine. I’m to visit him in Honolulu.”

“Yes? I heard he had returned to Hawaii, and prospered. I met him just once—in the ’eighties, it was, on a lonely island in the Gilbert group.44 It was—rather a turning point in his life, and I have never forgotten.” John Quincy waited to hear more, but the old missionary moved away. “I’ll go and enjoy my Transcript,” he smiled. “The church news is very competently handled.”

John Quincy rose and went aimlessly outside. A dreary scene, the swish of turbulent waters, dim figures aimless as himself, an occasional ship’s officer hurrying by. His stateroom opened directly on the deck and he sank into a steamer chair just outside the door.

In the distance he saw his room steward, weaving his way in and out of the cabins under his care. The man was busy with his last duties for the night, refilling water carafes, laying out towels, putting things generally to rights.

“Evening, sir,” he said as he entered John Quincy’s room. Presently he came and stood in the door, the cabin light at his back. He was a small man with gold-rimmed eye-glasses and a fierce gray pompadour.

“Everything O.K., Mr. Winterslip?” he inquired.

“Yes, Bowker,” smiled John Quincy. “Everything’s fine.”

“That’s good,” said Bowker. He switched off the cabin light and stepped out on to the deck. “I aim to take particular care of you, sir. Saw your home town on the sailing list. I’m an old Boston man myself.”

“Is that so?” said John Quincy cordially. Evidently the Pacific was a Boston suburb.

“Not born there, I don’t mean,” the man went on. “But a newspaper man there for ten years. It was just after I left the University.”

John Quincy stared through the dark. “Harvard?” he asked.

“Dublin,” said the steward. “Yes, sir—” He laughed an embarrassed little laugh. “You might not think it now, but the University of Dublin, Class of 1901. And after that, for ten years, working in Boston on the Gazette—reporting, copy desk, managing editor for a time. Maybe I bumped into you there—at the Adams House45 bar, say, on a night before a football game.”

“Quite possible,” admitted John Quincy. “One bumped into so many people on such occasions.”

“Don’t I know it?” Mr. Bowker leaned on the rail, in reminiscent mood. “Great times, sir. Those were the good old days when a newspaper man who wasn’t tanked up was a reproach to a grand profession. The Gazette was edited mostly from a place called the Arch Inn.46 We’d bring our copy to the city editor there—he had a regular table—a bit sloppy on top, but his desk. If we had a good story, maybe he’d stand us a cocktail.”

John Quincy laughed.

“Happy days,” continued the Dublin graduate, with a sigh. “I knew every bartender in Boston well enough to borrow money. Were you ever in that place in the alley back of the Tremont Theater—?”47

“Tim’s place,” suggested John Quincy, recalling an incident of college days.

“Yeah, bo. Now you’re talking. I wonder what became of Tim. Say, and there was that place on Boylston—but they’re all gone now, of course. An old pal I met in ’Frisco was telling me it would break your heart to see the cobwebs on the mirrors back in Beantown. Gone to the devil, just like my profession. The newspapers go on consolidating, doubling up, combining the best features of both, and an army of good men go on the town. Good men and true, moaning about the vanished days and maybe landing in jobs like this one of mine.” He was silent for a moment. “Well, sir, anything I can do for you—as a mutual friend of Tim’s—”

“As a friend of Tim’s,” smiled John Quincy, “I’ll not hesitate to mention it.”

Sadly Bowker went on down the deck. John Quincy sat lonely again. A couple passed, walking close, talking in low tones. He recognized Jennison and his cousin. “Between us we ought to be able to keep this young woman entertained,” Jennison had said. Well, John Quincy reflected, his portion of the entertainment promised to be small.
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Approximate location of Tim’s, behind Tremont Theatre, Boston.






39.On July 17, 1893, according to the so-called Blount Report, a report on affairs in Hawaii presented to President Cleveland in 1894, a committee of thirteen men, calling themselves a “Citizens’ committee of safety,” seized control of the Hawaiian government. The committee, chaired by Sanford B. Dole, included the following: “Mr. C. Bolte is of German origin, but a regularly naturalized citizen of the Hawaiian Islands. Mr. A. Brown is a Scotchman and has never been naturalized. Mr. W. O. Smith is a native of foreign origin and a subject of the Islands. Mr. Henry Waterhouse, originally from Tasmania, is a naturalized citizen of the islands. Mr. Theo. F. Lansing is a citizen of the United States, owing and claiming allegiance thereto. He has never been naturalized in this country. Mr. Ed. Suhr is a German subject. Mr. L. A. Thurston is a native-born subject of the Hawaiian Islands, of foreign origin. Mr. John Emmeluth is an American citizen. Mr. W. E. Castle is a Hawaiian of foreign parentage. Mr. J. A. McCandless is a citizen of the United States—never having been naturalized here. Six are Hawaiians subjects; five are American citizens; one English, and one German. A majority are foreign subjects.” The committee deposed the queen and established itself as the Provisional Government of Hawaii. The Blount Report remarks, “This is the first time American troops were ever landed on these islands at the instance of a committee of safety without notice to the existing government. It is to be observed that they claim to be a citizens’ committee of safety and that they are not simply applicants for the protection of the property and lives of American citizens.” President Cleveland demanded that the queen be restored. The Provisional Government refused, demanding instead that the United States annex Hawaii. In July 1894 the Provisional Government called a constitutional convention, establishing the Republic of Hawaii. On August 12, 1898, President McKinley signed the Newland Resolution.” approving annexation of Hawaii. The resolution read, in part: “Whereas, the Government of the Republic of Hawaii having, in due form, signified its consent, in the manner provided by its constitution, to cede absolutely and without reserve to the United States of America . . .” A committee was appointed to study the governance of Hawaii, and it was not until 1900 that Congress enacted the Hawaiian Organic Act, providing for the appointment (by the president) of a territorial governor. The first such was Sanford B. Dole; at the time of the events of The House Without a Key, Wallace R. Farrington held the post.
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President Dole accepting the resolution of annexation of Hawaii from U.S. Minister Harold M. Sewall, August 12, 1898.






40.The story is apocryphal.




40.Why was John Quincy not in a private stateroom? This would have been consistent with his use of “sleepers” for his rail travel. Perhaps he had not booked his voyage ahead of time and simply took whatever was available in order to expedite what he anticipated would be an unpleasant trip.




42.The Matsonia, a liner of the Matson Navigation Company, was launched in 1913 and (with an interlude of military service carrying troops in World War I) continued to carry passengers for Matson until 1937, when she was sold to private interests. The ship was finally scrapped in 1957. Matson used the name for several other ships built after 1925.
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SS Matsonia with troops, in 1919.






43.The Matsonia and other Matson line ships sailed weekly from San Francisco to Honolulu, and the voyage took five to six days, depending on weather. In 1927, Matson introduced the S S Malolo, the fastest ship on the line, which could post a top speed of 22 knots (about 25 mph) on the 2,400-mile trip. This is still a typical speed for a cruise ship, though the Cunard Line’s Queen Mary 2 boasts speeds in excess of 29 knots.
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A passenger list for the SS Matsonia, 1925.






44.The Gilbert Islands, halfway between Papua New Guinea and Hawaii, are a group of sixteen islands, sometimes known as the Kingsmill Group. The name “Gilbert” was first applied in 1820, and in 1916 they were incorporated into the British colony called the Gilbert and Elice Islands. Today they are all part of the Republic of Kiribati. See note 30. “Kiribati” is the native pronunciation of “Gilbert.”




45.One of the finest hotels in Boston, it opened in 1846 on Washington Street. In 1889, King’s Hand-Book of Boston noted that the Adams House was “one of the finest and best-equipped hotels in the city, of which its dining-rooms and café are . . . conspicuous features.” It declined during Prohibition and closed in 1927.
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Boston’s Adams House in 1906






46.The Arch Inn Café on Summer Street was a regular watering-hole of the Boston press in the early twentieth century.




47.The Tremont Theatre was a playhouse at 179 Tremont Street. It opened in 1889 and was demolished in 1983. “Tim’s place” is untraceable.
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The Tremont Theatre, Boston, Massachusetts, 1907










CHAPTER V

The Blood of the Winterslips
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The days that followed proved that he was right. He seldom had a moment alone with Barbara; when he did, Jennison seemed always to be hovering near by, and he did not long delay making the group a threesome. At first John Quincy resented this, but gradually he began to feel that it didn’t matter.

Nothing appeared to matter any more. A great calm had settled over the waters and over John Quincy’s soul. The Pacific was one vast sheet of glass, growing a deeper blue with every passing hour. They seemed to be floating in space in a world where nothing ever happened, nothing could happen. Quiet restful days gave way to long brilliant nights. A little walk, a little talk, and that was life.

Sometimes John Quincy chatted with Madame Maynard on the deck. She who had known the Islands so many years had fascinating tales to tell, tales of the monarchy and the missionaries. The boy liked her immensely, she was a New Englander at heart despite her glamourous lifetime in Hawaii.

Bowker, too, he found excellent company. The steward was that rarity even among college graduates, an educated man; there was no topic upon which he could not discourse at length and brilliantly. In John Quincy’s steamer trunk were a number of huge imposing volumes—books he had been meaning to tackle long ago, but it was Bowker who read them, not John Quincy.

As the days slipped by, the blue of the water deepened to ultramarine, the air grew heavier and warmer. Underfoot throbbed the engines that were doing their best for Barbara and an early landing. The captain was optimistic, he predicted they would make port late Monday afternoon. But Sunday night a fierce sudden storm swept down upon them, and lashed the ship with a wet fury until dawn. When the captain appeared at luncheon Monday noon, worn by a night on the bridge, he shook his head.

“We’ve lost our bet, Miss Barbara,” he said. “I can’t possibly arrive off Honolulu before midnight.”

Barbara frowned. “But ships sail at any hour,” she reminded him. “I don’t see why—if we sent radios ahead—”

“No use,” he told her. “The Quarantine people keep early hours. No, I’ll have to lay by near the channel entrance until official sunrise—about six. We’ll get in ahead of the Matsonia in the morning. That’s the best I can offer you.”

“You’re a dear, anyhow,” Barbara smiled. “That old storm wasn’t your fault. We’ll drown our sorrow to-night with one last glorious dance—a costume party.” She turned to Jennison. “I’ve got the loveliest fancy dress—Marie Antoinette—I wore it at college. What do you say, Harry?”

“Fine!” Jennison answered. “We can all dig up some sort of costume. Let’s go.”

Barbara hurried off to spread the news. After dinner that evening she appeared, a blonde vision straight from the French Court, avid for dancing. Jennison had rigged up an impromptu pirate dress, and was a striking figure. Most of the other passengers had donned weird outfits; on the Pacific boats a fancy dress party is warmly welcomed and amusingly carried out.

John Quincy took small part in the gaiety, for he still suffered from New England inhibitions. At a little past eleven he drifted into the main saloon and found Madame Maynard seated there alone.

“Hello,” she said. “Come to keep me company? I’ve sworn not to go to bed until I see the light on Diamond Head.”

“I’m with you,” John Quincy smiled.

“But you ought to be dancing, boy. And you’re not in costume.”

“No,” admitted John Quincy. He paused, seeking an explanation. “A—a fellow can’t make a fool of himself in front of a lot of strangers.”

“I understand,” nodded the old lady. “It’s a fine delicacy, too. But rather rare, particularly out this way.”

Barbara entered, flushed and vibrant. “Harry’s gone to get me a drink,” she panted. She sat down beside Mrs. Maynard. “I’ve been looking for you, my dear. You know, you haven’t read my palm since I was a child. She’s simply wonderful—” this to John Quincy. “Can tell you the most amazing things.”

Mrs. Maynard vehemently shook her head. “I don’t read ’em any more,” she said. “Gave it up. As I’ve grown older, I’ve come to understand how foolish it is to peer into the future. To-day—that’s enough for me. That’s all I care to think about.”

“Oh, please,” the girl pouted.

The old woman took Barbara’s slim hand in hers, and studied the palm for a moment. John Quincy thought he saw a shadow cross her face. Again she shook her head.

“Carpe diem,” she said. “Which my nephew once translated as ‘grab the day.’ Dance and be happy to-night, and let’s not try to look behind the curtain. It doesn’t pay, my dear. Take an old woman’s word for that.”

Harry Jennison appeared in the door. “Oh, here you are,” he said. “I’ve got your drink waiting in the smoking-room.”

“I’m coming,” the girl said, and went. The old woman stared after her.

“Poor Barbara,” she murmured. “Her mother’s life was none too happy, either—”

“You saw something in her hand—” John Quincy suggested.

“No matter,” the old lady snapped. “There’s trouble waiting for us all, if we look far enough ahead. Now, let’s go on deck. It’s getting on toward midnight.”

She led him out to the starboard rail. A solitary light, like a star, gleamed in the distance. Land, land at last. “Diamond Head?” John Quincy asked.

“No,” she said. “That’s the beacon on Makapuu Point.48 We shall have to round Koko Head49 before we sight Honolulu.” She stood for a moment by the rail, one frail hand resting upon it. “But that’s Oahu,” she said gently. “That’s home. A sweet land, boy. Too sweet, I often think. I hope you’ll like it.”

“I’m sure I shall,” replied John Quincy gallantly.

“Let’s sit down here.” They found deck chairs. “Yes, a dear land,” she went on. “But we’re all sorts, in Hawaii—just as it is the whole world over—honest folks and rascals. From the four corners of the globe men come to us—often because they were no longer welcome at home. We offer them a paradise, and some repay us by becoming good citizens, while others rot away. I often think it will take a lot of stamina to make good in Heaven—and Hawaii is the same.”

The tall emaciated figure of the Reverend Mr. Upton appeared before them. He bowed. “Good evening, Madame. You’re nearly home.”

“Yes,” she said. “Glad of it, too.”

He turned to John Quincy. “You’ll be seeing Dan Winterslip in the morning, young man.”

“I expect I shall,” John Quincy replied.

“Just ask him if he recalls that day on Apiang Island in the ’eighties. The Reverend Frank Upton.”

“Of course,” replied John Quincy. “But you haven’t told me much about it, you know.”

“No, I haven’t.” The missionary dropped into a chair. “I don’t like to reveal any secrets about a man’s past,” he said. “However, I understand that the story of Dan Winterslip’s early life has always been known in Honolulu.” He glanced toward Madame Maynard.

“Dan was no saint,” she remarked. “We all know that.”

He crossed his thin legs. “As a matter of fact, I’m very proud of my meeting with Dan Winterslip,” he went on. “I feel that in my humble way I persuaded him to change his course—for the better.”

“Humph,” said the old lady. She was dubious, evidently.

John Quincy was not altogether pleased at the turn the conversation had taken. He did not care to have the name of a Winterslip thus bandied about. But to his annoyance, the Reverend Mr. Upton was continuing.

“It was in the ’eighties, as I told you,” said the missionary. “I had a lonely station on Apiang, in the Gilbert group.50 One morning a brig anchored just beyond the reef, and a boat came ashore. Of course, I joined the procession of natives down to the beach to meet it. I saw few enough men of my own race.

“There was a ruffianly crew aboard, in charge of a dapper, rather handsome young white man. And I saw, even before they beached her, midway in the boat, a long pine box.

“The white man introduced himself. He said he was First Officer Winterslip, of the brig Maid of Shiloh. And when he mentioned the name of the ship, of course I knew at once. Knew her unsavory trade and history. He hurried on to say that their captain had died the day before, and they had brought him ashore to bury him on land. It had been the man’s last wish.

“Well.” The Reverend Mr. Upton stared at the distant shore line of Oahu. “I looked over at that rough pine box—four Malay sailors were carrying it ashore. ‘So Tom Brade’s in there,’ I said. Young Winterslip nodded. ‘He’s in there, right enough,’ he answered. And I knew I was looking on at the final scene in the career of a famous character of the South Seas, a callous brute who knew no law, a pirate and adventurer, the master of the notorious Maid of Shiloh. Tom Brade, the blackbirder.”51

“Blackbirder?” queried John Quincy.

The missionary smiled. “Ah, yes—you come from Boston. A blackbirder, my boy, is a shipping-master who furnishes contract labor to the plantations at so much a head.52 It’s pretty well wiped out now, but in the ’eighties! A horrible business—the curse of God was on it. Sometimes the laborers came willingly. Sometimes. But mostly they came at the point of a knife or the muzzle of a gun. A bloody, brutal business.
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“But there on that bright morning under the palm I consigned to God the soul of a man who had so much to answer for.” From The House Without a Key, illustration by William Liepse (The Saturday Evening Post, January 31, 1925).





“Winterslip and his men went up the beach and began to dig a grave under a cocoanut palm. I followed. I offered to say a prayer. Winterslip laughed—not much use, he said. But there on that bright morning under the palm I consigned to God the soul of a man who had so much to answer for. Winterslip agreed to come to my house for lunch. He told me that save for a recruiting agent who had remained aboard the brig, he was now the only white man on the ship.

“During lunch, I talked to him. He was so young—I discovered this was his first trip. ‘It’s no trade for you,’ I told him. And after a time, he agreed with me. He said he had two hundred blacks under the hatches that he must deliver to a plantation over in the Kingsmill group, and that after he’d done that, he was through. ‘I’ll take the Maid back to Sydney, Dominie,’ he promised, ‘and turn her over. Then I’m pau.53 I’m going home to Honolulu.’”

The Reverend Mr. Upton rose slowly. “I learned later that he kept his word,” he finished. “Yes, Dan Winterslip went home, and the South Seas saw him no more. I’ve always been a little proud of my part in that decision. I’ve had few rewards. It’s not everywhere that the missionaries have prospered in a worldly way—as they did in Hawaii.” He glanced at Madame Maynard. “But I’ve had satisfactions. And one of them arose from that meeting on the shore of Apiang. It’s long past my bed hour—I must say good night.”

He moved away. John Quincy sat turning this horror over and over in his mind. A Winterslip in the blackbirding business! That was pretty. He wished he was back on Beacon Street.

“Sweet little dig for me,” the old lady was muttering indignantly. “That about the missionaries in Hawaii.54 And he needn’t be so cocky. If Dan Winterslip dropped blackbirding, it was only because he’d found something more profitable, I fancy.” She stood up suddenly. “At last,” she said.

John Quincy rose and stood beside her. Far away a faint yellow eye was winking. For a moment the old lady did not speak.

“Well, that’s that,” she said finally, in a low voice. “I’ve seen Diamond Head again. Good night, my boy.”

“Good night,” John Quincy answered.

He stood alone by the rail. The pace of the President Tyler was slowing perceptibly. The moon came from behind a cloud, crept back again. A sort of unholy calm was settling over the hot, airless, deep blue world. The boy felt a strange restlessness in his heart.

He ascended to the boat deck, seeking a breath of air. There, in a secluded spot, he came upon Barbara and Jennison—and stopped, shocked. His cousin was in the man’s arms, and their bizarre costumes added a weird touch to the scene. They did not see John Quincy, for in their world at that moment there were only two. Their lips were crushed together, fiercely—

John Quincy fled. Good lord! He had kissed a girl or two himself, but it had been nothing like that.

He went to the rail outside his stateroom. Well, what of it? Barbara was nothing to him; a cousin, yes, but one who seemed to belong to an alien race. He had sensed that she was in love with Jennison; this was no surprise. Why did he feel that frustrated pang deep in his heart? He was engaged to Agatha Parker.

He gripped the rail, and sought to see again Agatha’s aristocratic face. But it was blurred, indistinct. All Boston was blurred in his memory. The blood of the roaming Winterslips, the blood that led on to blackbirding and hot breathless kisses in the tropic night—was it flowing in his veins too? Oh, lord—he should have stayed at home where he belonged.

Bowker, the steward, came along. “Well, here we are,” he said. “We’ll anchor in twelve fathoms and wait for the pilot and the doctor in the morning. I heard they’d been having Kona weather out this way, but I imagine this is the tail end of it. There’ll be a moon shortly, and by dawn the old trades will be on the job again, God bless them.”

John Quincy did not speak. “I’ve returned all your books, sir,” the steward went on, “except that one by Adams on Revolutionary New England.55 It’s a mighty interesting work. I intend to finish it to-night, so I can give it to you before you go ashore.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” John Quincy said. He pointed to dim harbor lights in the distance. “Honolulu’s over there, I take it.”

“Yeah—several miles away. A dead town, sir. They roll up the sidewalks at nine. And let me give you a tip. Keep away from the okolehau.”56

“The what?” asked John Quincy.

“The okolehau. A drink they sell out here.”

“What’s it made of?”

“There,” said Bowker, “you have the plot for a big mystery story. What is it made of? Judging by the smell, of nothing very lovely. A few gulps, and you hit the ceiling of eternity. But oh, boy—when you drop! Keep off it, sir. I’m speaking as one who knows.”

“I’ll keep off it,” John Quincy promised.

Bowker disappeared. John Quincy remained by the rail, that restless feeling growing momentarily. The moon was hidden still, the ship crept along through the muggy darkness. He peered across the black waters toward the strange land that awaited him.

Somewhere over there, Dan Winterslip waited for him too. Dan Winterslip, blood relative of the Boston Winterslips, and ex-blackbirder. For the first time, the boy wished he had struck first in that dark attic in San Francisco, wished he had got that strong box and cast it overboard in the night. Who could say what new scandal, what fresh blot on the honored name of Winterslip, might have been averted had he been quicker with his fists?

As John Quincy turned and entered his cabin, he made a firm resolution. He would linger but briefly at this, his journey’s end. A few days to get his breath, perhaps, and then he would set out again for Boston. And Aunt Minerva would go with him, whether she wanted to or not.


48.Oahu, the third-largest of the Hawaiian islands, is indeed the home of Honolulu, but the city is situated on the southwest corner of the island—San Francisco is far to the north (and east) of the island. Makapuu Point is on the easternmost point of the island.



[image: images]

Map of Oahu






49.Rounding the eastern-most point of Oahu, Koko Head is the headland on the southeastern corner of the island—a ship would pass by it to get to Honolulu.




50.Apiang (properly, Apaiang or Abaiang) was formerly Charlotte Island and is commonly called Abaiang today. The first contact of the Micronesian natives with Europeans took place in 1606.




51.“Lucilla, Maid of Shiloh” was a popular song written in 1864, and told a tale of the Civil War—there is no record of a ship bearing that name, nor is the name Tom Brade that of a real person. However, there were numerous “callous brutes” working the South Seas trade, some of whom were Americans. The most notorious of the blackbirders was the American-born William Henry “Bully” Hayes, who died in 1877. A great deal has been written about Hayes, by James A. Michener and others. See especially “Bully Hayes, South Sea Buccaneer,” “Louis Becke, Adventurer and Writer” in Rascals in Paradise, by James A. Michener and A. Grove Day [London: Secker & Warburg 1957]. While it is very difficult to separate the legends from the truth, it appears clear that, in the words of Michener and Day, he was “a cheap swindler, a bully, a minor confidence man, a thief, a ready bigamist.”
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William Henry “Bully” Hayes, 1863






52.“Blackbirding” was a scourge of the Pacific islands in the 1860s and 1870s. Blackbirders resorted regularly to trickery (sometimes posing as missionaries) and violence to coerce islanders into virtual slavery. The British Navy, though active in the region, was unable to suppress the activity. The conscripts were often taken as far away as Peru to work, though many populated plantations in Fiji, Samoa, and Queensland, Australia.




53.Andrews translates “pau” as “to be spent; to be finished or completed.”




54.The implication here is that Mrs. Maynard came over as a missionary (or a missionary’s wife) and prospered in Hawaii.




55.Bowker refers to American writer and historian James Truslow Adams’s Revolutionary New England, 1691-1776, first published in 1923. Bowker has borrowed books that John Quincy acquired “long ago,” but here, the book cannot be more than twelve to eighteen months old. In light of the “month” references elsewhere, the reference is helpful in confirming that the events of The House Without a Key took place in June 1924.




56.Properly okolehao, Hawaiian “moonshine,” literally means “iron pots,” in which the brew was distilled. Its ingredients—as with all “homemade” alcoholic beverages—varied, including rice, the root of the ti plant, sugar cane, and other vegetables. Its alcohol content was as high as 65 percent (130 proof), depending on the maker’s tastes.








CHAPTER VI

Beyond the Bamboo Curtain
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Had John Quincy been able to see his Aunt Minerva at that moment, he would not have been so sure that he could persuade her to fall in with his plans. He would, indeed, have been profoundly shocked at the picture presented by his supposedly staid and dignified relative.

For Miss Minerva was sitting on a grass mat in a fragrant garden in the Hawaiian quarter of Honolulu. Pale golden Chinese lanterns, inscribed with scarlet letters, hung above her head. Her neck was garlanded with ropes of buff ginger blossoms twined with maile.57 The sleepy, sensuous music of ukulele and steel guitar rose on the midnight air and before her, in a cleared space under the date palms, Hawaiian boys and girls were performing a dance she would not be able to describe in great detail when she got back to Beacon Street.

Miss Minerva was, in her quiet way, very happy. One of the ambitions of her life had been realized, and she was present at a luau, or native Hawaiian feast. Few white people are privileged to attend this intimate ceremony, but Honolulu friends had been invited on this occasion, and had asked her to go with them. At first she had thought she must refuse, for Dan was expecting Barbara and John Quincy on Monday afternoon. When on Monday evening he had informed her that the President Tyler would not land its passengers until the next day, she had hastened to the telephone and asked to reconsider her refusal.
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Telephone advertisement ca. 1925





And she was glad she had. Before her, on another mat, lay the remnants of a dinner unique in her experience. Dan had called her a good sport, and she had this evening proved him to be correct. Without a qualm she had faced the queer food wrapped in brown bundles, she had tasted everything, poi served in individual calabashes, chicken stewed in cocoanut milk, squid and shrimps, limu, or sea-weed, even raw fish. She would dream to-night!

Now the feasting had given way to the dance. The moonlight was tracing lacy patterns on the lawn, the plaintive wail of the music rose ever louder, the Hawaiian young people, bashful at first in the presence of strangers, were bashful no longer. Miss Minerva closed her eyes and leaned back against the trunk of a tall palm. Even in Hawaiian love songs there is a note of hopeless melancholy; it touched her emotions as no symphony ever could. A curtain was lifted and she was looking into the past, the primitive, barbaric past of these Islands in the days before the white men came.

A long, heart-breaking crescendo, and the music stopped, the swaying bodies of the dancers were momentarily still. It seemed to Miss Minerva’s friends an opportune moment to depart. They entered the house and in the stuffy little parlor, took leave of their brown, smiling host and hostess. The baby whose arrival in the world was the inspiration for the luau awoke for a second and smiled at them too. Outside in the narrow street their car was waiting.

Through silent, deserted Honolulu they motored toward Waikiki. As they passed the Judiciary Building on King Street,58 the clock in the tower struck the hour of one. She had not been out so late, Miss Minerva reflected, since that night when a visiting company sang Parsifal at the Boston Opera House.59

The iron gates that guarded the drive at Dan’s house were closed. Leaving the car at the curb, Miss Minerva bade her friends good night and started up the walk toward the front door. The evening had thrilled her, and she moved with the long confident stride of youth. Dan’s scarlet garden was shrouded in darkness, for the moon, which had been playing an in-and-out game with the fast-moving clouds all evening, was again obscured. Exotic odors assailed her nostrils; she heard all about her the soft intriguing noises of the tropic night. She really should get to bed, she knew, but with a happy truant feeling she turned from the front walk and went to the side of the house for a last look at the breakers.

She stood there under a poinciana tree near the door leading into Dan’s living-room. For nearly two weeks the Kona wind had prevailed, but now on her cheek, she thought she felt the first kindly breath of the trades. Very wide awake, she stared out at the dim foaming lines of surf between the shore and the coral reef. Her mind strayed back to the Honolulu she had known in Kalakaua’s day, to that era when the Islands were so naive, so colorful—unspoiled. Ruined now, Dan had said, ruined by a damned mechanical civilization. “But away down underneath, Minerva, there are deep dark waters flowing still.”

The moon came out, touching with silver the waters at the crossroads, then was lost again under fleecy clouds. With a little sigh that was perhaps for her lost youth and the ’eighties, Miss Minerva pushed open the unlocked door leading into the great living-room, and closed it gently so as not to waken Dan.

An intense darkness engulfed her. But she knew her way across the polished floor and set out confidently, walking on tiptoe. She had gone halfway to the hall door when she stopped, her heart in her mouth. For not five feet away she saw the luminous dial of a watch, and as she stared at it with frightened eyes, it moved.

Not for nothing had Miss Minerva studied restraint through more than fifty years. Many women would have screamed and fainted. Miss Minerva’s heart pounded madly, but that was all. Standing very still, she studied that phosphorescent dial. Its movement had been slight, it was now at rest again. A watch worn on some one’s wrist. Some one who had been on the point of action, but had now assumed an attitude of cautious waiting.

Well, Miss Minerva grimly asked herself, what was she going to do about it? Should she cry out a sharp: “Who’s there?” She was a brave woman, but the foolhardiness of such a course was apparent. She had a vision of that dial flashing nearer, a blow, perhaps strong hands at her throat.

She took a tentative step, and then another. Now, surely, the dial would stir again. But it remained motionless, steady, as though the arm that wore it were rigid at the intruder’s side.

Suddenly Miss Minerva realized the situation. The wearer of the watch had forgotten the tell-tale numerals on his wrist, he thought himself hidden in the dark. He was waiting for her to go on through the room. If she made no sound, gave no sign of alarm, she might be safe. Once beyond that bamboo curtain leading into the hall, she could rouse the household.

She was a woman of great will power, but it took all she had to move serenely on her way. She shut her lips tightly and accomplished it, veering a bit from that circle of light that menaced her, looking back at it over her shoulder as she went. After what seemed an eternity the bamboo curtain received her, she was through it, she was on the stairs. But it seemed to her that never again would she be able to look at a watch or a clock and find that the hour was anything save twenty minutes past one!

When she was half-way up the stairs, she recalled that it had been her intention to snap on the lights in the lower hall. She did not turn back, nor did she search for the switch at the head of the stairs. Instead, she went hastily on into her room, and just as though she had been an ordinary woman, she closed her door and dropped down, trembling a little, on a chair.

But she was no ordinary woman, and in two seconds she was up and had reopened her door. Her sudden terror was evaporating; she felt her heart beat in a strong regular rhythm again. Action was required of her now, calm confident action; she was a Winterslip and she was ready.

The servants’ quarters were in a wing over the kitchen; she went there at once and knocked on the first door she came to. She knocked once, then again, and finally the head of a very sleepy Jap appeared.

“Haku,” said Miss Minerva, “there is some one in the livingroom. You must go down and investigate at once.”

He stared at her, seeming unable to comprehend.

“We must go down,” amended Miss Minerva. “Wikiwiki!”

He disappeared, and Miss Minerva waited impatiently. Where was her nerve, she wondered, why hadn’t she seen this through alone? At home, no doubt, she could have managed it, but here there was something strange and terrifying in the very air. The moonlight poured in through a small window beside her, forming a bright square at her feet. Haku reappeared, wearing a gaudy kimono that he often sported on the beach.

Another door opened suddenly, and Miss Minerva started. Bah! What ailed her, anyhow, she wondered. It was only Kamaikui, standing there a massive figure in the dim doorway, a bronze statue clad in a holoku.60

“Some one in the living-room,” Miss Minerva explained again. “I saw him as I came through.”

Kamaikui made no reply, but joined the odd little procession. In the upper hall Haku switched on the lights, both up-stairs and down. At the head of the stairs there was a brief pause—then Miss Minerva took her rightful place at the head of the line. She descended with a firm step, courageous and competent, Boston at its best. After her followed a stolid little Japanese man in a kimono gay with passionate poppies, and a Polynesian woman who wore the fearful Mother Hubbard of the missionaries as though it were a robe of state.

In the lower hall Miss Minerva did not hesitate. She pushed on through the bamboo curtain and her hand—it trembled ever so slightly—found the electric switch and flooded the living-room with light. She heard the crackle of bamboo behind her as her strange companions followed where she led. She stood looking curiously about her.

There was no one in sight, no sign of any disturbance, and it suddenly occurred to Miss Minerva that perhaps she was behaving in a rather silly fashion. After all, she had neither seen nor heard a living thing. The illuminated dial of a watch that moved a little—might it not have been a figment of her imagination? She had experienced a stirring evening. Then, too, she remembered, there had been that small glass of okolehau. A potent concoction!

Kamaikui and Haku were looking at her with the inquiring eyes of little children. Had she roused them for a fool’s errand? Her cheeks flushed slightly. Certainly in this big brilliant room, furnished with magnificent native woods and green with many potted ferns, everything seemed proper and in order.

“I—I may have been mistaken,” she said in a low voice. “I was quite sure—but there’s no sign of anything wrong. Mr. Winterslip has not been resting well of late. If he should be asleep we won’t waken him.”

She went to the door leading on to the lanai and pushed aside the curtain. Bright moonlight outside revealed most of the veranda’s furnishings, and here, too, all seemed well. “Dan,” Miss Minerva called softly. “Dan. Are you awake?”

No answer. Miss Minerva was certain now that she was making a mountain out of a molehill. She was about to turn back into the living-room when her eyes, grown more accustomed to the semi-darkness, noted a rather startling fact.

Day and night, over Dan’s cot in one corner of the lanai, hung a white mosquito netting. It was not there now.

“Come, Haku,” Miss Minerva said. “Turn on the light out here.”

Haku came, and the green-shaded lamp glowed under his touch. The little lamp by which Dan had been reading his evening paper that night when he had seemed suddenly so disturbed, and rushed off to send a letter to Roger in San Francisco. Miss Minerva stood recalling that incident, she recalled others, because she was very reluctant to turn toward that cot in the corner. She was conscious of Kamaikui brushing by her, and then she heard a low, half-savage moan of fear and sorrow.

Miss Minerva stepped to the cot. The mosquito netting had been torn down as though in some terrific struggle and there, entangled in the meshes of it, she saw Dan Winterslip. He was lying on his left side, and as she stared down at him, one of the harmless little Island lizards ran up his chest and over his shoulder—and left a crimson trail on his white pajamas.


57.Alyxia oliviformis, the traditional lei plant of Hawaii, with small yellowish flowers and fragrant leaves.




58.In which sat, among other governmental agencies, the Supreme Court of the Territory of Hawaii and the Hawaii Circuit Court (1st Circuit).




59.Not a surprise—the running time of Parsifal by Richard Wagner is 4 hours 5 minutes. Of classical operas, only three have longer times, all by Wagner, with the longest, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, clocking in at 4 hours 35 minutes.




60.According to Andrews, a long, flowing garment.








CHAPTER VII

Enter Charlie Chan
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Miss minerva leaned far over, her keen eyes seeking Dan’s face. It was turned toward the wall, half buried in the pillow. “Dan,” she said brokenly. She put her hand on his cheek. The night air was warm and muggy, but she shivered a little as she drew the hand quickly away. Steady! She must be steady now.

She hurried through the living-room to the hall; the telephone was in a closet under the front stairs. Her fingers were trembling again as she fumbled with the numerals on the dial. She got her number, heard finally an answering voice.

“Amos? Is that you, Amos? This is Minerva. Come over here to Dan’s as quickly as you can.”

The voice muttered in protest. Miss Minerva cut in on it sharply.

“For God’s sake, Amos, forget your silly feud. Your brother is dead.”

“Dead?” he repeated dully.

“Murdered, Amos. Will you come now?”

A long silence. What thoughts, Miss Minerva wondered, were passing through the mind of that stern unbending Puritan?

“I’ll come,” a strange voice said at last. And then, a voice more like that of the Amos she knew: “The police! I’ll notify them, and then I’ll come right over.”

Returning to the hall, Miss Minerva saw that the big front door was closed. Amos would enter that way, she knew, so she went over and opened it. There was, she noted, an imposing lock, but the key had long since been lost and forgotten. Indeed, in all Dan’s great house, she could not recall ever having seen a key. In these friendly trusting islands, locked doors were obsolete.

She reentered the living-room. Should she summon a doctor? But no, it was too late, she knew that only too well. And the police—didn’t they bring some sort of doctor with them? Suddenly she began to wonder about the police. During all her time in Honolulu she had never given them a thought before. Away off here at the end of the world—did they have policemen? She couldn’t remember ever having seen one. Oh, yes—there was that handsome, brown-skinned Hawaiian who stood on a box at the corner of Fort and King Streets, directing traffic with an air that would have become Kamehameha himself.61 She heard the scrape of a chair being moved on the lanai, and went to the door.

“Nothing is to be touched out here,” she said. “Leave it just as it was. You’d better go up-stairs and dress, both of you.”

The two frightened servants came into the living-room, and stood there regarding her. They seemed to feel that this terrible affair called for discussion. But what was there to be said? Even in the event of murder, a Winterslip must maintain a certain wellbred aloofness in dealing with servants. Miss Minerva’s feeling for them was kindly. She sympathized with their evident grief, but there was, she felt, nothing to discuss.

“After you’ve dressed,” she ordered, “stay within reach. You’ll both be wanted.”

They went out, Haku in his absurd costume, Kamaikui moaning and muttering in a way that sent shivers up and down Miss Minerva’s spine. They left her there alone—with Dan—and she who had always thought herself equal to anything still hesitated about going out on the lanai.

She sat down in a huge chair in the living-room and gazed about her at the trappings of wealth and position that Dan had left for ever now. Poor Dan. Despite all the whispering against him, she had liked him immensely. It is said of many—usually with small reason—that their lives would make an interesting book. It had been said of Dan, and in his case it was true. What a book his life would have made—and how promptly it would have been barred for all time from the shelves of the Boston Public Library! For Dan had lived life to the full, made his own laws, fought his battles without mercy, prospered and had his way. Dallied often along forbidden paths, they said, but his smile had been so friendly and his voice so full of cheer—always until these last two weeks.

Ever since that night he sent the letter to Roger, he had seemed a different man. There were lines for the first time in his face, a weary apprehensive look in his gray eyes. And how furious he had been when, last Wednesday, he received a cable from Roger. What was in that message, Miss Minerva wondered; what were those few typewritten words that had caused him to fly into such a rage and set him to pacing the floor with tigerish step?

She thought of him as she had seen him last—he had seemed rather pathetic to her then. When the news came that the President Tyler could not dock until morning, and that Barbara—

Miss Minerva stopped. For the first time she thought of Barbara. She thought of a sprightly, vivacious girl as yet untouched by sorrow—and of the morning’s homecoming. Tears came into her eyes, and it was through a mist she saw the bamboo curtain that led into the hall pushed aside, and the thin white face of Amos framed there.

Amos entered, walking gingerly, for he was treading ground he had sworn his feet should never touch. He paused before Miss Minerva.

“What’s this?” he said. “What’s all this?”

She nodded toward the lanai, and he went out there. After what seemed a long time, he reappeared. His shoulders drooped wearily and his watery eyes were staring.

“Stabbed through the heart,” he muttered. He stood for a moment regarding his father’s picture on the wall. “The wages of sin is death,” he added, as though to old Jedediah Winterslip.

“Yes, Amos,” said Miss Minerva sharply. “I expected we should hear that from you. And there’s another one you may have heard—judge not that ye be not judged. Further than that, we’ll waste no time moralizing. Dan is dead, and I for one am sorry.”

“Sorry!” repeated Amos drearily. “How about me? My brother—my young brother—I taught him to walk on this very beach—”

“Yes.” Miss Minerva looked at him keenly. “I wonder. Well, Dan’s gone. Some one has killed him. He was one of us—a Winterslip. What are we going to do about it?”

“I’ve notified the police,” said Amos.

“Then why aren’t they here? In Boston by this time—but then, I know this isn’t Boston. Stabbed, you say. Was there any sign of a weapon?”

“None whatever, that I could see.”

“How about that Malay kris62 on the table out there? The one Dan used as a paper cutter?”

“I didn’t notice,” Amos replied. “This is a strange house to me, Minerva.”

“So it is.” Miss Minerva rose and started for the lanai. She was her old competent self again. At that moment a loud knock sounded on the screen door at the front of the house. Presently there were voices in the hall, and Haku ushered three men into the living-room. Though evidently police, they were all in plain clothes. One of them, a tall, angular Yankee with the look of a sailing master about him, stepped forward.

“I’m Hallet,” he said. “Captain of Detectives. You’re Mr. Amos Winterslip, I believe?”

“I am,” Amos answered. He introduced Miss Minerva. Captain Hallet gave her a casual nod; this was man’s business and he disliked having a woman involved.

“Dan Winterslip, you said,” he remarked, turning back to Amos. “That’s a great pity. Where is he?”

Amos indicated the lanai. “Come, Doctor,” Hallet said, and went through the curtain, followed by the smaller of the two men.

As they went out, the third man stepped farther into the room, and Miss Minerva gave a little gasp of astonishment as she looked at him. In those warm islands thin men were the rule, but here was a striking exception. He was very fat indeed, yet he walked with the light dainty step of a woman. His cheeks were as chubby as a baby’s, his skin ivory tinted, his black hair close-cropped, his amber eyes slanting. As he passed Miss Minerva he bowed with a courtesy encountered all too rarely in a work-a-day world, then moved on after Hallet.

“Amos!” cried Miss Minerva. “That man—why he—”

“Charlie Chan,” Amos explained. “I’m glad they brought him. He’s the best detective on the force.”

“But—he’s a Chinaman!”63

“Of course.”

Miss Minerva sank into a chair. Ah, yes, they had policemen out here, after all.

In a few moments Hallet came briskly back into the livingroom. “Look here,” he said. “The doctor tells me Mr. Winterslip has been dead a very short while. I don’t want your evidence just yet—but if either of you can give me some idea as to the hour when this thing happened—”

“I can give you a rather definite idea,” said Miss Minerva calmly. “It happened just previous to twenty minutes past one. Say about one fifteen.”

Hallet stared at her. “You’re sure of that?”

“I ought to be. I got the time from the wrist watch of the person who committed the murder.”

“What! You saw him!”

“I didn’t say that. I said I saw his wrist watch.”

Hallet frowned. “I’ll get that straight later,” he said. “Just now I propose to comb this part of town. Where’s the telephone?”

Miss Minerva pointed it out to him, and heard him in earnest conversation with a man at headquarters named Tom. Tom’s job, it seemed, was to muster all available men and search Honolulu, particularly the Waikiki district, rounding up any suspicious characters. He was also to have on hand, awaiting his chief’s return, the passenger lists of all ships that had made port at Honolulu during the past week.

Hallet returned to the living-room. He took a stand directly in front of Miss Minerva. “Now,” he began, “you didn’t see the murderer, but you saw his wrist watch. I’m a great believer in taking things in an orderly fashion. You’re a stranger here. From Boston, I believe?”

“I am,” snapped Miss Minerva.

“Stopping in this house?”

“Precisely.”

“Anybody here besides you and Mr. Winterslip?”

Miss Minerva’s eyes flashed. “The servants,” she said. “And I would like to call your attention to the fact that I am Dan Winterslip’s first cousin.”

“Oh, sure—no offense. He has a daughter, hasn’t he?”

“Miss Barbara is on her way home from college. Her ship will dock in the morning.”

“I see. Just you and Winterslip. You’re going to be an important witness.”

“It will be a novel experience, at any rate,” she remarked.

“I dare say. Now, go back—” Miss Minerva glared at him—it was a glare that had frightened guards on the Cambridge subway. He brushed it aside. “You understand that I haven’t time for please, Miss Winterslip. Go back and describe last evening in this house.”

“I was here only until eight-thirty,” she told him, “when I went to a luau with some friends. Previous to that, Mr. Winterslip dined at his usual hour and we chatted for a time on the lanai.”

“Did he seem to have anything on his mind?”

“Well, he has appeared a bit upset—”

“Wait a minute!” The captain took out a notebook. “Want to put down some of this. Been upset, has he? For how long?”

“For the past two weeks. Let me think—just two weeks ago to-night—or rather, last night—he and I were sitting on the lanai, and he was reading the evening paper. Something in it seemed to disturb him. He got up, wrote a note to his cousin Roger in San Francisco, and took it down for a friend aboard the President Tyler to deliver. From that moment he appeared restless and unhappy.”

“Go on. This may be important.”

“Last Wednesday morning he received a cable from Roger that infuriated him.”

“A cable. What was in it?”

“It was not addressed to me,” said Miss Minerva haughtily.

“Well, that’s all right. We’ll dig it up. Now, about last night. Did he act more upset than ever?”

“He did. But that may have been due to the fact he had hoped his daughter’s ship would dock yesterday afternoon, and had learned it could not land its passengers until this morning.”

“I see. You said you was only here until eight-thirty?”

“I did not,” replied Miss Minerva coldly. “I said I was here only until eight-thirty.”

“Same thing.”

“Well, hardly.”

“I’m not here to talk grammar,” Hallet said sharply. “Did anything occur—anything out of the ordinary—before you left?”

“No. Wait a moment. Some one called Mr. Winterslip on the telephone while he was at dinner. I couldn’t help overhearing the conversation.”

“Good for you!” She glared at him again. “Repeat it.”
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