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DASHIELL HAMMETT
(1894——)

A NOTE ON THE AUTHOR OF “THE MALTESE
FALCON?”

Dashiell Hammett has the distinction, rare for a writer
of detective fiction, actually to have worked as an opera-
tive for Pinkerton’s Detective Agency before he ventured
on a career of solving hypothetical murders. Born in
St. Mary’s County, Maryland, he spent his early youth
in Philadelphia and Baltimore. Drifting through a mis-
cellany of ill-paid jobs, he found a temporary solution
to his economic problem by shadowing real malefactors
with what might be called conspicuous success. The
World War intervened and brought a halt to his sleuth-
ing enterprise. He won a sergeantcy and lost his health.
After the Armistice, Hammett devoted himsclf to the re-
covery of his health and to the detection of criminals.
He tried his hand at writing, and immediately the ex-
gumshoe man became the undisputed master of detective-
story fiction in America.
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INTRODUCTION

F this book had been written with the help of an
outline or notes or even a clearly defined plot-idea
in my head I might now be able to say how 1t came to
be written and why it took the shape it did, but all 1
can remember about its invention is that somewhere 1
had read of the peculiar rental agreement between
Charles V and the Order of the Hospital of St. John
of Jerusalem, that in a short story called THE WHOSIS
xm I had failed to make the most of a situation I liked,
that in another called THE GUTTING OF COUFFIGNAL I
had been equally unfortunate with an equally promis-
ing dénouement, and that I thought I might have better
luck with these two failures if I combined them with
the Maltese lease 1in a longer story.

I can remember more clearly where I got most of
my characters.

Wilmer, the boy gun-man, was picked up in Stock-
ton, California, where I had gone hunting a window-
smasher who had robbed a San Jose jewelry store.
Wilmer’s original was not my window-smasher, unfor-
tunately, but he was a fair pick-up. He was a neat
small smooth-faced quiet boy of perhaps twenty-one.
He said he was only seventeen, but that was probably
an attempt to draw a reform school instead of a peni-
tentiary sentence. He also said his father was a lieu-

tenant of police in New York, which may or may not
vii



viil INTRODUCTION

have been true, and he was serenely proud of the name
the local newspapers gave him—The Midget Bandit.
He had robbed a Stockton filling station the previous
week. In Los Angeles a day or two later, reading a
Stockton newspaper—there must be criminals who sub-
scribe to clipping services—he had been annoyed by the
description the filling-station proprietor had given of
him and by the proprietor’s statement of what he would
do to that little runt if he ever laid eyes on him again.
So The Midget Bandit had stolen an automobile and
returned to Stockton to, in his words, stick that guy
up again and see what he wanted to do about it.

Brigid O’Shaughnessy had two originals, one an
artist, the other a woman who came to Pinkerton’s San
Francisco office to hire an operative to discharge her
housekeeper, but neither of these women was a criminal.

Dundy’s prototype I worked with in a North Caro-
lina railroad yard; Cairo’s I picked up on a forgery
charge in Pasco, Washington, in 1920; Polhaus’s was
a former captain of detectives; I used to buy books
from Iva’s in Spokane; Effie’s once asked me to go into
the narcotic smuggling business with her in San Diego;
Gutman’s was suspected—foolishly, as most people
were—of being a German secret agent in Washington,
D. C., in the early days of the war, and I never re-
member shadowing a man who bored me as much.

Spade had no original. He is a dream man in the
sense that he is what most of the private detectives I
worked with would like to have been and what quite a
few of them in their cockier moments thought they ap-
proached. For your private detective does not—or did
not ten years ago when he was my colleague—want to
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be an erudite solver of riddles in the Sherlock Holmes
manner ; he wants to be a hard and shifty fellow, able

to take care of himself in any situation, able to get the
best of anybody he comes in contact with, whether

criminal, innocent by-stander or client.

_ DasaierLn, HAMMETT.
New York, January 24, 1934.
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CHAPTER 1I
Spade & Archer

AMUEL SPADE’s jaw was long and bony, his chin a
S jutting v under the more flexible v of his mouth.
His nostrils curved back to make another, smaller, v.
His yellow-grey eyes were horizontal. The v motif was
picked up again by thickish brows rising outward from
twin creases above a hooked nose, and his pale brown
hair grew down—from high flat temples—in a point on
his forehead. He looked rather pleasantly like a blond
satan. |

He said to Effie Perine: “Yes, sweetheart?”

She was a lanky sunburned girl whose tan dress of
thin woolen stuff clung to her with an effect of damp-
ness. Her eyes were brown and playful in a shiny boyish
face. She finished shutting the door behind her, leaned
against it, and said: “There’s a girl wants to see you.
Her name’s Wonderly.”

“A customer?”

“I guess so. You’ll want to see her anyway: she’s a
knockout.” |
“Shoo her in, darling,” said Spade. “Shoo her in.”

Effie Perine opened the door again, following it back
into the outer office, standing with a hand on the knob
while saying: “Will you come in, Miss Wonderly ?*

A voice said, “Thank you,” so softly that only the

purest articulation made the words intelligible, and a
3



4 THE MALTESE FALCON

young woman came through the doorway. She advanced
slowly, with tentative steps, looking at Spade with
cobalt-blue eyes that were both shy and probing.

She was tall and pliantly slender, without angularity
anywhere. Her body was erect and high-breasted, her
legs long, her hands and feet narrow. She wore two
shades of blue that had been selected because of her
eyes. The hair curling from under her blue hat was
darkly red, her full lips more brightly red. White teeth
glistened in the crescent her timid smile made.

Spade rose bowing and indicating with a thick-
fingered hand the oaken armchair beside his desk. He
was quite six feet tall. The steep rounded slope of his
shoulders made his body seem almost conical-—no
broader than it was thick—and kept his freshly pressed
grey coat from fitting very well.

Miss Wonderly murmured, “Thank you,” softly as
before and sat down on the edge of the chair’s wooden
seat. ‘

Spade sank into his swivel-chair, made a quarter-turn
to face her, smiled politely. He smiled without sep-
arating his lips. All the v’s in his face grew longer.

'The tappity-tap-tap and the thin bell and muffled
whir of Effie Perine’s typewriting came through the
closed door. Somewhere in a neighboring office a power-
driven machine vibrated dully. On Spade’s desk a limp
cigarette smoldered in a brass tray filled with the
remains of limp cigarettes. Ragged grey flakes of
cigarette-ash dotted the yellow top of the desk and the
green blotter and the papers that were there. A buff-
curtained window, eight or ten inches open, let in from
the court a current of air faintly scented with ammonia.
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The ashes on the desk twitched and crawled in the cur-
rent.
Miss Wonderly watched the grey flakes twitch and
crawl. Her eyes were uneasy. She sat on the very edge
of the chair. Her feet were flat on the floor, as if she
were about to rise. Her hands in dark gloves clasped a
flat dark handbag in her lap.

Spade rocked back in his chair and asked: “Now
what can I do for you, Miss Wonderly?”

She caught her breath and looked at him. She swal-
lowed and said hurriedly: “Could you—? I thought—
I—that 15— Then she tortured her lower lip with
glistening teeth and said nothing. Only her dark eyes
spoke now, pleading.

Spade smiled and nodded as if he understood her, but
pleasantly, as if nothing serious were involved. He said:
“Suppose you tell me about it, from the beginning, and
then we’ll know what needs doing. Better begin as far
back as you can.”

“That was in New York.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know where she met him. I mean I don’t
know where in New York. She’s five years younger than
I—only seventeen—and we didn’t have the same
friends. I don’t suppose we’ve ever been as close as sis-
ters should be. Mama and Papa are in Europe. It would
kill them. I’ve got to get her back before they come
home.”

“Yes,” he said.

“They’re coming home the first of the month.”

Spade’s eyes brightened. “Then we’ve two weeks,” he

said.
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“I didn’t know what she had done until her letter
came. I was frantic.” Her lips trembled. Her hands
mashed the dark handbag in her lap. “I was too afraid
she had done something like this to go to the police, and
the fear that something had happened to her kept urg-
ing me to go. There wasn’t anyone I could go to for ad-

vice. I didn’t know what to do. What could I do?”
| “Nothing, of course,” Spade said, “but then her let-
ter came?”’

“Yes, and I sent her a telegram asking her to come
home. I sent it to General Delivery here. That was the
only address she gave me. I waited a whole week, but
no answer came, not another word from her. And Mama
and Papa’s return was drawing nearer and nearer. So
I came to San Francisco to get her. I wrote her I was
coming. I shouldn’t have done that, should I?”

“Maybe not. It’s not always easy to know what to
do. You haven’t found her?”

“No, I haven’t. I wrote her that I would go to the
St. Mark, and I begged her to come and let me talk to
her even if she didn’t intend to go home with me. But
she didn’t come. I waited three days, and she didn’t
come, didn’t even send me a message of any sort.”

Spade nodded his blond satan’s head, frowned sympa-
thetically, and tightened his lips together.

“It was horrible,” Miss Wonderly said, trying to
smile. “I couldn’t sit there like that—waiting—not
knowing what had happened to her, what might be hap-
pening to her.” She stopped trying to smile. She shud-
dered. “The only address I had was General Delivery.
I wrote her another letter, and yesterday afternoon I
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went to the Post Office. I stayed there until after dark,
but I didn’t see her. I went there again this morning,
and still didn’t see Corinne, but I saw Floyd Thursby.”

Spade nodded again. His frown went away. In its
place came a look of sharp attentiveness.

“He wouldn’t tell me where Corinne was,” she went
on, hopelessly. “He wouldn’t tell me anything, except
that she was well and happy. But how can I believe
that? That is what he would tell me anyhow, isn’t 1t?”

“Sure,” Spade agreed. “But it might be true.”

“I hope it 1s. I do hope it is,” she exclaimed. “But
I can’t go back home like this, without having seen
her, without even having talked to her on the phone.
He wouldn’t take me to her. He said she didn’t want
to see me. I can’t believe that. He promised to tell her
he had seen me, and to bring her to see me—if she would
come—this evening at the hotel. He said he knew she
wouldn’t. He promised to come himself if she wouldn’t.
He___”

She broke off with a startled hand to her mouth as
the door opened.

The man who had opened the door came in a step,
sald, ““Oh, excuse me!” hastily took his brown hat from
his head, and backed out.

“It’s all right, Miles,” Spade told him. “Come in.
Miss Wonderly, this is Mr. Archer, my partner.”

Miles Archer came into the office again, shutting the
door behind him, ducking his head and smiling at Miss
Wonderly, making a vaguely polite gesture with the
hat in his hand. He was of medium height, solidly built,
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wide in the shoulders, thick in the neck, with a jovial
heavy-jawed red face and some grey in his close-
trimmed hair. He was apparently as many years past
forty as Spade was past thirty.

Spade said: “Miss Wonderly’s sister ran away from
New York with a fellow named Floyd Thursby. They’re
here. Miss Wonderly has seen Thursby and has a date
with him tonight. Maybe he’ll bring the sister with him.
The chances are he won’t. Miss Wonderly wants us
to find the sister and get her away from him and back
home.” He looked at Miss Wonderly. “Right?”

“Yes,” she said indistinctly. The embarrassment that
had gradually been driven away by Spade’s ingratiat-
g smiles and nods and assurances was pinkening her
face again. She looked at the bag in her lap and picked
nervously at it with a gloved finger.

Spade winked at his partner.

- Miles Archer came forward to stand at a corner of
the desk. While the girl looked at her bag he looked at
her. His little brown eyes ran their bold appraising
gaze from her lowered face to her feet and up to her
face again. Then he looked at Spade and made a silent
whistling mouth of appreciation.

Spade lifted two fingers from the arm of his chair
in a brief warning gesture and said:

“We shouldn’t have any trouble with it. It’s simply
a matter of having a man at the hotel this evening to
shadow him away when he leaves, and shadow him until
he leads us to your sister. If she comes with him, and
you persuade her to return with you, so much the bet-
ter. Otherwise—if she doesn’t want to leave him after



