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INTRODUCTION

Of the many hardboiled detectives, Dashiell Hammett’s “The Continental Op” is one of the best. He is a private investigator employed at the Continental Detective Agency’s San Francisco office. All of the stories are told in the first person, and his name is never given.

Years of witnessing human cruelty, misery, and ruin—as well as being instrumental in sending hundreds of people to jail, or to the gallows—have jaded the Op, and he is losing his humanity. His greatest fear is becoming like his boss, “The Old Man,” whom he describes as “a shell, without any human feelings whatsoever.”

Indeed, in the novel The Dain Curse (a fix-up novel built around four short stories), a character remarks to the Op that she sees him as “[a] monster. A nice one, an especially nice one to have around when you're in trouble, but a monster just the same, without any human foolishness like love in him...”

* * * *

“One Hour” was originally published in the classic Black Mask pulp magazine on April 1, 1924.

Black Mask began in 1920 as a general fiction magazine, but it soon found its voice under the editorships of George W. Sutton and, starting in 1924, Philip C. Cody, when it shifted almost exclusively to mystery fiction. Early contributors of note included J.S. Fletcher, Vincent Starrett, and Herman Petersen. Naturalistic crime writers, such as Carroll John Daly (Race Williams), Dashiell Hammett (Sam Spade and The Continental Op), and their successors, such as Raymond Chandler, Erle Stanley Gardner, Paul Cain, Frederick Nebel, Frederick C. Davis, Raoul F. Whitfield, Theodore Tinsley, Todhunter Ballard, Dwight V. Babcock, and Roger Torrey, found a home in its pages.

The best-known contributors to Black Mask were mostly men, but the magazine also published works by many female crime writers, including Marjory Stoneman Douglas, Katherine Brocklebank, Sally Dixon Wright, Florence M. Pettee, Marion O'Hearn, Kay Krausse, Frances Beck, Tiah Devitt and Dorothy Dunn.

—Karl Wurf

Rockville, Marland
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