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STORY SUMMARY & OVERVIEW

Lieutenant Steve Craig, a respected U.S. Navy officer, suddenly finds himself accused of murdering 
his own father, Jeremiah Craig. With fewer than forty-eight hours to prove his innocence, Steve 
must evade the police while following a trail of cryptic clues that leads from a busy American 
waterfront to long-buried secrets connected to the China Sea. As he encounters smugglers, 
dangerous criminals and unexpected allies, Steve discovers that solving his father’s murder will 
require courage, determination and careful reasoning. The author combines a fast-paced mystery 
with maritime adventure in a race against time where every clue matters.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: �AMERICAN MARITIME COMMERCE, EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY SHIPPING,  
AND CRIMINAL INVESTIGATION

Brass Keys to Murder is set on the American waterfront during the 1930s, when commercial 
shipping was one of the nation’s most important industries. Merchant ships transported cargo 
between ports around the world while nearby U.S. Navy vessels protected American interests and 
maintained a presence in major harbors. Dockworkers, sailors, ship captains, harbor police, customs 
officials and shipping companies worked side by side, making busy ports centers of international 
commerce as well as places where smuggling, theft and organized crime sometimes flourished. The 
author uses this authentic maritime setting as the backdrop for his fictional mystery.

The story also reaches back to the China Sea in the early twentieth century, when merchant 
vessels still faced the threat of piracy in some regions. Although piracy had declined from earlier 
centuries, attacks on commercial ships continued in parts of East and Southeast Asia. Merchant 
captains were often responsible for protecting both their crews and valuable cargo, and disputes 
over recovered property could have lasting consequences. The author uses this historical reality to 
create the mystery surrounding the brass keys and the events that shaped Jeremiah Craig’s past.

The novel also reflects the investigative methods of its time. Before dna analysis, surveillance 
cameras, fingerprint databases, or computerized records, detectives relied on eyewitness testimony, 
handwritten logs, interviews, physical evidence and logical deduction. When Brass Keys to Murder 
was published in 1936, readers would have recognized both the bustling American waterfront and 
the enduring legends of the China Sea as exciting settings where history, commerce, adventure 
and crime could unexpectedly intersect.
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CHAPTER ONE: A NAVAL OFFICER BECOMES THE PRIME SUSPECT

 	 How do Steve Craig’s actions as officer of the deck and his interactions with Sally Randolph 
and Detective Green establish his character before he is accused of murder? Before the 
investigation begins, readers see Steve performing his naval duties while responding calmly to 
unexpected events. These early scenes introduce his sense of responsibility, professionalism and 
concern for others.

 	 Why does Detective Green become convinced that Steve Craig is guilty despite Steve’s 
explanation, and what does this suggest about the importance of examining all the evidence 
before reaching a conclusion? Steve immediately finds himself defending his innocence after 
his father’s death. Discuss whether the evidence presented so far supports Detective Green’s 
conclusions or leaves important questions unanswered.

CHAPTER TWO: STEVE CRAIG BEGINS HIS OWN INVESTIGATION

 	 Why does Steve Craig decide to secretly leave the USS Burnham to investigate his father’s 
murder and what risks does this decision create for both his naval career and his search for 
the truth? Steve chooses to act on his own rather than wait for the official investigation. Discuss 
how his loyalty to his father and his commitment to justice influence this difficult decision.

 	 Which actions or behaviors make Brant Hawkins, Kloss, Jim Craig and Andries possible 
suspects, and which character seems least trustworthy based on the evidence presented so far? 
As Steve interviews the people connected with Jeremiah Craig, several individuals behave 
suspiciously. Compare their actions and determine which raises the greatest questions.

 	 What discoveries led Steve Craig to conclude that Jeremiah Craig’s murderer was present 
in the house that evening, and do you agree with his reasoning? By the end of the chapter, Steve 
pieces together several important clues that narrow the list of suspects. Evaluate whether his 
conclusion follows logically from the evidence available at this point.

CHAPTER THREE: SECRETS ABOARD THE MANDARIN

 	 What discoveries does Steve Craig make about the Mandarin, and how do they change 
his understanding of Jeremiah Craig’s past? As Steve continues his investigation, he uncovers 
new information connected to the Mandarin and his father’s earlier experiences at sea. These 
discoveries reveal that the murder may be tied to events far older than anyone first believed.

 	 Why might the note referring to the “brass keys” become one of the most important clues 
in Jeremiah Craig’s murder investigation? Among the evidence Steve uncovers is a mysterious 
message mentioning the brass keys. Discuss why this seemingly simple clue could connect the 
present-day murder to long-forgotten events.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE MYSTERY OF THE 1912 MUTINY

 	 How does learning about the 1912 mutiny and the hidden pirate treasure change the 
direction of Steve Craig’s investigation? Steve discovers that the murder investigation reaches 
back to a dangerous voyage many years earlier. The history of the mutiny introduces new motives, 
new suspects and a much larger mystery than Steve first imagined.

 	 Why has mutiny at sea been one of the most serious crimes in maritime history, and what 
famous historical mutinies can you recall to understand better the dangers faced by sailors? The 
events described in the novel are fictional, but mutiny has played an important role throughout 
the history of naval and merchant shipping. Compare the story’s events with real historical 
examples of shipboard mutinies.

 	 Why are the brass keys valuable enough for someone to threaten, deceive and kill in order to 
possess them? As additional clues emerge, the brass keys appear to be at the center of the mystery. 
Based on the evidence available so far, develop your own theory about the keys, the hidden 
treasure and the identity of the murderer.

CHAPTER FIVE: NEW ALLIES AND GROWING SUSPICIONS

 	 What does Sally Randolph’s willingness to help Steve Craig reveal about the dangers both 
characters are willing to face in pursuit of the truth? Steve asks Sally for help even though it 
places both of them in greater danger. Discuss how trust and cooperation become increasingly 
important as the investigation grows more dangerous.

 	 The story mentions Sally Randolph carrying a small handgun for protection. How did 
firearm ownership during the 1930s compare with today, and what historical factors influenced 
those differences? The conversation between Steve and Sally reflects attitudes toward personal 
protection during the period in which the novel is set. How have firearm laws and public opinions 
changed over time and discuss the reasons behind those changes.

 	 Does Fanshaw appear to be motivated only by greed, or does the evidence suggest a deeper 
connection to Jeremiah Craig’s murder? As Steve gathers more information, Fanshaw’s actions 
become increasingly suspicious. Examine the clues presented in this chapter and determine which 
interpretation is better supported by the evidence.

CHAPTER SIX: A SECOND MURDER RAISES THE STAKES

 	 How does the discovery of Jim Craig’s body change Steve Craig’s investigation and make it 
even more difficult to prove his innocence? The investigation takes a dramatic turn when another 
murder occurs. Steve must now solve two connected crimes while avoiding capture and staying 
ahead of the real killer.



 	 What does Jim Craig’s death suggest about the murderer’s determination to protect  
long-hidden secrets? The second murder shows that someone is willing to eliminate anyone who 
might uncover the truth. Discuss how this changes the urgency of Steve’s investigation and the 
danger facing everyone involved.

 	 Why does Steve Craig decide to use the brass keys as bait, and what does this strategy reveal 
about his confidence and willingness to take calculated risks? Knowing the murderer is still 
searching for the brass keys, Steve develops a dangerous plan to draw the killer into the open. 
Evaluate whether this decision is courageous, risky, or both.

CHAPTER SEVEN: CLOSING THE TRAP

 	 Why does Steve Craig decide to contact Detective Green after uncovering new evidence, and 
what does this decision reveal about his confidence in the investigation? As Steve gathers enough 
evidence to support his conclusions, he begins working toward exposing the murderer rather 
than simply avoiding arrest. Discuss why involving the authorities becomes an important part 
of his plan. 

 	 How do the actions of Brant Hawkins and Kloss influence your suspicions as the 
investigation reaches its final stages? The behavior of several suspects becomes increasingly 
revealing as Steve closes in on the truth. Examine how each character’s decisions either 
strengthen or weaken the case against them.

CHAPTER EIGHT: JUSTICE AT LAST

 	 How does Steve Craig finally solve the murders of Jeremiah Craig and Jim Craig, and which 
clues prove most important in identifying the killer? The mystery comes together as Steve connects 
the evidence gathered throughout the investigation, including the brass keys, the footprint on his 
cap and the attack on the barge. Trace how each clue contributes to the final solution.

 	 Looking back over the entire novel, which clues were the most important, and how did the 
author prepare readers for the story’s conclusion? Many details introduced early in the story 
become significant by the ending. Identify the clues that seemed minor at first but later proved 
essential to solving the mystery.

 	 How does Brass Keys to Murder explore themes of justice, injustice, revenge and 
personal responsibility? Throughout the novel, characters face difficult choices that test their sense 
of honor and integrity. Discuss how the author contrasts revenge with justice and what the story 
suggests about doing the right thing even under extraordinary pressure.
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