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INTRODUCTION





ALTHOUGH THE principal character in most of the books by Phoebe Atwood Taylor (1909–1976) is Asey Mayo, the narration of The Mystery of the Cape Cod Tavern (1934) is in the first-person voice of Elspeth “Kay” Adams (of the “coffee Adamses”) who has some of the instincts of an amateur detective, which is a variation on the famous relationship between Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Watson in their stories. Although he is the author of the adventures of the intrepid pair, Watson seldom displays any inclination to detection. Occasionally goaded by Holmes into describing the case as he sees it and asked for his conclusions, Watson does his best, is complimented by the detective, and then instructed on all the facts that he has misinterpreted, as well as the plethora of clues he’s missed.


Ms. Adams appears intermittently and is a rather bland figure in spite of her pluck and willingness to do whatever she is asked to do, to go wherever she is led or directed. While most of the novel features more colorful characters than Kay, she is a comforting presence, demonstrating just the right amount of nervousness in dangerous situations but not likely to panic.


One of the most interesting personages in the novel is the beautiful Eve Prence, a part-time actress and owner of Prence’s Tavern, who will do pretty much anything to gain attention—which she claims is for her tavern but most of her friends and acquaintances recognize that it is for her needy ego. Regrettably, she does not remain on center stage for very long.


When Eve tells everyone within earshot that someone is trying to kill her, the declaration is met mainly with eyerolls, seen as yet another ploy for press coverage. Nonetheless, it was difficult to continue to doubt her when she was discovered with a knife in her ribs.


The least likely but most obvious murderer is the charming Anne, who comes onto the scene holding a knife that is still wet from having been washed. She claims to have been cutting up a chicken but Eve had specifically identified her as the potential assassin.


This is when Asey Mayo, the amateur detective known as “the Cape Cod Sherlock,” swings into action. He leaps into the case, convinced of Anne’s innocence, and soon encounters a pair of antique dueling pistols with daggers hidden between the barrels, a nosy and precocious boy, and a sole witness to the murder—who happens to be blind.


Mayo’s first appearance was in The Cape Cod Mystery (1931), which sold out its first printing of 5,000 copies, an exceptionally strong sale for a first novel during the Great Depression (and not too bad in the present day). No one wrote more mysteries, nor more popular ones, nor better ones, set on Cape Cod than Phoebe Atwood Taylor, best known for her series of twenty-four novels featuring Mayo.


In the words of the English novelist Nicholas Blake (the pseudonym of C. Day Lewis, at one time England’s poet laureate), Mayo is “an eccentric individual” who Taylor describes as “a typical New Englander … the kind of man everybody expects to find on Cape Cod and never does.”


A former sailor who made his first voyage on one of the last clipper ships, Mayo lives in Wellfleet, where he is the handyman/chauffeur for the local tycoon but still finds time to solve an inordinate number of murders.


He is tall but unimpressive in appearance as he walks with his long, lean frame hunched over. Variously described as “wily, ornery, and homespun,” he relies on his profound, albeit practical, knowledge of human nature for his success as a sleuth. “Common sense” has been the tobacco-chewing Mayo’s hallmark since his first episode.


The doctor called to the Prence Tavern carries no restrictions on his admiration for Mayo. “Marvelous man,” he says. “Brain like Euclid, imagination like Scheherazade, shrewd as any Yankee tin peddler, and a sense of humor—well, words fail me.”


Mayo’s speech is “impossible for a student of phonetics to record on paper,” wrote Taylor. “It resembled no other dialect in the world. Let it suffice to say that he never sounded a final g or t. His r was the ah of New England. His a was so flat … you couldn’t get under it with a crowbar.”


Mayo uses his speech to share his homely wisdom, such as “they ain’t many whys without becauses.”


Taylor was born in Boston, descended from the Mayflower Pilgrims, and received a B.A. from New York City’s Barnard College before returning to live and write in Massachusetts. She uses her intimate knowledge of New England for the settings of her novels, notably such Cape Cod communities as Wellfleet, Quonomet, and Weesit. While these and other nearby towns are recognized as summer resorts, most of the books deal with the people who live ordinary lives there after the tourists have gone home.


Humor plays an important role in the Asey Mayo series, as it does in the eight books she wrote under the Alice Tilton pen name, all of which featured Leonidas Witherall, known to his friends as “Bill” because of his uncanny resemblance to portraits of William Shakespeare. A New England prep school headmaster, he supplements his modest income by writing thrillers. He also hunts for rare books for “the wealthier and lazier Boston collectors.”


In Witherall’s first case, Beginning with a Bash (1937), he attempts to prove the innocence of a former student who he encounters on a below-zero evening in Boston, running from the police in a gray flannel suit and carrying a bag of golf clubs. The novel had previously been published in Mystery League magazine in 1933 as The Riddle of Volume Four under the Taylor byline.


Anthony Boucher was a fan of Taylor’s “well-ordered farces” and praised her ability to recreate such historical moments as the Great Depression and the early years of World War II, including blackouts, gasoline rationing, and wardens. The everyday life of those times and more peaceful ones gave readers a window to view Cape Cod as she knew it.


Country auctions, local politics, cake sales, teas, ladies’ clubs, gardens, petty disputes among neighbors—all served as the background for Taylor’s detective novels, produced with a keenly observant eye and a rich helping of amused and gentle humor.


Otto Penzler


New York, October 2024
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I STARTED for Capri and I landed in Weesit.


At two o’clock I set out for Commonwealth Pier; at four I was comfortably settled in my favorite cabin on board the “Merantic,” looking forward to a pleasant winter in Capri; at five o’clock I was the sole occupant of a red plush day coach, being slowly rattled toward Cape Cod, Weesit, and Prence’s Tavern.


Like most drastic shifts of plans, mine was due to a telegram—a brief, unadorned little message from my nephew Mark, which will take its place as far as I am concerned with “You may fire when ready, Gridley,” and “England expects every man to do his duty.”


It said: “Need you immediately Prence’s Tavern Weesit. Train leaves South Station 4:30.”


On the face of it, there was nothing particularly remarkable about the message. But Mark had supposedly sailed for Brazil on September nineteenth, exactly a week before. I’d even sent ten new detective stories and five pounds of raspberry creams to his boat.


What on earth was the boy doing in Weesit, and why should he demand his aged aunt?


There seemed only one sensible way for the aged aunt to find out, so I took it. In fourteen minutes I collected my trunks and cases, and postponed my sailing for a week; in fourteen minutes more I was on the Cape train, rumbling out of the South Station. I am exceedingly fond of Mark Adams III, even if he does sound like a speed boat.


Without sacrificing truth to a feeble pun, Weesit meant little to me. I’ve covered considerable territory in my fifty years, but I’d missed Cape Cod, probably because it’s so near Boston. Of course I’d heard of Prence’s Tavern, though it was by no means as well known Wednesday afternoon as it became Thursday.


Two hundred years ago the Prence family had made the place famous as an Inn; four years ago Eve Prence, its present owner, had come home from Paris and turned it into a tavern again, although this time it became more of an informal rendezvous for writers than an actual hotel. Eve Prence was a well-known writer herself, but legend was fast forcing her into a class with Rosa Lewis and Mr. Fothergill.—I say “legend,” because there seemed to be no end to the remarkable publicity stories which Eve Prence launched every few weeks, with clock-like regularity, about the tavern, her famous guests—and herself.


Offhand I remembered tales of false fires, fake holdups, hidden jewels, and the yarns of transatlantic flyers who’d stopped off en route to Le Bourget for cups of Eve’s renowned coffee. There were still other stories which Mark described as “Pure Boccaccio, out of Arabian Nights by Gesta Romanorum.”


I knew Mark knew Eve Prence, but I’d no idea he had ever stayed—or had any intention of staying—at her tavern. It occurred to me that Mark might have become involved with Eve in some compromising situation, but I promptly dismissed the notion. A pre-Harlow blonde had taught Mark both discretion and the price of being a rich man’s son during his first year at Cambridge. I had personally, with my own two hands, throttled that frame-up before it reached the ears of Marcus Adams II.—In our family we omit “Junior” and “Senior” and simply number the living Marcuses.—Anyway, Marcus II has a genuine Bostonian antipathy toward headlines.


In the lonely if stuffy splendor of the red plush day coach, I brooded about Mark’s S.O.S. until somewhere below Brockton, when a chubby conductor ambled into the car and demanded my ticket.


“I left too hurriedly to buy one,” I told him, “so I’ll have to pay you. Weesit.”


“Weesit?” His pink face grew pinker and he eyed me and my seven leather cases. “Say, I bet you’re another writer goin’ to the Tavern.”


Somehow that assumption annoyed me. “Do I,” I demanded, “look like a writer? Most people tell me I look like their aunt in Newton Center.”


“But you got a typewriter!” He seemed to feel that clinched the matter.


“Only,” I said tartly, “because I’m the only person in this world who can read my own handwriting. I’m going to Prence’s Tavern, but I’m no writer.”


“I see.” He sounded disappointed. “Well, the Tavern’s a great place. I lived in Weesit all my life, and I must say it’s been fun havin’ those writers around. Most of ’em’s funnier than the artists down in Provincetown. All the time huntin’ what they call local color. They got a pretty famous crowd there now, though there ain’t anywhere near as many as there was a few weeks ago. Most of ’em’s real nice, except for that kid of Lila Talcott’s, the woman that writes children’s poetry. Like I told my wife, his mother might be able to amuse other people’s kids, but she couldn’t do much with hers. Acted like he’d been brought up in a reform school. Anthony Dean’s there, too.”


“Tony Dean, the playwright?”


“Yup. Red-headed an’ a regular giant, he is. Got his son with him, too, only his is grown up. Blind. Writes poetry. I forget his name.”


“Norris, I think. I’ve read some of the poems.”


“I tried some, too,” the conductor confessed, “but I couldn’t make anythin’ out of ’em. Pretty punk, I thought. No rhyme. Then,” he seated himself on the arm of the opposite seat, “then there’s that Alex Stout, the feller that’s always gettin’ banned in Boston. And Mark Adams, he’s just come back again—”


“Mark—back again?”


“Yup.” The conductor didn’t seem to notice my intense surprise. “He’s one of them coffee Adamses of Boston. He’s been down off and on since last winter. You heard of his aunt Elspeth Adams, haven’t you? She used to be a lady golf champ, and now she rolls around the world gettin’ mixed up with riots in India and Hitlerites in Germany. She’s a great woman!”


“I’m glad,” I told him a little self-consciously, “that you think so. But—what about this Adams boy? Does he—er—write?”


“He says so.” The conductor winked elaborately. “But I think he’s fallen for Eve’s sister, Anne Bradford. She—”


“Fallen for—how old is she?” I demanded. “Eve’s forty-three if she’s a day, and Mark’s only twenty-five!”


“She’s only a step-sister,” he assured me. “About twenty-three. Nice girl. We like her in town. Always smooths things over when Eve gets rambunctious and riles folks. Asey Mayo, he’s been workin’ at the tavern, and Asey Mayo said—”


“Who’s Asey Mayo?” I interrupted. “The name’s familiar.”


“Familiar?” The conductor looked at me with obvious disgust. “I should think it would be! Say, if you don’t know who he is, you don’t deserve to! Recognize writers an’ Adamses right off the bat, but you don’t remember who Asey Mayo is! Huh! Say, any one meetin’ you at Yarmouth, or you goin’ to take the bus?”


“Bus? Doesn’t this venerable train go all the way to Weesit?”


“Mornin’ train does, but we don’t.”


“Well,” I said philosophically, “if I’m not met, I suppose I shall bus. How do you get home?”


“I don’t, to-night,” he said, killing all my hopes of begging for a lift. “Or to-morrow either. Got some vice-president or something comin’ to-morrow, and we got to take him on a special to Provincetown and back. Go through Weesit around twelve and three. You’ll hear us.”


“Hear you?”


“Sure. My wife’s an invalid. Got hurt in an auto accident four years ago, and she gets worried about me. So Pete or the other boys just toot special when they go through town so’s she’ll know I’m all right. This your first trip to the Cape? Too bad. You’d ought to of seen the Cape in the old days.”


From then on I listened in a charmed silence to a monologue on Cape Cod in the old days, punctuated only by occasional interludes during which the conductor had to wave lanterns outside. Even if I’d wanted to stem the flow of anecdote with questions about Mark and his Anne Bradford, I doubt if I should have had the chance. By the time we groaned into the Yarmouth station, I felt as though I’d spent practically my entire life in the town of Weesit.


“My name,” the conductor said as he deposited me and my luggage on the platform, “is Bill Harding, and I’d be glad to do anything I could for you in Weesit, Miss—Mrs.—Miss Um. The bus don’t seem to be here, but it’ll come. We go on to Hyannis.”


He stepped deftly onto the bottom step of the day coach as the train rumbled away into the darkness.


I shivered as the damp east wind bit through my coat, and gazed gloomily around the dimly lighted station. There was no sign of the bus and no one seemed at all interested in its arrival except me. There was no sign of Mark, who, I thought, might at least have had the common decency to come and meet his elderly relative after his peremptory summons, whether he was in love or not.


Several people strolled up, peered curiously at me, then climbed into cars and withdrew hastily, as though the sight had been more than they could bear. At the other end of the platform two men were piling mail bags into a small sedan. I decided to stroll up and ask about the bus, but before I could reach them, they hopped into their respective cars and drove away. I began to understand how lepers feel.


The station agent, whistling a mournful minor ditty, climbed into his truck.


“Bus’ll turn up sometime, lady,” he said in a sad, tired voice. “Most always does. Probably got a flat.”


It was nice of him, but it didn’t encourage me much. I sat down on my largest case, and pulled my fur collar up about my ears. Softly, but with a certain amount of thoroughness, I cursed the bleak platform, the shrill wind, the gull that shrieked somewhere above me, Cape Cod and Cape Codders, and even Mark, for starting me on this probably senseless expedition. I’d been all prepared to step off the train and be a general Aunt Fix-it. The lack of any reception whatsoever came as a distinct blow. There is, after all, no more let-down feeling than being left at a station. And it seemed to me that Mark might have warned me to bring along a chicken sandwich.


“Even,” I muttered hungrily to myself after twenty congealing minutes, “even a station ham. In fact, I shouldn’t scorn an unbuttered cracker—”


Two headlights appeared as sudden beacons of hope, and I jumped to my feet. But half a look told me that the machine was not the long awaited bus. It was a long shining roadster, the twin sister of the one Marcus II had forbidden my buying in August. He said the car was rank extravagance and thoroughly unsuitable for me anyway; but it seemed to harmonize with its present driver, a tall rakish man in corduroys and a hunting jacket, who strolled up to me, swinging his broad-brimmed hat in one hand.


“Miss Adams?” he asked pleasantly. “If it is, I’m sorry I’m late. If it ain’t, I’m just sorry.”


I had a fleeting impression of twinkling eyes and a long narrow face.


“I’m Miss Adams, but—”


“Good. If all these bags is yours, I’ll put ’em in the rumble.”


“They’re mine,” I began, a little disconcerted by his matter-of-factness, “but I’m afraid there’s been some mistake. I—”


“Didn’t Mark—”


“Oh, did Mark send you? Where is he? Why didn’t he meet me himself? What’s wrong?”


“All that,” he grinned, “is a long story. S’pose you wait till we get goin’. I bet you’re prob’ly in a hurry to get some fodder after bein’ jounced from Boston in ole eight-forty. How’d you like ole eight-forty, by the way?”


“If you mean the train, it was a novel experience,” I told him, “including the conductor.”


He chuckled. “Bill Hardin’, huh? Well, you’ll never know more about Weesit than you do now. Yessir, ole eight-forty’s sort of like Plymouth Rock, just about as d’pendable, an’ moves about the same speed. Oh—I plumb forgot. My name’s Mayo, Miss Adams. Asey Mayo.”


“You’re very good to come after me, Mr. Mayo,” I said.


The man’s drawly dialect charmed me completely. Whatever and whoever Asey Mayo was that I couldn’t remember, clearly he was a true Cape Codder—and a competent one. He was packing away my cases with that benign lack of haste which usually indicates complete competence. And he sounded exactly the way I’d always expected a Cape Codder to sound—no final g’s to his words, exceedingly flat a’s, and no r’s at all. He slurred his vowels and ran his words together in a way that out-New-Englanded New England. “Eight-forty” became “atefotty.”


“Very good of you,” I repeated. “And why isn’t Mark on his way to Rio? What’s he doing in Weesit?”


He smiled as he fitted the last case into the rumble seat. “Changed his mind, Miss Adams. Men do, sometimes, same as ladies. There—mind the top down?”


“Love it.” I stepped into the roadster, and sank back against the squashy cushions. “What a superb car! Is it yours, Mr. Mayo?”


“Uh-huh,” he said casually, as though it were usual for all Cape Codders to drive sixteen-cylindered custom-built monsters. “I like big cars. Bill Porter sent me this from his fac’try last month. I used to work for the Porters. Now—”


“Porters!” I said excitedly. “That does it! Now I remember who you are! My memory’s slow to start, but once it begins to function—wait, now. I’ve got the headlines. ‘Asey Mayo, Porter Hired Man, Solves Sanborn Murder.’ ‘Asey Mayo of Wellfleet, Former Seafaring Man, Solves Gilpin Killing.’ And there were others, too. Lord, no wonder that conductor blushed to think I didn’t remember who the famous Asey Mayo was! I’m chagrined—”


“Uh-huh.” His voice held an amused note. “I’m sort of glad you are. Y’see, I couldn’t r’member who the famous Elspeth Adams was till I pumped Anne Bradford. N’en I did a little headline delvin’. ‘Elspeth (Kay) Adams Wins Golf Match with Prince of Wales; Putter Did It, Says Prince.’ ‘Elspeth (Kay) Adams Lost in Sahara.’ ‘Elspeth (Kay) Adams Swims Hellespont’—say, did you really?”


“It was twenty-five years ago,” I said apologetically, “but nothing ever came of it. Mr. Mayo, we’re quits. You forget my headlines and I’ll forget yours. Now, about Mark. Tell me everything, Mr. Mayo.”


“Between headliners,” he said, “it’s Asey. I hate handles. Well, point is, Mark didn’t want to go to Rio much without seein’ Anne. So he did.”


“Sounds romantic now,” I commented, “but wait till brother Marcus hears his son is courting in Weesit instead of embarking on his life career of coffee in Brazil! Mark is going to become involved with what an astrologer would call malefic aspects.”


“He would, only he figgered his cruise boat’d take six weeks, while a plane’d do it in a week. Thus presentin’ him with five weeks to gambol in. He can get there the same day his boat’s s’posed to land.”


“Good. That clears up why he’s in Weesit, and how he’s going to get out of it without meeting fate in the form of his father. Now, what’s wrong, why does he need me, why has he sent you—and what’s this girl like?”


“I got sent to pave the way. He thought you might be peeved at havin’ to change plans over him. It’s—well, it’s a queer sort of business. But b’fore I go into it, I’ll tell you about Anne, just so’s to r’lieve your mind. She’s as good as they come, Miss Adams. Good fam’ly, good lookin’, good sense of humor—but no money.” He looked at me from under his bushy eyebrows.


“You can’t make me erupt over that,” I said, “though brother Marcus will froth and bubble. I don’t even need to ask if he knows about her. He couldn’t, for the tumult and the shouting would have reached me.”


Asey nodded. “He don’t. Mark was scared his father wouldn’t let him come down if he asked, so he didn’t ask. I sort of gather that his father is boss of all he s’veys.”


“He is. I often wonder how Mark turned out so well, considering the constant supervision. I grasp it now, Asey. Mark wants me to see the girl and prepare his father. Is that it?”


“Well,” we passed two trucks as though they were a single stationary dump-cart, “yes’n no. Fact is, there’s c’nsiderable op’sition now from Eve Prence.”


“From Eve Prence?” Amazingly enough, it had never occurred to me that any one could ever find any possible reasons against marrying into the coffee Adamses. The contrary has usually been the case.


“Just so. Eve seemed to approve, first off, n’en she changed her mind.”


“But what can she have against Mark?”


“She ain’t got nothin’ against Mark.”


“See here,” I said, “if she’s nothing against him, she must have something against her step-sister, and that’s absurd! What is wrong?”


“It’s goin’ to be hard to explain. But somehow, Eve seems to have somethin’ against Anne. It’s stranger’n all get-out. Seems’s if, on Sunday, Eve took Mark aside and told him some one was tryin’ to kill her—”


“What!”


“Yup. Somebody’d shot at her, she said, Saturday. Mark didn’t take her serious, thinkin’ it was the beginnin’ of another Tavern pub’licity story, an’ Eve got so mad she upped an’ hints it was Anne that was behind it.”


“I never heard of anything so ridic—what did Mark do?”


“Blew up like a Roman candle. N’en Eve took him out to the woods an’ showed him the bullet hole, in a tree. Right in the middle of a grove she’s like to sit in a lot. Said some one’s shot an’ missed, an’ hinted some more that it was Anne. Mark still didn’t b’lieve it, but he come to me an’ told me. Eve was so def’nite that he thought we ought to do somethin’. I found out from Eve when it happened an’ then hinted back to her that fifteen people was willin’ to swear Anne was in the post office at the time, but it didn’t do no good.”


“But what motive—why was—Asey, I can’t understand it!”


“Neither can I nor any one else. Eve said to me that Anne knows she’ll get the Prence money when she dies, an’ she seemed to think Anne wanted it to marry Mark. That’s her story, an’ she’s stickin’ to it, God an’ snappin’ turtles notwithstandin’. This mornin’ Mark an’ Eve had another set-to, an’ Mark was all for leavin’. But he didn’t want to leave Anne. She’s broke an’ hasn’t any place to go even if Mark had the money to get her there, an’ I gather his father didn’t provide for anything like that, anyways. Anne’d have to stay at the Tavern ’less she went with Mark. Mark bein’ incog., that’s dif’cult. Wants to marry her, but he’s fearin’ the wrath of Boss Adams. An’ so forth an’ so on. This aft’noon, Mark yelped an’ said he was goin’ to wire you to the boat, you bein’ the only person he knew that could be r’lied upon to settle anything. N’en he got cold feet you might be mad at changin’ your plans, an’ findin’ him here, an’ b’cause of Anne, an’ not tellin’ you about her—an’ so forth an’ so forth. So,” he chuckled, “he bulldozed me into comin’ up after you an’ settin’ everythin’ straight.”


“I see,” I said. “It’s a large order, if you ask me. Just because I rescue him from a chorus girl is no reason to think I’m a Habakkuk. I’m far from being capable de tout. Why didn’t Mark come along?”


“Well,” Asey said slowly, “it’s just humanly pos’ble, you know, that some one might be tryin’ to kill Eve. Y’see, after Mark told me about the bullet, I went to the grove to dig it out; thought I might find out somethin’ from it. Bullet was gone. Some one’d been there b’fore me, an’ dug it out. Was one, too. Mark’d seen it.”


“What! Who did it?”


Asey shrugged. “Heaven knows. Anyway, seemed sort of wise to keep an eye on Eve, just in case whoever dug that bullet out was in earnest. So Mark’s lookin’ after her. We both been. Y’see, I was refinishin’ some old furniture for her this summer, so I’m just takin’ my time about finishin’ refinishin’. Like I told her today, seem’s if I’d never finish. I told her I liked to work at night, so I’ve been stayin’ there last few days. That’s the story.”


“What d’you think I can do?” I demanded.


“Well, you could take Anne away, but that wouldn’t solve no problems about Eve an’ this bullet business, providin’—”


“Providing that the bullet business is authentic and not another Prence publicity yarn. After all, Asey, she’s made up such fabulous yarns that an attempted-murder story wouldn’t seem too—well, too bizarre.”


Asey agreed. “But just the same, we can’t be sure. I’d hoped you might stay here a while an’ do a little canny questionin’. Put the screws on Eve an’ drag out what’s behind this an’ if it’s a fake or not, an’ what’s makin’ her so s’picious of Anne, an’ if she really is, or is just bein’ p’verse. Both of them kids is all worked up into a lather over it, an’ I’m kind of worried myself.”


We turned off the main road to a narrow tarred lane that wound like a snake through thick woods of scrub pine. Then we turned again onto an oystershell driveway that scrunched under the tires. Suddenly an immense Colonial house, lighted from top to bottom, loomed before us.


“’Less you’re in the writin’ business,” Asey said, “it takes a headliner to get into this place. I guess your headlines roused ’em to action—just look how lit up they are for you!”


He stopped the car before the arched front door and helped me out. I tried to lift the heavy iron knocker, but it refused to be lifted.


Asey examined it and laughed.


“That,” he said, “will be little Eric Talcott an’ the liquid c’ment. Did Bill Hardin’ mention that hellion?”


He pushed the door open and we stepped into a large wainscoted hall. For a second we surveyed the scene before us and then I gasped.


Grouped around the foot of the steep stairs were half a dozen people. But they weren’t looking at us. They hadn’t even noticed our entrance.


Their eyes were riveted on a limp figure in jersey slacks and an orange jumper. A woman—I’d seen too many publicity pictures of her not to recognize Eve Prence, sprawled there in a heap at the foot of the great staircase.
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I STILL held my breath while Asey brushed by me, strode over to the figure and knelt down. Then he rose and spoke to the brown-haired girl by the newel post.


“Whisky an’ spirits of ’monia, Anne, an’ call Doc Cummings. An’ hustle. She’s just knocked out.”


The universal sigh of relief sounded like a factory whistle.


“What happened, Mr. Dean?” Asey asked.


“I—we—none of us know, really.” For all his six-foot bulk, Tony Dean looked as frightened as a baby. “It just happened. Just now. She must have tripped down the stairs. We were in the blue room,” he jerked his head toward the sitting room on the right. “We—we heard a sort of bump and a crash just after we heard your car on the shells. Is she—really all right?”


“May have smashed somethin’,” Asey knelt down again as Anne Bradford returned, “but she’s alive.”


I glanced at the long steep staircase and shivered. Years ago in London I’d seen Billy Kent-Brown fall to his death on a similar flight. It seemed incredible to me that Eve Prence actually could have tumbled down the entire length or even a part of it, without killing herself. I wondered if she hadn’t fainted at the foot instead of falling.


It was more than five minutes before Eve Prence opened her eyes, and by the time Asey and Tony Dean had carried her into the blue room, the doctor had arrived.


I knew there was nothing I could do—I’ve always hated people who diddle about helpfully in emergencies—so I went over to a window seat by the front door and sat down by myself.


Anne and Asey were in with the doctor. I’d liked Anne enormously in the few minutes I’d seen her; she seemed sensible and clear-headed, more than I’d ever been able to say of any of Mark’s previous girls. The quick comprehensive glance she’d shot at me was no mere look of casual recognition; I felt I’d been sized up as a prospective relative, and I liked to think I’d passed the test.


The rest of the people wandered around nervously, upstairs and down. They paid no attention to me at all—I don’t think they even saw me. I recognized Alex Stout, who was even thinner than the book review sketches pictured him. I’d often heard of human toothpicks, but aside from a Hindu fakir in Peshawur, Alex Stout was the first I’d ever seen. He hovered solicitously about a small blonde girl,—Lila Talcott, I decided,—who seemed to enjoy his hovering. Both of them were not quite as calm as two Mexican jumping beans. Tony Dean dashed hither and yon with cloths and towels and basins of hot water, which he slopped freely over the floor, and the youngster Eric followed him like a buzzing mosquito. There was no sign of Mark at all, which both bothered and puzzled me.


The doctor’s diagnosis, when he finally emerged with Anne and Asey, was cheerfully brief.


“She’s sprained her left thumb,” he said, “and that’s absolutely all. How she escaped crushing every bone in her body is something I can’t understand. She says she fell the entire length. It’s sheer Prence luck. Keep her quiet for a day or so—she’s naturally a bit jittery. Asey, you and I and Mr. Dean had better get her upstairs.”


During the general hubbub of reaction, Eric suddenly discovered me. It was gratifying at that point to be noticed even by a ten-year-old.


“I’d forgot you,” he said, “and I bet you’re starved. Anne had everything ready for you in the kitchen. Come along and I’ll show you.”


I followed him through a green living room on the left of the hall into an enormous dining room. Beyond that was an equally enormous old-fashioned kitchen. I’d forgotten, what with Asey’s news and Eve’s fall, that I’d been hungry, but the clean spicy food odor of that kitchen turned me into a ravenous pig.


“There’s your tray on the table,” Eric said. “Everything’s on it but biscuits Anne was keeping hot in the oven. She was going to make an omelet. Will you? Or shall I boil the eggs for you? I boil eggs,” he added proudly, “very well indeed.”


“You may boil them.” I felt, as I attacked the fruit cup, that I could have downed them raw. “How d’you happen to know about everything?”


“I’ve sampled,” he said airily. “I wanted the cherry in the fruit cup, but I didn’t take it. Soft or hard?” He picked up an immense hour glass.


“Medium, and you may have the cherry—”


“Don’t you like cherries?” he asked with the usual childish suspicion of one who offers delicacies.


“Yes,” I said, “but clearly you like ’em more.”


“Thanks. The intelligentsia,” he made a sweeping gesture which seemed to include all the Tavern guests, “are pretty stingy with cherries.”


I smiled. That comment made me feel I understood Eric. He was just another prodigy who’d been allowed to express himself too much and been spanked too little.


“D’you know where Mark Adams is?” I asked.


Before he could answer, Anne burst into the kitchen, followed by Asey and Mark himself, who hugged me, fruit cup and all, till I was weak.


“Oh, Miss Adams,” Anne said, “we’d lost you—and what an awful welcome—and I do hope Eric—”


“He’s been most kind,” I said. “Mark, desist! Your aged aunt’s no dancing bear and she’s utterly exhausted! Eric’s been very helpful indeed. And how is Miss Prence?”


“Anne,” Eric said, “if you’re going to tell me to go, you’d better not! Miss Adams is very amiable and kind, and—”


“Upsey-daisy, Rollo.” Asey casually picked him up by the collar of his shirt and the seat of his minute shorts. “Where’ll I dump him, Anne?”


“Just thrust him in the blue room and tell Tony to keep an eye on him.”


Asey departed with his squirming burden and Anne busied herself with making coffee.


“In spite of his crazy upbringing,” she said, “Eric’s really all right. Has Asey told you?”


“Yes,” Mark said, seating himself on the board over the soap-stone washtubs, “has he told you? And, Kay, you were a swell to come! A perfect swell!”


“You know perfectly well,” I informed him with what I hoped was the proper lack of emotion, “that if you yelled for help eighty leagues under the sea, I’d put on a diver’s suit and sally forth. Asey’s told me, Mark, but it’s hard to understand, except that what nice things he said about Anne are undoubtedly true.”


“Kay, you lamb you!”


The two of them hugged me till I shouted for mercy.


“But,” Mark went on, “we don’t get the idea either, Kay. It just seems to be that Eve’s got this—this mad notion that some one’s trying to kill her. And she’s insinuating that it’s Anne—”


He broke off as Asey returned. “I’ve sent Eric’s mother up to stay with Eve,” he announced, “an’ Eve wants to see Miss Adams soon’s she’s fed. Mark, where was you durin’ all this?”


“In with Norris Dean, listening to his radio. You see,” Mark explained for my benefit, “Eve had so many writers who yowled about noise that she sound-proofed the second floor. It’s uncanny. Norr had the radio going full tilt, and probably you never heard it. Asey, I’d really been keeping an eye on her. She said she was going to work in her room till Kay and you came.”


“Okay. Betsey gone to the movies?”


“Second show,” Mark said. “Kay, you’ll dote on Betsey. She’s the real cook of this establishment. And, Kay, we’re depending on you to iron this foul business out. You and Asey. Look, you agree with everything Eve says, and get into her confidence, and see if this is a fake or not. Find out what’s up.”


“Consistent agreement,” I said, setting down my empty coffee cup, “is rarely the way to any woman’s heart, but I’ll see what I can do. And I’ll do all I can.”


I followed Asey to the front of the house, up the steep staircase to a corridor on the left. Asey knocked at a door, and Lila Talcott let us in.


“Thanks, Lila.” Eve Prence’s voice was fully as beautiful and cello-like as legend said. “You needn’t bother to stay. Miss Adams, for many reasons I’m delighted you decided to come down. People say this place is a madhouse, though, and I’m afraid you’ve just had sufficient proof to agree with them.”


“I don’t think that. I think you’re remarkably lucky.”


As I shook her hand, I noticed the intense pallor under her olive skin. Mark’s description of her, long ago, as “spectacular looking,” was a distinct understatement. She was seven years younger than I, but she made me feel like a tottering hag. In her brilliant mandarin pajamas with embroidered dragons leaping about, she resembled nothing so much as one of those willowy women out of a fashion magazine. I am of the build which kind people refer to as “stocky.”


“Very lucky,” I repeated. “When I came in the hall with Asey, I thought you were dead.”


She laughed shortly. “I said madhouse,” she stubbed a cigarette out in an ash tray beside her, “and I—I meant madhouse. Now, Asey—now do you—believe me?”


“B’lieve you? What d’you mean, Eve?”


“I mean,” she said slowly, “that it’s just my luck—and some one else’s misfortune—that I’m—not dead. Oh, don’t stare at me! Don’t stare at me as though I were a jibbering idiot! Asey Mayo, you saw that string that tripped me! You know you did!”


“String?” I could feel myself blink. “You can’t mean that some one—”


“I mean that I tripped, but it was—no accident.” She had, I thought, an actress’s flair for spacing her words. “There was a string—tied across the head of the stairs—six inches from the floor! I saw it. I tried to stop myself. But I was going too fast. I’d heard the car—my window was open. I wanted to be at the front door to greet you.” She paused. “Well, I was.”


“Eve,” Asey said, “whyn’t you tell us this the second you come to?”


She looked at him scornfully. “And have you laugh at me and say I was crazy—delirious! If I hadn’t skiied enough to know how to break a fall! If I hadn’t sense enough to relax when I found I couldn’t stop! Asey, you saw that string! You know you did!”


“But I didn’t, Eve,” Asey said gently. “I didn’t.”


“I’m afraid!” There was so much terror in her voice that I jumped. “I’m beside myself, Asey! All these people are my friends—Anne—what shall I do?”


“You’re sure there was a string?” Asey asked.


Eve didn’t deign to reply.


“Okay,” Asey said. “My first guess is Eric. I’ll go—”


“It isn’t Eric!” Eve said angrily. “He plays practical jokes because he knows Lila won’t say anything, and people will think her a fool. But he couldn’t think of any such diabolical thing as this. Don’t you realize—if the string’s gone—if I’d killed myself—don’t you realize—no one would ever know!”


I found myself gripping the arm of my chair as though it were trying to get away from me. I’m usually sensitive to voices, but none I’d ever heard on the stage or off ever moved me as much as Eve Prence’s. Low, vibrant—you had to hear it to understand its full power.


But Asey, just the same, left to get Eric; the youngster promptly seated himself on the bed when they returned.


“Awf’ly sorry, Eve,” he said earnestly. “Does your thumb hurt much? I sprained my ankle once last year in Palma and I bawled like hell. I was running after a street car to mail a letter.”


I smiled as I remembered the mail boxes on Mallorcan trams.


“Listen, Penrod,” Asey said, “d’you tell the truth?”


Eric considered. “Always,” he confessed a little sadly, “except to Lila. She likes to think I’ve got a—a heaven-born imagination.”


“Did you tie a string ’cross the top of the front hall stairs to-night so’s Eve would trip?” Asey’s voice was stern.


“No,” Eric answered promptly. “This is the first time I’ve been upstairs since noon. I washed for dinner out in the kitchen. That is, Betsey washed me. Say, I never thought of that string idea—there’s a little flight in Lila’s duplex in New York—” His eyes shone.


“Got any string at all?”


“Only on my fish pole out in the barn.”


A general turnout of his bulging pockets produced no damning evidence; indeed from the heterogeneous collection which included two semiconscious earthworms, peanut brittle and several small crabs, I decided that Eric was a normal youngster in spite of his vocabulary.


“How long since you used your .22?” Asey asked.


“They took it away from me a week ago. Just because of an old hen. She’d have died pretty soon, anyway. I think,” Eric gave proof of his heaven-born imagination, “it was epilepsy. She was very droopy.”


“Okay.” Asey grinned. “I guess you ain’t quite so ruthless as I thought. Will you be good enough, Tom Brown, not to speak of this string business to any one?”


“Why?”


“As,” Asey said solemnly, though his eyes twinkled, “as a favor. Pers’nal favor.”


“Very well,” Eric slid off the bed. “I won’t. I’d like to, but I won’t. I’m going in and listen to Norr’s radio.”


“Don’t bother Norr about my fall, will you?” Eve asked anxiously. “Don’t even speak of it!”


Eric shook his head and departed.


“Norr,” Eve explained, “is Norris Dean, Tony’s son. Blind, you know. He—broke his ankle two weeks ago. Has a cast on it. The poor boy would have had an awfully dull time without his radio, one of those elaborate affairs that brings in European stations so easily. Well, Asey, what’s to be done—something must be done!”


“I was wrong about Rollo,” he admitted. “Guess I just seen him at the wrong time. Huh. I wish you’d spoken up about this string right off. We could of sort of taken it in our stride. Now—well, best thing I can think of is to round everybody up, find out where they went after dinner, track ’em down one by one, till they heard our car, or your fall. Then we could ’lim’nate. I—”


“You mean,” Eve sounded incredulous, “to—to subject my guests to the—the indignity of cross-examination? It’s unthinkable!”


I bit my lip. Considering the indignities she’d heaped on some of her past guests in the way of newspaper stories, it seemed to me she was displaying undue consideration. I thought Asey’s suggestion sane and logical.


“Well,” Asey looked thoughtfully at Eve, “s’pose you come right out in the open, Eve, an’ tell me who you s’spect. I’ll see he—or she—leaves town inside an hour.”


“All these people,” Eve said with dignity, “are—are my friends. I’ve known them for years. And Anne—she—I couldn’t accuse any one, Asey. I couldn’t.”


“Eve, you been hintin’ you thought Anne was tryin’ to kill you. D’you think she tied this string you think you seen?”


“I did see it.”


“All right. You seen it. But let’s sift this out. D’you s’spect Anne?”


“You can hardly expect me to—to accuse Anne,” Eve retorted. “Not here, and not now! Not with Miss Adams present! After all, I’ve no—no right to prejudice her. That’s final!”


“Very well,” Asey said. “You’re boss here. But if you won’t accuse any one, an’ you won’t let me try to find out where people was, exactly, from dinner time till you fell, so’s I might find out who slipped up an’ tied the string, I’m sure I don’t see no way out. I think you’re makin’ a wrong move.”


“But if—if I should do either—think—Asey, think of the publicity!”


That word “publicity” struck a false note. Up till now, Eve had made herself the object of all my pity. But now the sympathy aroused in me by her recital and by her beautiful voice, suddenly dissolved. I began to think things over quickly.


No new Prence story had appeared in the papers for several weeks. One was due.


It was the beginning of the winter season. If stories of attempts to kill Eve Prence reached the papers, they’d be pure headline material. It seemed clear to me that she expected either Asey or me to argue with her that publicity didn’t matter if her life were involved, that questioning people or accusing some one was the only way out.


Thus the story would get about, become headlines, and Prence’s Tavern would do a rushing business in the dull season.


Then there were two other sides.


If I weren’t already for Anne, I could see where Eve’s reticence in naming her might have prejudiced me far more than any out-and-out accusation. If you suggest that some one is guilty of a certain thing, people are far more likely to believe you than if you tell them so definitely.


And indisputably, the fact that Mark and I were at the Tavern would add great spice to any newspaper story. In spite of brother Marcus’s hatred of the press, the coffee Adamses are well known to the public.


I was sure of one thing. That fall was a fake. I’d thought when I first looked at the stairs that she couldn’t have tumbled down them and lived to tell the tale. Now all her melodramatic reluctance to take the obvious courses emphasized my belief.


“Well,” Asey said, “I s’pose I can stick around an’ keep an eye peeled, but—”


“Oh, Asey! Please do. Please! I’m so—so frightened! It would make me feel—safe!”


She was overplaying her part badly. But I was no longer being taken in, and I didn’t think Asey was.


“Now,” she went on, “you must be exhausted, Miss Adams. I’ll ring for Anne and have her show you your room—I’ve moved every one down on this floor. Asey, you’re elected to play chess with the patient until the doctor’s little white powders take effect.”


An hour later, with most of eight-forty’s penetrating cinders scrubbed off me, I sat up in my maple spool bed and tried to read a book of Eve’s I’d found in my room. But my thoughts went wandering to Eve’s tumble, and Mark and Anne and all the rest of the complicated business.


It occurred to me that I might possibly have misjudged Eve cruelly. Perhaps she was telling the truth, though I couldn’t believe that her suspicions regarding Anne were true. I’d let myself be swayed by preconceived notions of Eve, and a lot of snap judgments and rationalization. No one but Eve had seen the string, but it came to me suddenly that if there had been one, it had to be fastened to something—tacks or pushpins. I decided to investigate.
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