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INTRODUCTION


NO ONE wrote more mysteries, nor more popular ones, nor better ones, set on Cape Cod than Phoebe Atwood Taylor (1909-1976), best-known for her series of twenty-four novels featuring Asey Mayo, the amateur detective known locally and to readers as “the Codfish Sherlock.”


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).


In the words of the English novelist Nicholas Blake (the pseudonym of C. Day Lewis), 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 on 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.


His speech is “impossible for a student of phonetics to record on paper,” writes 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.” Other characters in Taylor’s books are also convincingly Yankee, particularly such aptly named figures as Tabitha Sparrow, Phineas Banbury, and Aunt Nettie Hobbs.


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 Weeset. 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 his 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



THE CAPE COD
 MYSTERY



Chapter One


THE WEEK-END BEGINS


“‘HEAT wave hits East,’ ” Betsey read. “ ‘Prostration record of all time. Mercury soaring.’ Well, that’s gone and torn our peaceful vacation, that has. By to-night we’ll have a stack of telegrams a yard high from city-sizzling friends who want to get cooled off.”


I sighed a little. “I know,” I said wearily. As a perennial and thoroughly experienced summer cottager on Cape Cod I sat back to await the inevitable deluge.


“You groan as though it were an earthquake or a flood instead of a few visitors, Snoodles,” Betsey remarked.


Now my name is not Snoodles, but Prudence Whitsby, and for at least fifteen years I have tried to make my niece drop that absurd name she gave me in her childhood. I feel it is far from appropriate for a respectable spinster of fifty like myself. But Betsey refuses.


“No one knows better than I what nuisances record-temperature guests can be,” I told her. “They simply will not be content to sit on the porch and let the cool ocean breezes blow over them. They want violent action every minute of the day and night, and by the time their sunburn has been treated and their aching muscles rubbed with liniment, I feel as though I needed a rest cure myself. And,” I added, “I don’t see how we can have more than two.”


“We can’t. And unless we ask a properly married couple, one will have to use the spare bed in my room. The only thing we overlooked in this place was the accommodation of company.”


For many summers we had cast covetous eyes on the cottage we now occupied. We would still be envying the Bentleys, who had rented it from time immemorial, if they had not taken it into their heads to see Europe under the guidance of Mr. Cook. We liked our quarters principally because they neither leaked nor squeaked, two virtues which summer vacationists will recognize as paramount. The ship carpenters who had built the place in their spare time declared that Noah himself couldn’t have wished for a tighter or a better substitute for the Ark.


We were entranced by the truly spacious living-room and its mammoth fireplace, guaranteed by the agent to draw perfectly. Undeniably the view was the best in town, for the cottage was perched on the flat top of a sandy, bayberry-bush-covered hill from which we could see the greater part of Cape Cod Bay. The Bentleys had bragged that on a clear day they could see Plymouth Rock and the outlines of Boston, but fruitless hours spent with binoculars compelled us to set that statement down to over-enthusiasm on their part.


The bathroom was appallingly palatial. There was an electric light system and an electric pump. To be sure, the lights would and did go out during storms, and sometimes when there was no sign of bad weather, but poking about with feebly flickering candles once in a while was much more preferable than having kerosene lamps all the time.


There was a tiny room for Olga, our cook; a garage more than ample for Betsey’s car, and all the space in the world for Ginger the cat to roam about. There were no near neighbors, a fact which delighted us, for many a summer vacation had been spoiled for us by small squalling children who raced under our windows at dawn. Perhaps a hundred and fifty feet away there was the Bentley children’s playhouse, now converted into a rough one-room cabin, but we knew it was too small to contain any howling youngsters. It could be seen only from the kitchen window as the agent demonstrated when we objected to it, and we accepted his word that its size and lack of improvements would make it hard to rent.


There were only two drawbacks. One was the absence of a telephone which forced us to make countless trips to town each day. The other was the lack of room Betsey had mentioned. We could have but two extra guests with any degree of comfort.


The sheaf of nine telegrams we straightway received presented us with a task.


“All the old standbys,” Betsey said as she ran through them. “The Poors and Jock Ellis and his unspeakable fiancée. I say, Snoodles, here’s one from John Kurth. And look. Another from Maida Waring. We haven’t heard from those two since they were divorced, have we?”


“No. I had the impression that he was in Sumatra or some such place and she was in Paris.”


“That may be,” said Betsey, “but these are both from Boston, if the Western Union isn’t being funny.”


“I should like to see them again, but I understand that they’ve been at swords’ points since they parted. The whole thing was a pity. They were two of the most amusing people we knew.”


“Well, that counts them out, unless we want to ask them separately later on. How’ll we choose?”


“The usual way will do as well as any”


Betsey took a handful of matches and cut them up into irregular pieces. Then thrusting an end into each telegram so that only the tip protruded, she held them out to me fanwise, like a bridge hand.


“Longer end wins every time. Draw by twos.”


I drew. Betsey turned over the winning blanks.


“That’s a grand combination. John and Maida, no less. Well, we’ll flip a coin.”


We flipped a coin, but the same two were again paired.


“I declare,” said Betsey crossly, “it’s a conspiracy. The fates are against us. That means we’d keep on drawing those two till Kingdom Come. And we can’t possibly ask them if they’re such sworn enemies.”


She tossed the entire bunch into the fireplace.


“Why, Betsey!” I was surprised.


“I don’t care. I’m sick of having all the waifs and strays and homeless thrust themselves on us. Let’s institute a reform. Let’s ask two people we really want to have down, two people who don’t fly into a rage at the sight of each other. Let’s let all the ex-husbands and ex-wives go hang.”


I wondered vaguely why we hadn’t done that very thing long before.


“Now,” Betsey continued, “take Dot Cram. If the mercury is soaring the way the papers say, that settlement of hers on the East Side of Old Manhattan must be pretty uncomfortable. But does she cry for heat relief like so many politicians crying for drought relief? She does not. So I shall ask her. You know yourself that she’s one of my more normal friends, and I haven’t seen her half a dozen times since we left college. What do you think?”


“If she can get away, I think it’s a fine plan.”


“Of course she can get away. You approve of her, don’t you?”


I nodded. “I like Dot, and she does have better than average manners for this day and age. I wonder if she still burbles with adjectives.”


“You mean,” Betsey imitated her, “My dear, it’s too simply precious and marvelous for words? That sort of lingering emphasis as though she were loath to let the next word out? I suppose she does, though it may conceivably have worn off. But I know she’s still addicted to dangly earrings, and her hair is just the same.”


“It always reminded me of a chrysanthemum.”


Betsey laughed. “It is rather like one. At college she claimed that no one really liked her till they found out it was naturally blonde and a stranger to peroxide. Who are you going to have?”


“Whom,” I corrected her, “and don’t say ‘No one—they.’ It’s a mystery to me how you ever acquired an education without gleaning a little knowledge of the English language by the wayside.”


“Whom, then, teacher, do you intend to ask?”


“I’ve been thinking of Emma Manton. She hates the heat, and I don’t think she’s been away from Boston since Henry Edward died.”


“I can well see how she wouldn’t enjoy the heat. How much does she weigh?”


“Something over two hundred and twenty-five pounds,” I answered. “The exact fraction escapes me.”


“Funny, but I can’t think of her as the wife, or rather the widow, of a clergyman. Not even of such an eccentric clergyman as Henry Edward. She might have been the wife of some robust Englishman out of Dickens, but not the other. She’s too addicted to tweeds and jumper suits.”


“She’ll probably bring some fresh catnip from her garden for Ginger,” I said thoughtfully.


“You old plotter! But she’ll play Russian Banque with you. And she’s met Dot other summers, and they get along together beautifully. And neither one of ’em will want to rip and tear and dash places all the time. Fancy Emma dashing anyway.” She snickered. “I’ll drive up and send ’em unrefusable telegrams.”


The heat-wave head-lines had appeared in Wednesday’s paper and our guests arrived Friday on the early morning train. They were promptly dragged off to the beach by Betsey.


From my steamer chair on the porch I could just see the girls on the outer raft. Despite the crowd, holiday size on a common week-day morning, Emma’s large black-stockinged legs were exceedingly visible as they protruded from beneath the broad green stripes of my favorite beach umbrella.


I picked up my book, The Lipstick Murderer, and prepared to revel with that doughty detective, Wyncheon Woodruff, until luncheon time. But Bill Porter’s voice interrupted me as I was gravely considering the value of a strand of red hair as a possible clue.


“Is it blood and thunder, Snoodles, or gin and sawdust? From the title it might be either.”


Bill Porter has used my frivolous nickname as long as Betsey, and upon him as upon my niece, persuasion has no effect.


“You know perfectly well,” I told him, “that I read mystery stories for the one and simple reason that they exercise my wits. I fail to get any stimulus out of these modern novels full of sordid reminiscences and biological details.”


“Hooey,” said Bill inelegantly. “Just as if you didn’t swipe my entire stock of Old Sleuth in days gone by and force me to read Trollope or something equally wordy. You said you did it to make me improve my mind, but I always thought you wanted them yourself. Now I’m sure of it. Think,” he sighed as though he were in great pain, “think of your reading that vulgar low-brow volume while a Dale Sanborn masterpiece sits cooling its heels by your elbow.” He helped himself to an apple turnover from the plateful Olga had thoughtfully left on the porch.


“Oily,” he added with his mouth full. “Very oily.”


“Olga said they were particularly good to-day.”


“My dear and worthy Snoodles, I am not referring to these toothsome pastries, and you know it. I refer to that Sanborn gent, who is distinctly oily. How’d he ever land in the town?”


“I’ve wondered at it myself. He told me he thought it would be a good place to rest in before starting another book. What’s the name of the purple-covered thing on the table? Reverence. Well, that is his latest effort, not available to the general public till next month sometime. We were formally presented with it last night. But whatever his reason for coming, Bill, he has made up his mind to stay.”


“That so? Where?”


“He’s taken the cabin for the rest of the season. He moved in, bag and baggage, this morning. I should have thought the place was too rough for such a fastidious soul, but he pronounced it enchanting.”


Bill made a wry face. “That may be a good two-dollar word, but I know darn few men who’d pronounce that shack enchanting. He’s a crazy sort of fellow.”


“Crazy?”


“Well,” Bill wound himself around a footstool. “Peculiar. He let slip the fact that he went to Harvard, but when I picked him up and asked his year, he hedged like fury. It took a good five minutes of my best Yankee pumping to find out that he was the class of ’20. Just for fun I looked him up in an old register at home, but I couldn’t find his name in it. Maybe he went incog., like a Student Prince. Maybe he is a Student Prince anyway. He’s got all the elements. Looks a little foreign and condescending. Say, do you think he’s falling for our Betsey?”


I shook my head. “I don’t know for sure. Numerous young men have fallen in love with Betsey at one time and another, and he’s shown some of the symptoms. Of course he didn’t decide to stay here till after he met her. But the only real peculiarity I’ve noticed in him is his tendency to say ‘Thank-you’ in one syllable, as though it were a thing you played billiards with.”


Bill chuckled. “I do hope he isn’t after Betsey. I always had a sneaking feeling that I’d like to marry the gal myself. Would you mind awfully having the scion of the Porter millions for a nephew-in-law?”


“On the contrary, I think I should like it.”


As a matter of fact I had always intended Bill to marry Betsey. Not because of the Porter money, for Betsey had enough of her own, but rather in spite of it. As Bill once remarked, it wasn’t his fault that his father turned the family carriage business into a prosperous automobile company.


“But would Betsey mind, do you think? At the moment she thinks I’m a wastrel of the worst type. She even has some fantastic notion about my going to work. Why,” he took another turnover, “why should I go to work?”


The question was rhetorical. There was no earthly reason why Bill Porter should work. His older brother Jimmy has carried off the business honors of the family since Porter, Senior, died, and Bill has always acknowledged his own incompetence as a business man.


“If,” he went on, “I got myself a job with the Porter outfit, Jimmy would put me to work balancing ledgers or filing blotters. And there are plenty of needy individuals in this world who can balance ledgers or file blotters better than I could hope to in a million years. And now that I’m a selectman and on the school committee I find enough to do right here in the town. My taxes swell the local coffers and make for better roads and things. In the city they wouldn’t even repair an aged cobblestone.”


“If she wants you to go to work,” I soothed him, “it’s because she thinks about your future and that means she’s interested, at least.”


“Maybe that’s so. I never thought of it in that light. I’ve been Billy the boy companion so long that I’m dubious of her ever thinking of me as Billy the fond husband. Besides, girls don’t want to marry people they know as well as Betsey knows me. She knows how I look when I haven’t had a shave and how I like my eggs cooked and everything else.”


He turned and looked morosely over the bay. The brilliant July sun flashed over the tiny waves as the tide slid unobtrusively in the harbor. An occasional squawking gull made a brief white dot on the sky of the Cape’s own particular blue. The gilt cupola of the house Grandfather Porter had built glittered from the left arm of the bay. Over to the right a group of town boys were diving from the dilapidated wharf that had once been the pride of the town. The oyster-shell lane that led from the cottage down the hill past the tennis courts shone like a piece of white satin ribbon. I remembered that Betsey’s impractical underclothing needed new straps. Beyond the road was the sandy strip where the natives and summer people alike made splotches of bright color.


“There’s Sanborn now,” Bill said suddenly. “Talking with Betsey and your visitors down by the bath house. I saw Dot and Mrs. Manton at the station this morning. Dot looked tired.”


“She says New York is simply a boiling steaming cauldron.”


Bill laughed. “You know, the more I look at your friend Emma the more she reminds me of that mammoth bronze Buddha, the resigned one in Japan somewhere. It’s fifty feet high and about double that in girth.”


“You say she’s like a Buddha and Betsey says she’s like the wife of someone out of Dickens.”


“She’s a combination of both. Did you ever read any of Sanborn’s books, Snoodles?”


“Not exactly. I started one of them once. That one they called The Greatest Exposé of Married Life in America. It was all about a man—no; about a girl who loved a man who was married to a girl—I think this is straight—who loved a man who loved the first mentioned girl. It confused me to such an extent that I left off on page forty. It was a little nasty, too. I am not convinced that his characters bear any resemblance to human beings, though I am given to understand that he takes his stories from life.”


“Most authors,” Bill commented, “love to call their works the creation of a fertile imagination. I had an idea that it was a law of the author’s union or something to disclaim any connection with real life at all.”


“So did I. But he gloats over the fact that his tales are true. I haven’t tackled the new one yet. I haven’t had time, but I very much doubt whether I’ll read it at all. I’m sure that The Lipstick Murderer is vastly more entertaining.”


“Better not let your niece hear any such heresy. She thinks he’s got Dreiser and those lads all sewed up in a sack.” He grinned.


Except when he grins, no one would accuse Bill Porter of being good-looking. For one thing, his nose is far too hawk-like and his ears protrude more than is permissible for masculine beauty. He has the Porter face, too, which my father used to describe as being double-breasted in shape. There is a long scar on his forehead where an enthusiastic hockey opponent thrust several inches of skate. But when Bill grins, one forgets these details and sees only that his eyes are gray and honest and his chin is firm.


His ensemble of dungarees and a faded blue shirt were not what one expects to find the well-dressed man wearing. Dale Sanborn, I reflected, would probably not care to be seen in Bill’s outfit at the proverbial dog-fight. Sanborn was always so perfectly dressed.


Bill rose from the stool as Betsey came up on the porch with Dot and Emma bringing up the rear.


“The water was too perfectly gorgeous, Miss Prudence,” Dot’s earrings jangled as she bobbed her head to emphasize her statement. “Wasn’t it just, Mrs. Manton? Wasn’t it absolutely divine? And why didn’t you tell me that Dale Sanborn was here? I thought he was out on Long Island, or some other island.”


“I didn’t know you knew him,” I said mildly. Almost any remark seems mild after listening to Dot flow on.


“But I do, really I do. And I think it’s too utterly splendid to find him down here.”


“If you have anything,” Emma interrupted, “that I could read, I think I’ll take it up-stairs and browse till luncheon.”


She looked at the collection on the table.


“Take your choice,” I said.


“Don’t you have anything but murders?” she asked plaintively. “Haven’t you anything in a calm restful story where the hero and the heroine end up happily in each other’s arms?”


“Betsey goes in for the moderns and I specialize in murder,” I said. “But here’s Dale Sanborn’s latest. I don’t know what it’s about, but I feel sure it’s nothing so commonplace as murder. And it’s autographed.”


“I’ll take it.” She stopped at the threshold. “Is lunch at one?”


“At two. It’s dinner to-day because Olga has the afternoon and evening off instead of Thursday. It’s inconvenient, but we have a pick-up supper. You can browse over Mr. Sanborn for two hours or so.”


“Is it his very newest?” Dot inquired. “How too wonderful.”


“Simply precious,” Bill teased her. “You know, just too truly splendiferous. You girls want to get the mail? If you do, I’ll take you up to the post-office in Lucinda. To prove my sterling worth, I’ll even take you to the grocery and let you do the family marketing for Snoodles.”


“Oh!” Dot squealed. “Do you have Lucinda even now? Do you still drive it?”


“Even now,” Betsey answered for him. “And he still drives the thing, though one of these fine days it’s going to disintegrate like the One Hoss Shay. Jimmy sent him a sixteen-cylinder roadster this spring. It’s got a special body, silver fittings and a lalaque radiator ornament, a trick horn and Lord knows what all else. It’s even got a radio tucked away somewhere. But does he use it? He does nothing of the kind.”


“Why, Bill, how utterly insane of you!”


“It scares me to death,” he confessed. “And the town would think I was putting on side. And Lucinda understands me like a brother.”


“She ought to,” Betsey returned; “you’ve certainly driven that wreck for ten years at least.”


“Eleven,” said Bill placidly. “If you’re bound to malign her, give the lass her due.”


“Eleven then. And do you expect us to ride with you in those awful clothes?”


Dot found a slicker in Lucinda’s capacious tool chest and together they forced Bill into it.


He put his yachting cap at a forty-five degree angle, wrapped the slicker around him and struck an attitude.


“ ‘My own convenience counts as nil,—it is my duty and I will!’ ” he declaimed. “Be good, Snoodles, until this here Light Brigade gets back, when and if it does.”


They wedged themselves into Lucinda’s worn front seat and drove off to town.


I wondered as I watched them down the hill if there were a front seat in existence into which at least four modern young people could not wedge themselves. I doubted it. Picking up my thriller, I went back to the clue of the strand of red hair.




Chapter Two


A QUIET EVENING AT HOME


IT WAS nearly three o’clock before we left the luncheon table. The most rigorous dieter of my acquaintance, an otherwise sensible woman who makes a fetish of eating strange synthetic foods to the exclusion of everything else, has been known to succumb and to succumb very completely to Olga’s cooking. And Olga, who takes delight in having company to praise her food, had fairly outdone herself. We are almost unpleasantly replete after her specialties of clam chowder and hot biscuits. Emma sighed slightly as she settled herself in the largest of our wicker chairs.


“Do you remember, Prudence, that little paragraph we were taught to say when we were children? ‘I have a genteel sufficiency, thank you, more would be a superfluous redundancy’? That completely expresses my sentiments. You know, when I think of the sheer and solid pleasure I’ve taken in eating everything I wanted all my life, and as much as I wanted to boot, I don’t begrudge one inch of my massive waist-line. Where’s my knitting?”


“You left it on the table.” Betsey brought it to her.


Calmly she pulled forth an afghan and began to knit.


“Isn’t that a warm occupation for these days?” I asked.


“I suppose it is, but I’m always hot and I can’t see that this makes much difference. And I lost millions of stitches on the train this morning.”


“She simply worked at it all the way down,” Dot informed us, “even at that place where we had the hot box. I don’t see how she can bear it, I honestly don’t.” She reached for a cigarette and moaned a little. “You know I feel like that goat in the fairy story who was so full he couldn’t pull another blade of grass. Only I’m so full I can’t bleat as I ought to at the end. Really, if you all had eaten the countless dollar dinners that I have consumed in the last months, you would understand how perfectly heavenly real honest-to-goodness food that was actually homelike could taste.”


“D’you remember college food?” Betsey asked, shuddering.


“Veal cutlet and eggplant, with maybe a little snack of some perfectly sand-strewn spinach? My dear Bets, after the thousands of veal cutlets I downed at that institution I actually feel I couldn’t look a cow in the face without positively blushing like a girl.”


Dale Sanborn overheard her comment as he sauntered up the steps. “Could you,” he asked, “blush like a girl if you tried?”


Dot made a face at him. “Smarty.”


He bowed to Emma and me. “I have a boon to ask of you. Does this perfectly well-run house possess a hammer? My hovel does not. And I have clothes which must be hung up on nails that must be driven.”


“Fop,” said Betsey pleasantly. “Beau Brummel. Dandy. What other words are there?”


“Dude,” Dot helped her out. “Also, buck, macaroni, swell——”


“Come, come.” Sanborn seated himself carefully on the lounge. “That’s unworthy of you. If Wellfleet possesses no tailor, why blame a man for trying to keep himself presentable?”


“We don’t.” Betsey ran like a bell-boy for the required instrument.


“Dot says she knew you in New York.” I made an effort at polite conversation.


“Dot did,” said Sanborn indifferently.


I noticed a puzzled expression in Dot’s eyes.


Emma got up. “I still feel the need of resting. I had to get up at five this morning to be at the station in time to catch that abominable train. I doubt if I ever rid myself of the cinders ground into my person, and I know I shall feel that red plush sticking into my back for hours.”


As she left Betsey came back brandishing a hammer.


“Voilà, or is it voici? Anyway, take your menial tool. It has our name scrawled on the handle, so you can’t abscond with it.”


Sanborn took it and bowed low, sweeping the floor with an imaginary hat. He was, I thought, a little oily. I tried to make out why. It might have been the chorus-boy perfection of his too-well-cut flannels and blue coat, or possibly his highly manicured fingers. My father always warned me about men with manicured hands. Such a man, he said, was never a gentleman by birth but by accident. I decided that it was Sanborn’s sleek black hair, like patent leather, that had caused Bill’s comment.


“I depart to ham with the hammer,” Sanborn announced. As he went down the steps Betsey called after him. “Speaking of ham, have you had your first meal at Mrs. Howe’s yet?”


“Not yet, alas. I missed lunch, the meal she terms dinner, by several hours. I had to snatch a bite at the hostelry. But I shall have dinner, which she knows as supper, there tonight. I haven’t yet purchased the napkin ring she demanded with my first week’s board. Do you suppose I have to use one napkin all week?”


“You most assuredly do,” I told him. “You get a clean one with Sunday dinner.”


He wrinkled his nose. “Horrid thought. I’ll have to invest in some paper ones along with the ring. Shall I see you at the movies to-night?”


“Very likely,” Betsey answered. “You’ll find us up front on the left-hand side, if you come late. I’m too near-sighted to see a picture unless I’m on top of it.”


“Farewell, then.” He flourished his hammer and walked away.


“Known him long?” Betsey asked Dot.


“Uh-huh.” She was abrupt.


“Amusing, don’t you think?”


“Yes. My dear, did I tell you I had seen Charlotte Waite? She’s gone and got herself married to an interne from Bellevue and all she can talk of are things like low-grade morons and feeble-minded infants and degenerates of one sort or another.”


“Tell me,” Betsey begged rapturously. “Tell me all the news.”


The two chatted in that caustically outspoken manner so characteristic of their generation. Their gossip had its humorous side, but I felt a little glad that I was not one of their absent friends. Dot had innumerable stories of their contemporaries which she recounted at length, embellishing them, I suspected, with touches from her very vivid imagination.


I picked up the paper and contentedly read the comparative temperatures of the different eastern cities. Somehow it makes me feel superior and very satisfied to learn that Boston and New York and way-stations are melting, while I myself bask in a pleasant ocean breeze.


At half past four I went out into the kitchen.


“You’re not going to get more food, I hope,” Betsey said.


“Man must eat,” I told her, “though I’ve often thought how much more simple and convenient it would be if he didn’t. I have to see that Olga has left us the basis of a supper.”


I found sliced bread for sandwiches covered with a damp cloth. There were fruits for a salad and a pitcher of iced tea in the electric refrigerator. That refrigerator had been another added attraction to the cottage. Until this summer we had carried our ice like the rest of the summer people from freight cars at the station whenever a load of ice happened to come in. Now we stood by and watched with an evil gleam of joy in our eyes as people raced cars home with their hunks of ice dismally dripping from a running board.


In the cake box there was a plate of sugar ginger-bread. Olga was a treasure. Sometimes she resembled a block of hard pine wood, but she was a treasure. She had remembered everything. Everything except lemons, I amended to myself, and those essential articles had probably been forgotten by the girls in their shopping trip of the morning.


I called to Betsey. “If you want your supper to be a success, you’ll have to dash up to town and buy some lemons.”


“Did we forget ’em, Snoodles?” She was contrite. “I’m awfully sorry, but it’s all the fault of that idiot Bill. He picked out his own groceries at the store and then fussed and fumed and hurried us because we hadn’t got hold of any one to wait on us. What time is it?”


“Twenty minutes to five. You have plenty of time to get there before the place closes. I know it’s a nuisance, but I’d rather have an omelette without eggs than iced tea without lemons.”


“Right. I’ll get the car. You ask Dot if she wants to pop along.”


Dot refused to budge from the porch. “It’s the first time I’ve been cool and comfortable all in one for simply ages and ages. And I’ve begun your murder story. It’s too enticing to leave. Really, Miss Prudence, you do have the most perfectly lovely books.”


Betsey drew up by the front door in her tiny car. It is one of those bantam automobiles from which so many jokes originate and though it did very well for the two of us, it was scarcely adequate when we had guests. Betsey had been obliged to make two trips from the station to transport Emma and Dot and their luggage. Emma admitted that she had been frightened to death during the ride.


“I felt like something out of Alice in Wonderland,” was the way she expressed it, “only I couldn’t make out whether I had drunk from the bottle that made one bigger, or whether the car had been given the shrinking dose.”


“Are you coming?” Betsey called.


“No, I’m going to stay here.”


We watched the little thing down the hill. As Betsey turned off on to the beach road she very narrowly escaped running into Bill Porter in Lucinda. We could hear their voices as they squabbled.


“I wonder what Bill wants,” I remarked.


“He’s probably coming to supper,” Dot laughed. “He threatened as much this morning.”


But Bill did not stop at the cottage. He waved as he went by and to my surprise when I went back into the kitchen I saw his car parked outside the cabin door.


Although I had repeatedly protested against it, Olga persists in hiding the silver. Once many years ago a case of ginger ale and three gold bowled spoons were stolen from the kitchen on her day out, and she considered herself personally responsible. I don’t think she ever felt quite the same way about the town afterward. In the city she never would dream of concealing our knives and forks; indeed, there would be no necessity, for our neighborhood policeman is a countryman of hers and spends much of his spare time in our kitchen. But after that theft she has always hidden our silver at the Cape.


To-day she had surpassed herself. It was no mean task to locate the salad forks, spoons and butter knives. I found them eventually in the linen cupboard, the bottom of the bread-box and the cooking compartment of the oil stove respectively.


When I looked out of the window again, Bill’s car was gone. It was not like Bill to pass us by without demanding food. Asey Mayo, his man of all work, was an excellent cook, but somehow Bill had never outgrown his stupendous adolescent appetite. I wondered absently if there had been anything the matter with Olga’s turnovers of the morning and he had been too polite to say so.


Dot came out and offered to help.


I told her she could spread sandwiches. “But before you do anything else, you’d better cut a cucumber up and rub the pieces over your face. If you don’t you’ll have a beautiful sunburn to-morrow.”


“Is it as bad as all that?” She pulled a compact out of her pocket and gazed earnestly at herself. “Why, I’m practically purple, aren’t I? I mean, I’m sort of awf’ly red. I guess it’s the superfluous heat or the bad coming out of me or the red plush from that nasty train. But it isn’t sunburn. I don’t sunburn. Ever.”


She sat down and stirred mayonnaise into deviled ham. “I completely forgot to ask you, Miss Prudence, what with talking with Betsey about one thing and another, and I’m afraid you’ll think I’m dumb or dull or stupid. Where’s that blond cat that was so frightfully dignified?”


“Ginger? Oh, he’s about somewhere. He’s given up hunting on the meadow for the time being, and he plays now in the pine trees back of the cabin. It’s a great relief. We find only peculiar beetles on the door-step instead of long-tailed field mice.”


“He was such an uncanny beast,” Dot said admiringly. “What were his favorite foods? Weren’t they something bizarre like jelly rolls and doughnuts?”


“Not jelly rolls. Sugared doughnuts, vanilla ice-cream and sardines. I think he learned to like the last because of constant association. Betsey has a weakness for them.”


“Don’t,” said Dot in a horrified tone, “don’t tell me. I know. Didn’t I watch her eat those edibles done in oils for four years? And Bill Porter is another addict of them, isn’t he?”


I nodded.


“That boy bought a dozen tins this morning at the store, just the same casual sort of way you buy a loaf of bread or a yeast cake.”


“The two of them,” I observed, “have contributed materially to the welfare of Norway or Sweden or Denmark or wherever sardines come from.”


“Contributed materially? Miss Prudence, I’m willing to wager they’ve come darned near supporting a dozen fishing villages, not to speak of making ’em so simply prosperous and flourishing as to make charity workers like me homeless and jobless.”


“And why not?” Betsey came in and dumped a paper bag on the table. “Why not? We’re helping humanity, that’s what. And humanity is always sort of down at the heels and needing help.”


“Don’t be idiotic,” I said, “and go and tell Emma that she can eat her supper now, if the spirit so moves her.”


“There’s no need. She’s coming.”


We heard her heavy footsteps on the stairs.


“More food? Prudence, I’m ashamed to say I’m hungry. Maybe it’s the air. Or do I always say that?”


“You don’t,” Betsey assured her, “and you can carry in the salad.”


“I forgot to ask you, Emma. How do you like Dale Sanborn’s book?”


She answered New England fashion with another question. “How do you?”


“I haven’t read it. None of us has. He brought it over only last night.”


“I’ll tell you better,” she said cryptically, “when I’ve heard your opinions.”


After supper was done and the dishes stacked for Olga’s benefit, Betsey proposed the movies.


“Hmmmm,” said Emma. “Do you expect to fit the four of us, including me, into that—that thing you call a car?”


“Oh, no,” said Betsey. “I’ll make two trips. Or Bill can take you if he drops around. Or Dale. Only I guess he’s at dinner. I didn’t see his car outside the house.”


“Thank you, but I prefer to stay at home. I don’t suppose you’d care to play some bridge?”


“With two sharks like you and Snoodles? Nothing doing. We’d lose all our money and have to go on the dole. We’d have I.O.U.’s for years to come. We’d land in the poor-house.”


“Very well,” I said resignedly. “Go to your movie and we will stay here and play Russian Banque. Only bring us some pop-corn.”


It has always been my impression that people went to the moving-picture theater in the town for the sole purpose of getting pop-corn from the vender in the lobby. I could see no other charm in the over-crowded room where one sat on hard chairs and watched pictures whose first flush of youth had long since passed. But the young people went religiously every night, sprawled on the uncomfortable seats, ate pop-corn noisily, and even had a type of lottery based on the number of times the machine broke down and the ornate hand-tinted “One Moment Please” notice appeared.
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