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INTRODUCTION

Ostensibly told in first person by Victoria (Vic) Ballard, who has some of the accoutrements of an amateur detective, The Mystery of the Cape Cod Players has so many colorful characters that poor Mrs. Ballard, bullied by her son, has less time on the stage than numerous other players in this baffling mystery.

Although only fifty-five years old, Vic is treated like a frail old lady by her son George, who arranges her summer vacation, even picking the little cottage where she’ll stay, for how long, and with whom—which is when she puts her foot down and insists that she’ll pick her own companion and it won’t be her cousin Mercy, who she calls a moron.

The novel quickly becomes delicious when a group of actors gets lost in the fog and are invited to the lonely cottage to get warm and fed. Just as snowstorms and broken bridges can isolate a group of people, so can a good, heavy fog help to create a relatively closed circle of suspects when murder strikes.

The victim is Red Gilpin, a performer with the impecunious troupe, who seemingly is the most beloved of the players. And, apparently, the most beloved of a long string of women whose hearts have been broken by the handsome Lothario.

The actors have their quirks and eccentricities, as do the members of the little household, but none can touch 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). 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 Mayo.

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, Orleans, and Provincetown. 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), Witherall 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, May 2023
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NOTE

All of the characters in this book are entirely imaginary; so is the town of Weesit, even though it bears the name of an existing neck of land on Cape Cod.







1


It was George who was responsible for the whole business.

It was George who made me go to Weesit in the first place, and it was at Weesit, where I was supposed to undergo a quiet and peaceful convalescence, that everything happened. I want to make it clear from the beginning that the next time I recover from pneumonia I’m going not to Cape Cod, but to Sarawak or Tibet or some remote spot where you might reasonably expect people to be killed outside your bedroom window.

I’d been home from the hospital just four weeks when George came in one Monday afternoon in late June and announced peremptorily that I was to spend the summer in Weesit. It was a nice placid little Cape Cod town and Dr. Burnside had particularly recommended its bracing sea air. That I had no desire to go away from Boston had no effect on George.

“You’ve got to go somewhere for the summer,” he pointed out. “You can’t stay here in this barracks. I’ve hired a summer cottage for you, small enough so that you can’t possibly invite a lot of guests. Now listen to my plans.”

I groaned a little to myself. So many of George’s remarks are prefaced by that statement, “Now listen to my plans.” Of course his executive ability and passion for detail have made him a huge business success at thirty, and I’m enormously proud of him and his achievements. I couldn’t be prouder if he were really my own, instead of my adopted son. But once in a while his plans become tiresome and I wish that my husband were alive to cope with the boy. Adin understood George perfectly. I’ve always remembered what he remarked to me just after he was taken sick.

“Vic,” he said, “if I don’t get over this, for Heaven’s sakes don’t let that boy manage you the way he manages Janet, and Ballard and Company. He’s competent, but he hasn’t a scrap of humor. Don’t let him bully you and tell you he knows what’s best for you!”

And I never had until I was taken sick. Then, I must admit, I fully appreciated his capacity for taking charge of things. But now his plans were beginning to bore me. It occurred to me, too, that possibly Weesit without George around to make me do what was best for me might be better than Boston with him. I didn’t feel strong enough to argue the matter, anyway. I half started to appeal to Janet, George’s wife, and then I decided it would be useless to ask her aid. She was listening dutifully, with an expression of habitual resignation, to George’s details.

Privately I’ve often wondered how Janet happened to marry George. She’s a dear girl, but she’s not his type at all—and as the most beautiful deb of her day she had a wide choice of husbands. For my own part, even though I admire George’s ability, I have my doubts as to whether I should enjoy being married to him. Once in a while lately, I’ve thought I detected signs that Janet was beginning to have doubts herself. He does supervise her a lot.

But for all that, George is really very kind and thoughtful. As Adin said, you always had to admit that his ideas were usually much better and much sounder than your own.

“Finally,” George was winding up, “you’ll need a cook—I’ve decided on Mrs. Tavish—and a companion of some sort. Cousin Mercy has very kindly offered—”

The mention of Cousin Mercy Cabot affected me as George should have known it would.

“I’ll go to Weesit,” I told him hotly, “because I haven’t the energy to debate about it. But not with Cousin Mercy! Not that—that moron! She’d wear me out. I simply couldn’t bear to spend the summer listening to her tales of the sick Ballards. I’ll go to Weesit, but I choose my own servant and companion!”

“You don’t seem to realize,” George announced, “that you’re in no condition to make your own plans. Or any plans, for that matter.”

That statement, coming on top of Cousin Mercy, goaded me beyond words.

“I’m fifty-five,” I said when I was finally able to speak, “and I’ll admit that I’ve hovered over the brink of the grave these last few months. I’m grateful for the way you made plans for me while I was sick. But I’ve no intention of having you superintend all my affairs now. And,” I added as an afterthought, “on your way to the office, stop in at Stephen Crump’s and tell him I’ll look after my own business in the future. Have your power of attorney revoked.”

“You can’t, mother! You’re in no position to handle things! You’ll be away and—”

“I’m perfectly capable, George, of taking care of the few stocks and bonds I have left.”

“Few,” George spluttered. “Few! Half a million!”

“I managed twice that before you were born or thought of,” I returned, “and I survived very well. Now run along. You’re tiring me. I’ll see you in September.”

“September? But I intend to go to the Cape with you and of course I’ll come down weekends,” George protested. “Janet’s leaving for Maine tomorrow to stay with her mother and I’d planned on spending my spare time with you—”

“You said it was a small cottage,” I reminded him tartly, “and that I couldn’t have visitors. Now, George, go along to Stephen’s. It’s time for my nap.”

George cleared his throat and got up from his chair. Janet looked at me nervously. I knew she knew what the gesture signified. George was going to lose his renowned temper.

“Conditions,” he began, his face already growing red, “are changing daily. I absolutely refuse to let you take the responsibility of—”

“Stop acting like a school boy,” I said, as calmly as I could. “I’ve explained to you that I’m grateful for the plans you made and the things you did for me while I was sick, but now that I’m well, I’ll take care of things myself. That’s all there is to it.”

“Of making your own plans,” George continued, speaking more loudly and ignoring me entirely, “You’ll be away from town, you’re out of touch with things. You’re not well!” He banged his fist on the table. “I shall not agree to seeing Stephen nor to letting you choose your own companions at the Cape!” He banged the table again, so hard this time that an ash tray bounced to the floor.

“You shall agree and you will agree,” I told him, “and please don’t bang the table so, George. The Ming vase—”

“Damn the Ming vase,” George yelled, snatching it up from the table. He raised it, and if Janet hadn’t gripped his arm, I truly believe he would have dashed it on the floor. He looked ashamed the next moment, but that did not alter my feelings.

“No,” I said as he started to speak, “don’t try to apologize. You know that vase is the gem of your father’s collection. I’ve had enough of this scene. I shall take whom I please to the Cape, go when I please, and I shall call Stephen within the hour.”

George’s face was literally purple as he walked toward the door. “Come, Janet,” he said. “Come!”

“In a moment.”

George opened his mouth to speak, then apparently thought better of it and left the room. He slammed the door very hard behind him.

“Vic,” Janet said, crossing quickly over to the couch, “I’m tremendously sorry! I don’t know what to say. He’s been—well, he’s not been himself since the Janson and Carter Trust went to pieces. And you know how he is when his plans are interfered with—”

“I do,” I said, kissing her. “And I know he’ll be very sorry for this outburst. Don’t antagonize him by making him wait—and write me. There’s no harm done. I understand.”

But I didn’t entirely. George hates to have his plans go askew and opposition of any sort usually irritates him, but I’d never seen him lose control of himself before. Probably it was due to business worries. I stared at the ceiling and wondered about him and tried to figure out whom I’d take to the Cape with me.

At that point Rose, my good-looking if slightly hit-or-miss housemaid, brought me in Elizabeth Houghton’s scrawled note.

“Sorry to bother you,” she wrote, “but I need your help. The girl I’m enclosing with this is Nelly Stone’s daughter Judith Dunham. She fainted from hunger yesterday on Boylston Street and they brought her here to the hospital. She’s far too decent just to put up any place and I can’t keep her here. We’re full. Can’t you take her on as a companion till she gets on her feet? She’s broke. She has a lovely voice and she could read to you. Won’t you do something? I’ll call later.”

I felt rather more than shocked when I finished the note. I’d not seen or heard of Nelly Stone for thirty years, but she’d been my best friend at Miss Owen’s Seminary. Hazy recollections of pickle limes and “Trilby” and taffy apples and horse cars and Harvard class days rose before me, and with them all a picture of Nelly, tall and brown-eyed and smiling. Now her daughter fainted from hunger on Boylston Street!

“Send the young woman up,” I said, thinking quickly. “And wait, Rose. Should you care to go to the Cape for the summer? Clean, cook, and all that? I’ll pay you what Mrs. Tavish gets.”

“Is it lonesome, Mrs. Ballard?”

I smiled. Recitals of Rose’s love affairs had considerably lessened the tedium of the last few weeks.

“I presume that the town has eligible young men,” I told her. “You don’t have to be lonesome.”

“I’ll go.”

“Good. Now, what does this girl downstairs look like?”

“She’s pretty. Sort of like Sylvia Sydney. She’s got a nice smile. I’ll bring her up.”

I liked Judith Dunham the minute I saw her. She was about twenty-five, and her clothes were good, if somewhat limp from too much pressing and cleaning. She must have known what was in Elizabeth’s note, but it didn’t bother her. Even if she were penniless, she was carrying her head and chin high.

“I knew your mother,” I said. “You look like her. Same brown eyes and hair.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t mother’s figure,” she answered.

That was perfectly true. She was excruciatingly thin and looked as though she hadn’t eaten regularly for weeks. I learned later that she literally had not.

“I’m going away tomorrow,” I went on, “and I wonder if you’d like to come with me and act as my companion? Read to me, order meals, play cards and all?”

“I thought you were going to say,” her voice wavered, “say that you’d love to give me something to do if you weren’t going away. I—I really don’t think I could have stood being turned down again. Thank you, Mrs. Ballard. I’d love to go.”

“You can drive a car? Have you a license? Good. Then we’ll drive to the Cape tomorrow. Now, what do people call you?”

“Judy.”

“Well, Judy, run along and get your trunks and things and by the time you get back, there’ll be a room ready for you.”

“I’m sorry,” she spoke hesitantly, “but I’ve nothing to get. My last landlady took my trunks for back rent. She’s probably pawned everything by now. I’ve nothing but what I’ve got on.”

“Then bring me my pocketbook,” I said briskly, trying to hide the effect of her calm announcement. “Thank you. Here, take this and call it an advance. Get what you need.”

“I’ve not seen so much money in months,” she admitted with a little laugh. “Ought you to let me loose with it? You’ve not seen my references—”

“You’re Nelly’s daughter and that’s enough. Run along and get some clothes.” I stopped a moment. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to take this girl into the family without someone else’s stamp of approval. I didn’t want to question her as though she were a charwoman, but in spite of George’s complaints to the contrary, I’m a cautious person. “Wait,” I said. “After you’re through shopping, go to my son’s office. Rose’ll give you the address. Tell him you’re my new companion and that we’re leaving tomorrow with Rose. He’ll probably raise a rumpus.”

She nodded and grinned. From the glint in her eyes I knew she understood that it was more than a casual order.

Just as I downed the last of my five o’clock buttermilk, George phoned.

He considered my new companion headstrong, wilful, and unduly flippant. So I knew then that I’d made no mistake. Judy was firm, self-reliant, and she had a sense of humor.

We set off the next morning, stopped for a leisurely luncheon and reached Weesit just before three in the afternoon. While we hunted for the real estate agent, I took stock of the town. My first impression was of white paint. All the houses were shining white with green blinds. There were tall stately elms along the main street and from the general air of spick-and-spanness, I gathered that the people of Weesit took pride in their village.

Finally we located the agent, an amiable man by the name of Bangs. His garrulousness and appearance reminded me of a peddler who had once attempted to sell me fake diamonds on the installment plan. He guided us over the three or four miles of rutted sandy backroads to our cottage, a small modern reproduction of a Cape Cod house.

It stood in a clearing among scrubby pine trees on the top of a high bluff. Below, at the foot of the bluff, stretched the ocean.

I got out of the car and looked around critically. Although an unsuccessful attempt at a lawn had apparently been made, tall beach grass grew in clusters about the house. It was a perfect location for a summer place. The view was marvelous and there were no neighbors. But the air of wildness and loneliness didn’t please me at all. I’m a sociable creature.
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It annoyed Mr. Bangs that I was not more enthusiastic.

“It’s the first summer the Hendersons ever rented this place,” he said earnestly. “It’s just as they left it, too, except for bein’ cleaned an’ opened. You got things in this place no other house in town’s got. Three nice bedrooms, a nice kitchen, electric lights, electric pump an’ a two-car garage.” He paused for breath. “Wild roses outside your door, chintz coverings on your chairs, a fireplace, an’ Persian rugs. And,” with a gesture, “two p’latial bathrooms. Two. Don’t you think that’s pretty fine?”

“Yes, indeed. But aren’t there any people near? I can’t see a house and we didn’t pass one after we left the main road. It’s so lonely!”

“Your son wrote he wanted me to get him a nice quiet place,” Mr. Bangs said defensively. “I got it. I told him in my letter that the nearest house was two miles off.”

Judy laughed at my woebegone face. “We’ve got the car, Mrs. Ballard. We can always find people. Listen to the surf. Isn’t it grand?”

“Sounds damp to me,” I remarked. “I’ll probably get pneumonia all over again and I’m sure you can’t get over it twice in one life.”

“Don’t you worry, Mrs. Ballard. I’ll bundle you up. Mr. Bangs, what about ice, coal, wood, milk, groceries and all those things?”

“All set,” Bangs told her. “Mrs. Ballard’s son told me to arrange for everything an’ I did. Ice man’ll be here this afternoon. So’ll the grocery boy. He sent a list, your son did. Coal an’ wood’ll be here before supper time. Sorry there ain’t no phone. Henderson managed electric poles, but I guess phone poles would of busted him. Guess you’ll have to run into town in your car when you want anything quick. Glad to help you out when I can.”

And with that, Mr. Bangs departed hurriedly. I suspected that he had some doubts about my keeping the cottage after all.

Rose was frankly dubious. “It’s lonesome. I bet there’s rum-runners an’ smugglers. Bet we’ll all be shot,” she said lugubriously.

“Cheer up,” Judy advised. “There are no end of wandering males.”

The ice man arrived just then and took forty minutes to fill our diminutive ice box. Rose was whistling when the grocery boy came, and by the time he and the coal man had departed, she burst into song.

“Just the same,” she said when she brought in the soup at dinner, “Toby—he’s the ice man—he says there still are rum-runners here. And smugglers, too. He said Mr. Henderson that owns this house slept with a gun.”

“Uncomfortable, I should think,” Judy commented.

“And Toby says this house was broken into four times this last winter. I’ve put a burglar-proof catch on both the kitchen windows. I brought ’em from home.”

“Then,” Judy said, “you’re safe. Why worry?”

“Just the same,” I remarked later while we were having our coffee before the fire, “it’s very lonely here. I don’t like being without a phone. What would we do if anyone tried to break in?”

“Why, Mrs. Ballard—”

“You can’t,” I interrupted, “go on Mrs. Ballarding me for ever. My name is Victoria Alexandra. My friends shorten it to Vic. I hope you will.”

“It’s a bit regal, but it suits you, somehow. Vic, I think you’re safer here than you are in Boston. It’s so calm and settled. I’m happy for the first time in months.”

“I’m glad for you, my dear, but just the same I’m nervous. I’ve a feeling that I’m being watched from outside that window. I’m sure someone’s—”

Promptly the front door knocker beat a tattoo and I looked at Judy.

“There! Hear that? And I saw no car light, did you?”

Judy shook her head and started for the door. I noticed that she eyed the poker reflectively as she passed by it.

I followed her to the door. A harassed looking young man in white flannels and a polo coat stood on the door step.

“Sorry to rouse you, all that—” he said politely, “but can you tell me where I am? Are you the Guilds?”

His broad ‘a’ and pleasant voice allayed my fears.

“Come in,” I said, “but we’re not the Guilds.”

“I thought as much. You didn’t look expectant,” he said regretfully as he crossed over to the fireplace. “Maybe you could tell me where to find them?”

“I can’t. We’ve just arrived and there’s no phone.”

“Gee! Oh, I’m Richard Edson, by the way. Punch Edson. I run an itinerant Punch and Judy show. My gear’s in a truck down the road a bit. Lights gave out and the fog stopped me completely.”

“Fog?”

“There’s quite a lot rolling in. I say, no others have wandered out this way, have they? The Allens—they’re a song and dance outfit I’ve been travelling with—they had the same directions. We were supposed to give our show for these Guilds.”

“We’ve not seen them.”

“What a week, what a week! Rain, four flats and more engine trouble than I’ve ever seen outside a repair shop. Now this! Well, I still can’t see how I went wrong. I took the turns as Dan gave ’em to me. Well, I’ll pop along. Thanks ever so much.”

“Perhaps you’d better wait,” I suggested, “and see if your friends don’t turn up. Are you professionals?”

“By necessity. I was an engineer. Dan Allen is a customer’s man turned barytone. His wife Edie used to dance for charity benefits and now she does it for a living. Harriet, Dan’s sister—well, Hat used to teach and now she’s a pseudo-Ruth Draper. Our latest addition used to have an automobile agency. Now he pulls rabbits out of silk hats. That’s Red Gilpin.”

“Did you say Kilpin?” Judy asked in rather a strange voice. “Funny name.”

“No, Gilpin. You know, ‘John Gilpin was a citizen of credit and renown’? Old man Cowper.”

I laughed. “I haven’t thought of that poem for years. I recited it once in school. ‘Away went Gilpin—dum-de-dum—and sore against his will—’ ”

The knocker banged again. Punch rushed to the door and ushered in three people.

“Mrs. Allen, Miss Allen and Mr. Allen,” he said. “No, Dan, don’t start a speech. This isn’t the right place. There’s no phone, these people have just come and don’t know the Guilds, and the truck’s lights have gone out.”

Dan Allen groaned. He was thirty-odd, stocky and dark, and his eyebrows fascinated me. They met in the middle of his forehead.

“What a life,” he said disgustedly. “And the van just got a flat. Red’s fixing it.”

“Inside tire,” Harriet Allen added. She was dark like her brother and she wore a lot of make-up, vivid brown powder and plum colored lipstick. I felt sure that her eyebrows grew naturally like her brother’s, though now they were hair lines. “That means two hours!”

Punch shook his head. “That’s shot the Guilds’ show. Well, let’s go help.” He bowed to me. “Sorry to have bothered you.”

“Wait,” I said. “Why not leave the women here till you get things fixed?”

They looked at me gratefully. “We’d like nothing better,” Mrs. Allen said. “Run along, boys, and call us when it’s over. Hat and I were pretty chilly.”

She perched on a footstool before the fire and pulled off her smart, tight fitting red cap. A shock of blonde curls fell almost to her shoulders and in the firelight she looked like a small girl, though I learned later that she was thirty, just three years older than her sister-in-law. I smiled as I remembered an expression of Adin’s that covered her exactly. She was a “half-pint beauty.”

“Isn’t it grand to be warm, Hat? Ooh. You’ve got the same chintz pattern we had in our sun room in Winchester. The dear, dead days!”

I laughed, for there was no sadness in her tone.

“How long have you been doing this?” I asked.

“Dan and I’ve been at it two years. Hat and Punch a little over a year, and Red about six months. It’s fun except when it rains or the truck or the van breaks down.”

She and Hat Allen chatted on about their experiences till the men came back around ten-thirty. They brought John Gilpin with them and I liked him better than either of the other men. He was, I thought, exactly the sort of person I’d have wanted my own son, who died when he was a baby, to be. He was big and tall and pleasant and full of life—and humor. And he had the most cheerful red hair I’ve ever seen.

“Everyone’s mad with me, Mrs. Ballard,” he announced. “And by the way, is it B-a-l-l-a-r-d? Punch’s hot potato accent is so difficult.”

“It is,” I told him. “Why are they mad?”

“Because I can’t fix the truck lights. I can’t seem to grasp the short circuit.”

“What are you going to do for the night?”

“That’s just the point. I wondered if you’d let us park the cars in the turn off on the left, below the house? We found it just now. Followed the ruts and had to do an about-face. Then we wouldn’t be blocking the road. You see, we can crank the truck and use a flashlight to get it there, and then in the morning I can fix everything. But we couldn’t possibly get to town in all this fog.”

“But where will you sleep?”

Red Gilpin laughed. “Where we always do. Punch and I in the truck and the rest in the van. We won’t park up here if you don’t want us to, Mrs. Ballard. We’ll understand if you say no.”

“But of course you may,” I said. “I was just trying to figure out if some of you couldn’t stay here.”

“I could take the couch, Vic,” Judy spoke up, “and then Mrs. Allen and Miss Allen could have the two beds in my room.”

“Bliss,” Edie Allen said, “sheer bliss! A bed. Hat, I’m as excited as a girl! Haven’t seen a bed for years!”

Dan went out and brought in a suitcase of night things for them, then Rose served us coffee and sandwiches. It was exactly twelve when we settled down for the night—the Allens and Rose in the bedrooms upstairs, the men out in the cars, Judy in the living room. I occupied the downstairs bedroom.

It was after one o’clock before I went to sleep. As I dropped off I heard the mantel clock strike, and shortly after it seemed I heard a car backfiring—four times. In my drowsy state I thought I was home on Beacon Street and muttered to myself that the police should stop those banging trucks at night.

I woke shivering a little later—three-fifteen by the luminous dial of my travelling clock. After much wavering back and forth as to whether or not I really needed an extra blanket, I decided that I did, and so I got up and went into the living room.

A few charred logs glowed feebly in the fireplace and I could see the outline of my steamer rug and its strap handle on the floor near Judy’s couch. I didn’t want to wake her, so I picked it up quietly and hurried back to my own room. I wondered sleepily where she’d found that white blanket. I hadn’t remembered any but colored blankets in the Henderson chests.

It took some time to undo the rug strap, but at last I got everything settled and with my teeth fairly chattering, I hopped into bed. I was glad all those people were around. Somehow I wasn’t at all nervous or lonely with them at hand.

Again I dropped off to sleep and again it seemed that I heard a car backfiring. Louder, this time. Almost like the report of a gun. Maybe, I thought, the men were still trying to fix the truck.

I awoke in the morning to the sound of Rose’s pans clinking in the kitchen. The sun poured in my window and outside the ocean was sparkling and blue. I put on a sweater suit and top coat and tiptoed out. I peeked in at Judy, still asleep on the couch. A brisk walk along the bluff, I thought, would give me a fine appetite.

But not three feet from the steps that led to the beach, I stopped short in horror.

I don’t think I ever understood the phrase “rooted to the spot” before that minute. For there at my feet, lying in the tall sea grass, was Red Gilpin. Curiously sprawled. Rigid.

His red hair was wet with dew—but his face! I turned away from the sight.

Suddenly it came to me as I looked out over the white flecked rolling waves that those sounds of the night before had not all been car exhausts. They had been gun shots. Someone had shot and done away with Red Gilpin.

Ironically the old tag line of the poem pounded in my ears along with the crashing of the surf:

“Away went Gilpin—dum-de-dum—and sore against his will.”
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“Know who that feller is?”

I whirled around to find a tall lanky man dressed in corduroy trousers and a canvas coat staring at Red Gilpin’s body. I must have looked as frightened and terror-stricken as I felt, for he reached out a hand and steadied me.

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said more gently. “Here. Lean on my stick a minute.”

Slipping off his coat, he laid it over Red Gilpin’s head and shoulders, then led me some forty feet over to a rustic bench that faced the ocean.

“Sit down here. Don’t think about all this for a second, Mrs. Ballard.”

“How’d you know my name?” I demanded.

“Got a telegram for you.”

Instinctively I put out my hand, but he shook his head.

“It ain’t written down on yellow paper. They phoned it to Sylvanus Mayo an’ I told Syl I’d deliver the message myself. It said ‘Let me know immediately how you stood trip’ an’ it was signed ‘George.’ ”

“My son,” I said. “Thank you.”

Involuntarily I started to turn and look again toward that still figure in the grass, but the stranger sat down beside me and cut off the view.

I wanted to cry, but I have nothing but scorn for women who weep at crises. I’ve always felt they were tremendously selfish, for their tears automatically relieve them of all responsibility and give others only an added burden. So I turned to the stranger as composedly as I could, intending to ask him what should be done.

“Even that telegram,” he remarked conversationally before I could speak, “don’t answer how I knew you. Last time I seen you was when Miss Prue Whitsby got married to Denny James. Last fall. You had on a black dress an’ a lot of pearls.”

“You—you were at Prue’s wedding?”

“Yup.” He chuckled. “I was best man. Oh, I know I don’t look now like I did then. Had on city clothes—”

“I know you now,” I interrupted. “You’re Asey Mayo! Bill Porter’s friend.”

He nodded. “That’s right, I am. Mrs. Ballard, you got a little color in your cheeks now an’ you seem to be breathin’ easier. What’s the name of that redheaded feller yonder? What’s been goin’ on here?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” I answered helplessly. “The man’s John Gilpin. Red Gilpin. He—oh, what’ll we do? Who shot him? Can’t you help? Prue’s told me how you saved Bill Porter when that novelist was murdered. You’re a constable or something, too, aren’t you?”

“Used to be. Look, who’s in those trucks on the entrance to the lane?”

“Some—players.” I told him about the Allens and Punch. “This Gilpin was one of them.”

“I see. Ain’t no phone, is there? Nope, I see there ain’t no wires. Now, here’s Syl Mayo comin’ along the beach. When he gets here I’ll call down an’ have him hop back to his house an’ do some phonin’. Anyone up?”

“Only the maid.”

“Well, it’s just seven an’ it won’t do any good to rouse the rest just now. I’d have one of them go to town in a car an’ phone, only I don’t favor the idea of turnin’ anyone loose just now. I’ll stay here with you till Syl can phone an’ the p’lice get here.”

“But won’t you help? Can’t you—?”

“I ain’t an arm of the lawr no more. Used to be constable over to Wellfleet, but they had two murders there an’ I sort of felt the place’d used up its quota for the next hundred years. B’sides, I had a lot of luck an’ I didn’t want to take no chances on a third, havin’ got to the bottom of the other two. I quit. Just happened to be stayin’ over here in Weesit with Syl.”

“But, Mr. Mayo, won’t you stay and help anyway? I—well, I’m confused. I know these things mean trouble. Police. All that. And I don’t know a soul in town. I got here only yesterday afternoon. And Red Gilpin—I saw that young man only an hour or so, but I give you my word, Mr. Mayo, I couldn’t be more upset about this if he were my own family. Last night when I saw him I—well, I wished my son would have been like that if he’d lived and grown up. He was just one of those people who come into a room and make you feel—”

“Like the lights had all gone on an’ a band was playin’ outside?”

“That’s it. How’d you know?”

Asey Mayo smiled. “I talked with that young man last week in Hyannis. At a garage where he was tellin’ a couple of mechanics how to fix that truck yonder. I liked him. But I thought you had a son, Mrs. Ballard.”

“I have. George is my adopted son. My husband and I—we couldn’t bear it after young Adin died, and we adopted George when he was a tiny baby. But won’t you stay here and help, Mr. Mayo, if the police will let you?” I hesitated to hire him in the sense of offering him money. It was not because Prudence Whitsby and the fastidious Denny James considered this blue-eyed man a friend and a social equal. Even if his friends had not been mine, I think I should have known better than to treat him as an ordinary hired man.

“Well.” He considered. “Well, I—guess—so. Yup. I guess so. Here’s Syl. You wait.”

He scrambled down the cliff with the ease of a chamois. I wondered as I watched him just how old he was. He didn’t move like an old man nor did he look old, for all the network of lines in his face. He might have been forty-five or sixty. I couldn’t tell. There was an air of calm assurance about him that made me feel I could depend on him and I needed someone on whom I could rely.

I thought of George’s message and experienced a sinking sensation. I could almost hear what he’d say when he learned what had happened.

“I told you that Dr. Burnside said you were to have no visitors! Then you go and pick up the first ragtag and bobtail of humanity that presents itself! It’s all your own fault!”

For once in his life George was going to have a legitimate excuse for I-told-you-so-ing all over the place. At last he had adequate grounds for losing his temper as thoroughly as he had Monday afternoon. And he probably would. I shouldn’t have taken in those people the night before. Yet, after all, they’d been decent and pleasant enough. What had happened had not changed my mind on that point.

Asey scrambled up over the cliff. It must have been forty feet high but he wasn’t even panting.

“Watch Syl run!” he said. “He’ll call Barnst’ble an’ get things started an’ then drive back here. He’s all het up. Reads a lot of these fool detective stories an’ you’d think to hear him talk that he could make even Sherlock Holmes look sort of peaked. Now in the meantime, I wonder if you’d tell me who’s around here, in the actin’ crowd an’ in your house. If you really want me to help you, I guess I can get Parker to let me stick around. An’ I’d kind of like to get a head start.”

“I think,” I said impulsively, “that you’d have helped anyway, Mr. Mayo.”

He smiled and tipped his broad brimmed Stetson back on his head. “Guess I would of at that,” he admitted. “An’ say, call me Asey, will you? Handles make me nervous like. Now, if you’ll begin.”

I explained briefly about Punch Edson, the Allens, and Gilpin.

“Then I have Rose, a maid, and Judy Dunham, my companion. In case you’ve wondered how I happened to come here,” I added, “I’m supposed to be convalescing from pneumonia.”

“Seems’s if ’twas goin’ to be a kind of lively conv’lescence,” he remarked. “Hm. Listen. That feller’s got four bullet holes in him that I saw. Didn’t you or any of the others hear the shots?”

I told him about the noises of the night before.

“I thought they were cars backfiring,” I explained apologetically. “I live on Beacon Street and somehow I was so sleepy that I thought I was back there.”

“I know how it goes. There’s so many noises that sound like guns an’ ain’t that you don’t think it’s a gun shot when it is. That’s kind of complicated like, but you see what I mean. You say you heard two sets of noises?”

“The first shortly after one, and the second—let’s see. After quarter past three sometime. The last ones were louder. Don’t you suppose that was the gun?”

“Seems sensible, but you can’t tell.”

“Look here,” I said, “even if I was sleepy and didn’t think much of the noises, why didn’t they wake the others? Why didn’t anyone else hear them?”

“Maybe they did.”

“Then why didn’t they get up?” I persisted. “Why?”

“Well, maybe they didn’t hear ’em. Or else just dismissed ’em like you did. Where’d you sleep?”

“In the downstairs room. Front.”

He got up and squinted at the house. “Huh. Dormers only in the back. Guess people in the upstairs bedrooms wouldn’t of been so likely to hear anyway. Who slept where?”

“Dan Allen, Punch and Gilpin were out in the van or the truck. I don’t know which. The two women were in one upstairs bedroom, the maid in the other. Judy was parked on the living room couch.”

“Huh. Let me see. Fog begun to pour in last night around eight. Around ten, the wind shifted from east around to the north’ards, an’ the fog begun to blow out. Later it shifted to the north-west. Y’see,” he added by way of explanation, “Syl’s dog was sick yesterday an’ I sat up doctorin’ him most all last night. That’s how I know so much about the weather. Now, from one till three, ’bout the time you heard those noises, the wind was blowin’ pretty strong out to sea. So it’s dollars to doughnuts that you’re the only person who heard the noises, unless the livin’ room windows was open where your c’mpanion slept. Upstairs they wouldn’t of heard anything, not likely, nor in the cars there. They’re a good hundred an’ fifty feet behind your window an’ it’s a good likely distance from where Gilpin is even to your window. The wind would of carried off the noise of the shots an’ the surf was boomin’ plenty last night. Maybe that might explain it. I don’t s’pose you heard anyone movin’ around, did you?”

“No, but when I sleep, I sleep hard. You could beat a bass drum beside my bed and I’d never hear it.”

“Well,” Asey said philosophically, “it’ll all come out in the wash, as the feller said about the tomato soup spillin’. Who’s this?”

I turned to find Judy coming out of the house. She walked over to us without glancing toward the grass clump by the steps.

“Early riser,” she said cheerfully. “Vic, don’t you feel well? You look—oh, so white!”

“This is Asey Mayo,” I said. “I’m not sick, Judy. I’ve just had a terrific shock. Did you hear any noises during the night?”

“Why,” she hesitated the fraction of a second, “I thought I heard a car backfire once.”

“Well, that wasn’t a car. It was a gun shot. Or shots.”

“Has anything happened? What’s wrong?”

“Red Gilpin,” Asey told her, “got killed.”

Judy gripped the back of the bench. “When? Where?”

Asey pointed. “No—don’t go there, Miss Dunham.”

“But who did it?” Her voice was as taut as a violin string. “Who did it? Why don’t you do something instead of just sitting and watching the waves?”

“What is there to do?” Asey asked gently. “I’ve sent for the p’lice. They’ll bring the medical examiner with ’em. There’s nothin’ more to do till they get here. But there’ll be enough then,” he promised grimly. “You wait an’ see. I venture to say you’ll look back on this little piece of quiet with a lot of yearnin’.”

“You mean—of course! I never thought of all that! Vic, there’ll be detectives everywhere and an inquest, too, I suppose?”

“Got thirty days for that in this state,” Asey said.

“And the papers! Oh, Vic, you’ll never get any rest. And the Lord knows what’ll get raked up!”

Asey shot a quick look at her as she stood there, her hands still gripping the back of the bench. He seemed in that instant to have taken her in from the top of her brown bobbed hair to the tip of her new black and white sport shoes.

“D’you have this front window open in the livin’ room last night?” he asked—and I felt somehow that it was not the question he had originally intended to ask.

“It stuck,” Judy told him, “so I left it closed. I opened the back windows instead. They were all hard to get open.”

“Gilpin a stranger to you?”

“Yes.”

Asey was silent. “Tell you what,” he said, “Miss Dunham, you take Mrs. Ballard indoors an’ make her drink some coffee an’ eat somethin’. Then you tell the others. Tell ’em to stay put till the p’lice come an’ not to be trailin’ out this way. I’ll only run ’em in again. Oh, yes. Might’s well let ’em get some breakfast before you tell ’em if you can manage it that way. Odds is that they might not want it otherwise.”

Judy nodded. “Have you called the local police, or who?”

“Local lawr,” Asey’s eyes twinkled, “is aged sixty-nine an’ in Washin’ton at the moment. He’s been a mournin’ dem’crat for twelve years an’ now he’s rejoicin’ in a trip to Washin’ton. Feels the city’s his. An’ he’s all the lawr there is. Weesit’s only got eight hundred folks in it with maybe a few hundred more in summers. So I called the county fellers.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked as I turned away.

“Just set an’ think. All I can do.”

On the way back to the house I told Judy about Asey Mayo. “He’s rather a remarkable person, you know. The Porters and the Whitsbys and Stephen Crump all swear by him.”

“But just who is he? What does he do?”

“He used to take care of Bill Porter’s houses in Wellfleet and he worked for old Captain Porter before that, I think. But he’s no hired man. He’s been a sailor in all sorts of boats. He’s been everywhere. He was the captain of Porter’s yacht. He’s a sort of jack of all trades. Then he’s solved two murders. That’s why I asked him to help us here.”

“Did you know him before now?”

“I’d seen him once. Even so,” I said as I went indoors, “I have perfect confidence in him.” It was on the tip of my tongue to answer her subtle rebuke by saying that I hadn’t known her very long, either.
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