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INTRODUCTION

SO MANY writers and artists have passed through Cape Cod that it was probably inevitable that over time a formidable literature would grow up around the region. Mary McCarthy, Denis Johnson, Richard Russo, Stephen L. Carter, Geraldine Brooks: they’ve all made a go of capturing the Cape in fiction. Lately Elin Hilderbrand has made something of a cottage industry (and then some) from her Nantucket books. But when it comes to being the quintessential Cape author, none of them can make a claim to rival Phoebe Atwood Taylor.

In her time, she was held up as an American answer to Agatha Christie and the other Queens of Crime then thriving in detective fiction’s Golden Age. Her most celebrated creation, Asey Mayo, the so-called “Codfish Sherlock,” appeared in two dozen novels and through all of them left a distinguished, salty impression on a healthy mass of readers. He was the perfect embodiment of a local archetype found in villages across New England: the homespun wise man, the fishing village jack-of-all-trades, capable of navigating high and low society without losing his head or his wry smile. Are there competent hands in other parts of the country? Of course, and some for hire. But none quite like Asey Mayo.

What strikes me more than anything in revisiting the Asey Mayo mysteries is just how definitively and precisely they capture the region—and capture it at a time when it was beginning to shift the cultural imagination, to become the place that would draw so many weekenders, summer people, and visiting artists over the coming decades. In that sense, the novel you’re about to read now, Sandbar Sinister, is perhaps the most timely of all. Here, we’re thrown into a country manor mystery, with all its insights into social upheaval and class divisions, at precisely the moment the modern Cape Cod was being born.

The year, I take it, is 1934. Prohibition has recently ended, and the Depression is fully entrenched, with massive public works projects underway across the nation. Not least of them is the Army Corps of Engineers’ expansion of the Cape Cod Canal, which will eventually see the channel brought to a width of nearly five hundred feet and a depth over thirty, making it one of the great canals of the world and cutting off the Cape from the “mainland” in dramatic fashion. (The canal was sold to the government only six years before, in 1928—the culmination of events that began in 1918, when a German submarine caught the military’s attention by shelling the village of Orleans.) The new bridges, soaring over the canal, are under construction, close to completion, and the old drawbridges that once spanned the narrow waterways will soon be dismantled. A land rush, of sorts, has come and gone, which the narrator in Sandbar Sinister, Penelope Colton mentions by way of explaining how Caleb Frost came to acquire the enviable property where our cast of characters is busily assembling for a weekend on the beach.

It was, in short, a moment ripe for crime fiction: a sudden and drastic shift in societal winds, a void in law enforcement activity yet to be systematically filled, and an oncoming rush of outsiders flooding a once isolated region. Long the hold of fishermen and seafaring types, it had now grown fashionable for smarter sets in Boston, with their rising and falling fortunes, intransigent social strictures, and Brahmin rituals. Adjacent to these rituals, let’s say, was a taste for the arts, and the Cape was one of the more attractive regions in which to pursue the interest: painting schools and theater colonies sprang up in Provincetown, Truro, and in the dunes and countryside surrounding. Quite representative of the time and the craze for popular fiction growing in book-mad Massachusetts, it seems one couldn’t throw a stone on Cape Cod without hitting a writer.

All this comes to play in Sandbar Sinister. The setup for the mystery is an alluring one: a boatload of pre-repeal booze has washed up in the small, picturesque village of East Pochet (an amalgam, I take it, of Wellfleet, where the Taylors kept a home, and Orleans), and the citizenry, locals and summer visitors alike, have come absolutely unhinged under the influence. Bodies appear. Victims are identified and unidentified. Crime writers, aspiring and accomplished, weigh in on the mounting evidence. The suspects are efficiently lined up for our inspection, and Asey Mayo, with all his charm, is on the case.

The mystery unspools with admirable precision in plotting, yet somehow the author never scrimps on the small, atmospheric details that make the place feel so utterly, indelibly real—and so enticing to today’s reader, dreaming of the long-gone times of village life, indulging for a while in the nostalgia that’s always been at the heart of the Cape’s appeal. (I’m hearing now my mother and grandmother on the deck, singing along to Patti Page: “If you’re fond of sand dunes and the salty air, quaint little villages here and there…” Followed somehow by the jingle to Thompson’s Clam Bar: relics of a later, equally nostalgic Cape.)

The Asey Mayo series was just a part of Phoebe Atwood Taylor’s body of work. She was prolific and highly-skilled across the genre. But there’s something special about these Cape mysteries. Her roots in the region run so deep: Wellfleet was the Taylor home, but Phoebe’s family connections spread up and down the coast. She was descended, after all, from John Atwood, the deputy governor of Plymouth Colony circa 1638. That’s about three centuries of roaming the shores and waters of southern Massachusetts—plenty of time to absorb and embellish all the local lore before putting it to good use in the name of mystery.

I’m biased, maybe. I’m a mystery writer, and I want very much to look at my home region (I’m from Wareham, on the wrong side of the “new” canal, but what can you do?) and to see a towering tradition of crime and mystery to stand alongside anything produced in bigger, more renowned cities, or for that matter out of Greenway and other picturesque English villages. In the Asey Mayo novels, in the work of Phoebe Atwood Taylor, we find those essential American mysteries that informed so much of what would come in the century ahead, and which still ring true: engrossing, witty, clever as the day they were written. In the end, Phoebe Taylor Atwood, with all her knowledge of the terrain, all her formidable wit, proves herself the quintessential Cape writer. The rest of us are tourists.

—DWYER MURPHY





CHAPTER ONE

THE SANDBAR episode last June was a field day for those friends of mine who’ve prophesied for years that my benign optimism would lead me into trouble.

They even began their I-told-you-soing with my leave of absence from the store. I should have known, they said, that Lucius Upjohn looked too much like a cold boiled salmon to play fairy godmother, that he let me go for four months only to save the expense of my salary. I had thought, in my unsuspecting way, that Lucius really wanted me to have a long summer vacation, and I went around telling people how kind he was. In fact, it was my gloating to Lizzie Richards that led to my Sandbar invitation in the first place.

“Four whole months!” I said to her that Wednesday morning when she wandered into the Tiny Tots department to buy a bonnet for her newest grandchild. “Four whole months of basking in the sun and lying on beaches! You’ll never know, Lizzie, what a loathsome sight rompers get to be after you’ve sold ’em for eight solid months! I’m going to write the Cape Cod ‘Item’ that East Pochet’s hardy perennial is all set for her forty-ninth consecutive summer, and I’ve got just enough money to hire the Carters’ little camp—”

“Why, Penelope Colton!” Lizzie interrupted. “I’ve just thought—look! I mean, listen! Why don’t you come to Sandbar and stay with me? Really, Pen, it’s been perfectly wonderful the way you took all—well, all that happened last fall, and went to work without a whimper. Lucius did right to give you a breathing spell. What you need is a nice quiet rest without any cares, and that’s just what you’ll get at Sandbar.”

“But I couldn’t possibly foist myself on you—”

“Caleb’s turned the whole place over to me,” Lizzie continued triumphantly, “because he’s sailing for England Friday. We’ll have a lovely quiet time, with Gregory and Mathilde to do all the work, and then there are the cars and the boats. Just a nice quiet rest, Pen, and you won’t have to spend a single cent!”

Of course I gave in eventually. The person who could turn down a luxurious vacation at Sandbar is probably not yet born. And though it seems incredible to my friends, it never for one moment entered my head that there might be any catch in the invitation. I felt like Aladdin and said so, though I remember thinking that Lizzie more nearly resembled a composite cartoon of all the Boston matrons in existence than she did a tenuous genie.

But even now I can’t quite see why I should have anticipated any catches. I’d known Lizzie since we went to Miss Meredith’s, and I’d always got along with her very nicely indeed, for all that she’s subject to spells of what she calls “nerves.” And when New England’s last bank failure forced me to become a department store clerk practically overnight, Lizzie was one of those loyal souls who didn’t seem to feel that selling rompers was a variation of leprosy. The only actual drawback to Lizzie at any time is her brother Caleb Frost, who owns Sandbar. I place Caleb in the same category with Laura Bush’s pet leopard: both possess excellence in spots, but I’ve never made any pretense of liking either.

With Caleb safely abroad, however, the thought of four restful carefree months—I’d even believed the carefree part—added a Pollyanna aura to the whole business. I literally bounced with gladness when on Thursday afternoon we rolled over the little bridge which connects Sandbar with the mainland of East Pochet.

Sandbar is perhaps three miles long and a mile and a half wide, and is protected on the ocean side by a row of high dunes. Caleb Frost bought it from a disgusted Brooklyn Shylock after the Cape Cod land boom petered out into a feeble cap pistol report. Disregarding everyone’s advice, he’d caused two Cape houses of different sizes and shapes to be hitched together in the center of the bar, and then added on one ell for the kitchen and servants’ quarters and another ell for the garage. The result was far from being an architectural triumph, but the place is admittedly charming inside.

Now the whole length of the bar gleamed white under the sun, and the beach grass swayed gently with the east wind. Waves crashed on the ocean side and rippled quietly up the beach on the harbor side, and overhead a flock of white gulls swooped and circled and darted tirelessly against the blue sky.

“Just think,” I said to Lizzie as we drove up the log road to the house, “if it hadn’t been for you and Lucius, I’d be selling panty-waists this minute! I’m perfectly positive that no luckier woman ever lived!”

I was less sure Friday morning.

Then it had dawned on me that Lizzie, for all her talk about rest and quiet, fully expected me to sing for my summer. I should have known, according to my friends, that Lizzie never gave something for nothing.

“Any woman,” as Laura Bush put it, “who’d spend twenty cents going to Boston to save half a cent on six bars of soap, would never make a gesture without good and sufficient reason!”

The reason was subtly driven home when Gregory and Mathilde automatically accepted me as a sort of glorified housekeeper. They gave me grocery lists and laundry lists and calory lists—Lizzie was presumably on a diet; they presented me with five dozen new sheets and pillow cases to be marked; they consulted me endlessly on subjects ranging from New Zealand spinach and what was the matter with the electric pump to Mathilde’s fallen arches and the price of pickled walnuts.

“Business women,” Lizzie said complacently when I made a decision on who was to supply us with chickens, “always know so much!”

With infinite control, I held back my caustic query as to why a romper sales clerk should be expected to have at her fingertips all the lore of the poultry world.

By Friday afternoon I was beginning to have pretty definite qualms about the whole situation. A telegram arrived from Lizzie’s young daughter Deal, announcing that she was coming over from New York for a week or two, “and bringing darling Quin.”

Deal, who was christened Cordelia, is twenty-four and could step without alterations onto the cover of practically any fashion magazine. She works for a restless aviator who amiably gives her vacations whenever the roving spirit seizes him. Quin, her fiancé, writes detective stories for a living. I’ve often wondered whether his parents had that in mind when they named him, or whether he felt it was his duty—his whole name is John Quincy Gunner.

With the advent of that telegram, all my visions of restful baskings in the sun vanished completely. I saw that guest rooms were prepared, personally supervised the week-end provisions, and made out a two-week repeating menu purely in self-defense. Then, Saturday morning, the greatest blow of all fell. Caleb Frost telephoned to say that he’d postponed his sailing for a few weeks because he didn’t care for the weather reports, and would arrive at Sandbar Saturday night. He might bring a friend.

At that point I would gladly have returned to Upjohn’s third floor had there been a train before Monday morning. But there wasn’t, and in a zealous mood, I’d sublet my two rooms and folding accessories to Mary Carter until September. Escape was entirely out of the question.

Deal arrived in Quin’s big roadster around five o’clock. Quin, plump and bespectacled, was as full of nonsense as ever, and twice as noisy as I remembered him. With them was another young man, very quiet and polite, and nice looking in a tooth paste advertisement way. He was Tom Willing, and that was all I knew about him for several days, since neither Quin nor Deal made any effort to explain him.

“Darling,” Deal said accusingly to Lizzie, “you’ve been eating desserts again, and I thought you’d promised me you’d get down to at least a forty-two by the first of this month! Oh, and Jane Buckland’s coming down from Boston to-night. I phoned her. Isn’t that nice?”

“Who?” Lizzie asked without enthusiasm. “Who’s she?”

“Oh, you know, darling! She was at school with me. That dark girl with the eyes. Tall. Her father was asbestos or nitrate or something. One of the first big companies to flop in twenty-nine, anyway. She’s just back from Europe, been doing something fascinating with books. Buying them for some one, I think. You liked her.”

Lizzie was still looking dubious when Deal turned to me.

“Pen, I hardly knew you with your hair cut! Awf’ly smart. Most marvelous figure anyway. Are the boats out? That’s swell. We’re simply dying to go out on a fishing trip to-morrow. Will you—some one—see to lunch and sandwiches and things? I’ll phone Zeruah right away that he’s to take us out, rain or shine.”

“Not Zeruah!” Lizzie said anxiously. “Not—Caleb—really, Deal, you mustn’t ask Zeruah!”

Deal kissed her casually and telephoned Zeruah, while I went upstairs and fitted up the last two guest rooms for the strange Tom Willing and the prospective tall dark Miss Buckland. It was no easy job, since all the odds and ends had been hurriedly thrust into them while the other rooms were being fixed. Then I saw to the fishing trip luncheon—Gregory and Mathilde were standing on their ears by then.

I rather enjoy making sandwiches, but after the first six dozen, I began to lose interest. After I’d heaped ten plates full and covered them with damp cloths, I straggled up to my room and retired for the night. No one ever gave a more truthful headache as an excuse for omitting dinner with Caleb Frost. Selling children’s underwear, I told myself as I crawled into bed, was a pipe dream compared to the job I seemed to have taken on.

I was wakened just before twelve o’clock by Deal, who wondered where extra blankets were because Jane was an old coldy, and then Lizzie dropped in to ask if I’d made any nut and date sandwiches, because Deal always liked nut and date sandwiches on fishing trips.

“At least,” I said to myself after she left, “rompers mercifully cease at five-thirty!”

Somehow the fates must have got that comment mixed up, for it was just five-thirty Sunday morning when Tom Willing banged at my door.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” he said, blankly surveying my dressing gown, mussed hair and general state of anger. “I’m awf’ly sorry. Deal said she’d told you to—oh, please go back to bed! Truly, I thought she’d—that you’d—”

“Just what,” I demanded coldly, “did she expect me to do?”

“Why, she said I was to drive you, or you were to drive me, up to town to get that man who’s to run the boat. Don’t bother, Mrs. Colton. Please. I—I’ll find him.”

“You couldn’t find Zeruah Nims’s house,” I said wearily, “in a thousand years. Of course it’s practically drizzling right this minute, but I don’t suppose Deal will let a little drizzle interfere with—oh, run along downstairs and I’ll be with you in a few minutes!”

It annoyed me so to think that chauffering and guiding were to be added to my other tasks that I didn’t say a word to Tom Willing until we reached Willow Lane. Then habit got the better of me.

“We’re coming,” I announced, “to Main Street. Prepare to be impressed.”

“Why?” Tom asked obediently.

“Because the Main Street of East Pochet,” I said, “is the Mona Lisa of Cape Cod. Tourists stare and then rave forever after about the dear-quaint-picturesque Cape. Artists spread its towering elms over miles of canvas. Photographers,” I yawned in spite of myself, “break bones in their efforts to take from new angles the colonial houses and old-fashioned stores. Except—”

“How many times, Mrs. Colton,” Tom inquired suspiciously, “have you recited this before?”

“I lost count in 1912,” I confessed. “Anyway, except for two blind authors and a few laymen unable to wield a pen, I can think of no one who has not, at one time or another,” I swung the station wagon off the Lane onto Main Street itself, “scribbled down impressions of its cool dignity and charm—”

Then we hit the crust of broken glass and the front tires blew. I gaped at the street till my jaw all but parted from my face. Tom, after one brief glance, chuckled.

“The Mona Lisa,” he observed, “seems to have given way to Ten Nights in a Bar-room!”

It had.

Clumps of sprawled snoring men, and mounds of smashed bottles dotted the length of the street.

Cars were crazily parked at all angles in Railroad Square. A ten-ton truck was carefully secured to the old hitching post by pieces of cod line and a flaming red lobster buoy. A brand new sedan was wedged solidly into the entrance of the moving picture theater.

Cats lapped at melted ice cream which trickled from overturned containers outside the candy shop; flies buzzed above the trodden mess of fruit and vegetables which marked the grocery store sidewalk. The usually conservative windows of the Ladies Exchange were devoted not to gingham house dresses and embroidery silks, but to a display best described as intimate. Every inch of plate glass along the street was plastered with smatterings of dried egg and squashed tomato.

Even the air was alcoholic.

I leaned back heavily against the seat and thought of Russian villages and Bolshevik hordes, Hungary under Bela Kun—this shambles couldn’t be Main Street, East Pochet, at six o’clock of a Sunday June morning!

“Nero,” Tom indicated a particularly Bacchic figure, “at Baiae, just like the old print. Just what, Mrs. Colton, caused this—uh—rape of the Mona Lisa?”

“This,” I answered, “is entirely outside my forty-nine years of experience with East Pochet. Why, I thought the town was bone-dry by conviction—”

“The worm,” an amused voice beside us commented, “seems to sort of upped and turned cartwheels, don’t it? Mornin’, Mrs. Colton.”

I turned to find Asey Mayo of Wellfleet, dressed in his usual corduroys and hunting jacket, standing beside the car.

Of course Asey is and has always been my favorite Cape Codder. He is a Cape Codder, he talks like one, and he even looks almost the way tourists expect natives of the Cape to look. Most people nowadays think of him as a successful detective, but to me he’s an expert mechanic, a hired man de luxe, and a wholly competent jack of all trades.

“Asey,” I said, “what—when did this happen?”

“ ’Round ten last night, they say.” He grinned and tipped his broad brimmed Stetson on the back of his head. “Guess it’ll take East Pochet another three hundred years to crawl back into the pious an’ God-fearin’ class.”

“Did it rain brandy?” Tom asked interestedly.

“Almost. This,” Asey announced with a casual wave of his hand, “is the end of a r’gime. You take a good look at it, ’cause the chances is you’ll never see the like again. Regan tried to run in his unsold pre-repeal booze last night in eight boats. Coast guard got him, but not till he’d dumped two hundred cases off the bay shore by Tim Smalley’s. You know Tim, Mrs. Colton. He never kept nothin’ to himself yet. Coast guard was too busy chasin’ a stray boat load of Reganites to bother with the loot right off—an’ you’re now viewin’ the r’mains. Wheeee—see them pink whiskers wavin’ to the breeze yonder in the hedge—why, that’s—”

“That’s Zeruah Nims!” I interrupted disgustedly. “And we were after the wretch to take us out on a fishing party. Well, it looks as though the chances of his remembering about that piloting job were exceedingly slim.”

“I sort of think,” Asey said, “that the last twenty-four hours is goin’ to be pretty well blotted out of most East Pochet minds for some time to come. Say, you know you got two flats on this craft?”

“I’d temporarily forgotten,” I told him, “what with all this chaos. Asey, you’ll have to summon Jimmy B. for us. This car has no spares.”

“I can do better than that,” he said. “My own car’s parked in the Lane, an’ I’ll run you back to Sandbar. Kind of damp for a fishin’ trip, ain’t it?”

“You know Deal Richards,” I said. “Weather means nothing to her—Asey, I don’t suppose you’d care to rescue this party?”

I had suddenly remembered how Deal could act when her plans were thwarted.

He squinted at the sky. “Um. I wouldn’t want to go outside. It’s goin’ to pour pitchforks an’ gun-shovels before long, an’ I think there’ll be fog. But—sure, I’d just as lief run the boat, if Deal’s willin’ to stick to the inside harbor. I ain’t had no fresh flounders for a long time.”

“You’re kinder,” I said, “than you’ll ever know. And—man alive, don’t tell me you’ve another new roadster?”

“Uh-huh,” he said as we changed cars. “Bill Porter got out a new model, an’ he’s tryin’ it on the dog. Nice, but kind of costly to run. Say, is it true, Mrs. Colton, that you’re spendin’ the whole summer over to Frost’s place?”

“It’s true,” I told him, with something resembling a sigh. “It seems—oh, this is Tom Willing, Asey. He’s visiting Deal. And Quin Gunner’s down, too. Yes, it seems I’m going to spend the whole blessed summer here.”

Asey smiled. One of the pleasantest things about the man is that he rarely requires any explanation. I rather felt, too, that his opinion of Caleb Frost coincided with mine.

“My cousin Syl,” he remarked innocently, “has some awful nice cottages over Weesit way. Not to toot the fam’ly horn, but—well, you might know some folks that’d like one. Cheap, they are, too. You—”

“It’s really raining now,” I said hurriedly. “This June weather certainly is the most variable variety the Cape has.”

“Seems,” Asey agreed blandly, “like it is. Well, I’ll run in an’ see if Jimmy’s s’vived last night’s goin’s on. An’ I’ll call Syl an’ have him bring over my rub’ boots an’ oilskins an’ some clams. Zeruah would of been goin’ to provide them, wouldn’t he?”

“He would,” I said. “And I’d forgotten. Thanks a lot, Asey.”

“Amazing man,” Tom remarked as we watched his lean figure swing up the oystershell walk. “Who is he, anyway? He talks like a native, but he can’t be, with a sixteen cylindered chariot like this!”

“Why, he’s Asey Mayo,” I said. “He—”

“Asey Mayo? Oh! But you didn’t mention his last name to me at all! Of course—he’s the detective Quin was raving about on the way down. Said he was a triple extract of Euclid, Scheherazade and David Harum. Tell me, Mrs. Colton, how old is he?”

“When I was a babe in arms, I thought Asey was a big boy. After seeing him vault that picket fence, I wonder if he’s as old as I am. He’s over fifty—what’s the news, Asey?”

“Jimmy says he’ll go right up an’ tend to your car soon as he’s finished his coffee, so maybe he’ll get there by suppertime. I told him to get a wiggle on, but he said in a real hurt voice that it took it out of him to hurry. He couldn’t do his best work.”

Tom laughed. “Apparently Jimmy’s not an active sort?”

“Active?” Asey said. “Thirty years ago he bumped into a wasps’ nest an’ no one’s seen him hurry since. Seems like the effort ruined him for all time.”

As we drove over the connecting bridge to the bar, I mentally contrasted the scene and my reactions to it with those of Thursday afternoon.

The fine rain gave the sand a dirty grayish tinge, and the water was gray and somber. The gulls, instead of swooping in picturesque circles, hovered above one particular dune and just plain squawked their heads off, as though they were trying to compete with the hollow booming of the surf on the outer beach. When I looked at the house, I conjured up no visions of comfortable chairs and other luxurious addenda. I simply stared at the spiral of smoke from the kitchen ell and hoped that Mathilde and Gregory hadn’t waked Caleb.

“Yesterday,” Tom curiously echoed my thoughts, “I said I’d never seen anything half so beautiful as this place. Now it seems absolutely the last word in bleakness. Almost sinister, sort of.”

“Bleak, yes,” I said, “but not sinister. There’s nothing sinister about East Pochet. Tom, will you get out here at the fork of the road and run up and tell Mathilde to have breakfast ready in about fifteen minutes? I’ve got the boat house keys and I want to show Asey where the ‘Stepanfetchit’s’ gear is. We’ll be up as soon as he’s looked things over. Oh—and warn Quin and Deal and the other girl not to make any noise. Caleb’s not coming, is he?”

Tom shook his head. “No, but the fellow with him—”

“D’you mean to say he brought—who? Where was he put?”

“Oh, I just moved in with Quin downstairs. I’ve forgotten his name—fellow, about thirty-odd. Seems to me Mr. Frost said he was a literary agent—”

“Durford Ames,” I said, “without doubt. He’s a protégé of Cale’s. Looks rather like a newly polished floor, if you know what I mean?”

“Exactly,” Tom said. “I’d thought of a row of polished glasses, but he’s not that brittle—yes, that’s who it is. They called him Ford.”

“He’s a nice appearin’ young feller,” Asey said as he and I drove on down to the boat house. “I heard you an’ Mrs. Richards was here alone, but it seems like you wasn’t.”

“The Grand Central Station,” I told him, “is lonesome by comparison. Deal, Quin, this Tom Willing, Ford Ames, Caleb, and a girl named Buckland I’ve not met. Thank the Lord, Cale’s coming will at least put a stop to Deal’s wholesale invitations. At that, she’s not as bad as her brother Ned. He used to bring whole track teams home to spend the night when Lizzie lived in a four-room apartment—here are the keys. I’ll get out and show you—”

“Padlock’s unlocked,” Asey said as he went up the steps to the boat house.

“Unlocked? That’s impossible! These are the only keys—but I suppose I must have forgotten to lock it when I walked down here yesterday afternoon. Asey, never divulge the fact to a soul! Oh,” I followed him inside the dim little building, “oh, and will you pull up the shades? I meant to, but I was too tired yesterday to make the effort. I was—Asey—look! Look there! He—he’s dead!”

Sprawled on a pile of shavings next to an overturned dory was a strange bearded man, dressed in dungarees and a fisherman’s jersey.





CHAPTER TWO

ASEY KNELT down beside the man and I took a fresh grip on the door jamb as my knees began to wobble.

“I think,” Asey said slowly, “that’s he’s been killed. It would—”

“Nonsense!” I said in a voice that I tried to keep steady. “Nonsense, Asey Mayo! You’ve just got yourself mixed up in so many old murder cases that you think every dead man must necessarily have been killed! For heaven’s sakes, give him the benefit of the doubt—wha—what makes you think so?”

“ ’Count of—here, sit on this nail keg, Mrs. Colton, or maybe you’d better go out an’ sit in the car for a second. This is sort of unnervin’—”

“Unnerving!” I said feebly, as I plopped down on the keg. “Asey Mayo, every ganglion in my body is alternately prickling all over and then going limp as a dish cloth! I know now what people mean when they’ve said they felt like a spoonful of jelly! But Asey, who is this man? Where’d he come from? And look, I’m almost positive now that I did lock that door yesterday afternoon. And these keys—” I was still gripping the key ring for dear life, “are the only complete set! There aren’t any duplicates for this place! How’d he get in? And—and if he was killed—but what makes you think so?”

“I don’t know who he is,” Asey said, “nor how he got in here, ’cept I’m willin’ to b’lieve he was dumped down there, an’ I think he was killed, b’cause he was hit over the side of his head with somethin’ that cut him, like a bottle. An’ there ain’t any busted bottles in here. An’ if he’d been hit over the head in here, he wouldn’t of fallen on his back like that. An’ I don’t think he could of cracked himself—fact, I’m sure of it. Some one did it.”

“But he wasn’t here at six-thirty yesterday,” I protested. “I came down here to get a breath of air and to make sure the gas tins were filled—”

“Zeruah’s been takin’ care of the boats, ain’t he?” Asey asked.

I nodded. “Yes, but he hasn’t any keys. It seems that Caleb had a fight with him over some bill, and dismissed him, but Deal wouldn’t listen to Lizzie’s explanations and called him anyway when she came. Asey, I—those eyes are driving me crazy!”

“Looky here, Mrs. Colton,” Asey stood between me and the figure on the floor, “you think of somethin’ else for a second, an’ then I’ll drive you up to the house. Prob’ly you ain’t had no breakfast, nor anythin’ at all. You just think of—”

“How in the name of common sense,” I demanded hotly, “d’you expect me to think of anything but that man? Those terrible eyes and bushy eyebrows and that horrible beard—and the blood! It’s too ghastly. Lord, no wonder Tom thought there was something sinister about this place this morning! But I’m sure I locked this place here yesterday! I came down while I was making sandwiches for the fishing party, because it’d been so hot in the kitchen—”

“For Pete’s sakes, have you been makin’ lunches for this crowd?” Asey asked indignantly. “Ain’t Mrs. Richards got two chief cooks an’ bottle washers already? D’you mean to tell me she’s puttin’ you to work, you that could of bought this place up, lock, stock an’ barrel, a dozen times—”

“The dear dead days when I had an income,” I interrupted, “are gone for good and all. I’m just number 6948 in department 213—”

“Fiddledeedee,” Asey said, “an’ rubbish! Mrs. Richards wouldn’t have no business makin’ you work even if you was on the dole! I caught a glimpse of you Thursday aft’noon, an’ it seemed to me then that you wasn’t lookin’ awful well. This mornin’ you’re even more peaked an’ you don’t look’s good as you did then. You’re tired, an’—”

“Selling rompers for eight months,” I stated with some heat, “is liable to leave any one looking slightly pale, particularly if she’s not used to—but Lizzie’s asked me here, Asey, and if she was kind enough to—well, that’s all there is to it. The least I can do is to help—”

I went on in that same tone for several minutes before I realized that Asey had succeeded in making me forget the dead man and think strenuously of something else.

“Baiting me, are you?” I asked.

“Nope. It’s a gen’ral trait,” he pulled out his pipe, “to kick if some one finds fault with your friends, even though you—well, you look like you’d got a little color back in your face, anyways.”

“I feel better,” I said. “Look—shouldn’t we get along? Oughtn’t you to phone the police and all? Oh, how Caleb Frost will fume! I’ve heard him say that murders are limited to the extremes of society—the multi-millionaires and the gangsters. It’ll set him off like a roman candle to find that the stratum of upper intelligentsia isn’t altogether immune—”

Asey smiled. “If I know Mr. Frost, he’ll prob’ly think I done all this just to annoy him. No, I’ll tell you, Mrs. Colton, I don’t like to leave this feller alone, an’ that’s why I’m not dashin’ off to the house. I’m expectin’ Syl, an’ he can stay here. Now, will you peer earnest at that wall for a couple of minutes while I look at some things?”

“Go ahead with your grisly business,” I said, shuddering. “But of course it won’t make the slightest degree of difference if I stared at ten walls. I’d just see those eyes.”

“ ’Magination,” Asey said. “Tell me, Mr. Frost’s always been high an’ mighty, ain’t he?”

“Always,” I said, understanding this time that Asey was attempting to divert my thoughts from the obvious channels. “Caleb’s a brilliant man in many ways, but he’s got two major faults. He always expects full credit and then a bonus besides. I think that half the reason for Lizzie’s nervous spells is that he’s never let her forget that he’s supported her since Carter died. He’s never let the children forget that he paid for their education, either. If he offers you a cigarette, even, he expects to be thanked twice as much as any one else would be. But his greatest trouble lies in his absolute refusal to make any distinction between stupidity and lack of information.”

Asey chuckled quietly.

“If you don’t happen to know,” I went on, “all the ins and outs of early Byzantine art or of the eleventh century vowel shift, he promptly assumes that you’re a low-grade moron.”

“An’ bein’ a kind of walkin’ encyclopedia,” Asey said, “it kind of annoys folks a lot. Yup.”

“When he hears about this,” I counted the wall boards for the tenth time, “he’ll expect the police to solve the thing within the hour. If they don’t, he’ll telephone the governor and wire the President and start suit against the state for damages incurred. Asey, aren’t you through!”

“I’m through,” he said. “Nothin’ in his pockets, no labels, not even trade marks on anythin’ he’s got on. An’ I don’t think there’s any doubt at all that he was cracked over the side of the head with a bottle, an’ hard enough so’s the bottle busted. An’ so the chances is he wasn’t hit in here. There’s not a trace of busted glass.”

“A broken bottle—Asey, d’you suppose it had anything to do with all that mess uptown?”

“Couldn’t tell. From what I heard, though, they pretty well c’nfined themselves to Main Street, an’ did you notice that the bank windows an’ the post office windows wasn’t touched? Not a speck of egg or anythin’ else thrown at ’em. Shows,” he grinned, “that they had some lingerin’ r’spect for the lawr, an’ maybe they wasn’t so d’praved as they may have seemed. Still—”

“Here’s an old truck,” I said, “bouncing along—”

“Syl,” Asey said. “Bringin’ the rub’ boots an’ clams. I phoned him from Jimmy’s. Watch Syl when he finds out about this. He buys detective stories by the gross from the mail order houses, an’ a dead stranger’ll affect him like a case of champagne—”

Sylvanus Mayo, a diminutive little man with a scraggly walrus mustache, climbed out of the truck and bustled importantly up the boat house steps. There is practically nothing Syl won’t do for his famous cousin. He even begins to swell with pride the minute he comes in sight of Asey.

“I got here just’s soon’s I could, though the old flivver was steamin’ some,” he said. “Mornin’, Mrs. Colton. Say, Asey, the radio man said fog just b’fore I left. Sure you ought to take a boat out the harbor?”

“Seems,” Asey said, “like we wouldn’t be goin’ out anyhows, Syl. Mrs. Colton an’ I just found—well, look for yourself.”

Syl looked and his eyes widened and then began to gleam.

“Now,” Asey continued, “we’ll go back to the house, an’ you hold the fort till I can call Hanson. An’ if you’d like to help, you can figger out who the gent there is.”

Syl smiled. “I already know.”

“What?” Asey and I yelled in unison.

“ ’Member,” Syl said, “ ’bout my tellin’ you of that man that come to the house a couple weeks ago on a bicycle? He wanted us to put him up for the night, but Jennie didn’t like the looks of that beard. She don’t seem to like beards. Don’t you r’member the time last Thanksgivin’ when I started to grow one, an’ she—”

“She shaved you by force. Yup.” Asey and I grinned. Jennie Mayo tops her husband by ten inches and is easily a hundred pounds heavier. “Yup, but get to it, Syl.”

“Well, as he was leavin’—say, I never did tell you that part, did I? I was waitin’ to see if ’twas so, first, an’ then it plum slipped my mind. Well, I asked him his name, just to be pleasant like, b’cause Jennie’d been kind of short with him. He said he was Varney Cheyne.”

“Varney Cheyne!” I said in amazement. “Why, he’s the man who writes detective stories and—why, he’s made a fortune out of ’em in the last year or two! You can’t mean that Varney Cheyne!”

“That’s just who,” Syl said. “ ‘Greater,’ ” he quoted the jacket blurbs, “ ‘than Gab-Gaboriau, Wells, Rinehart, Van Dine, Queen, Doyle, an’ yet unknown even to his own publishers.’ Yup. That’s who he said he was, an’ this is him.”

“Syl, are you sure of that?” Asey asked. “It—did he give you any proof? Sounds like a fish story to me.”

“Sure, I’m sure,” Syl said cheerfully.

“But it couldn’t be Cheyne!” I said. “No one knows who he is, but he—why, he couldn’t be a man like this one here! Nobody who’s made the vast sums Cheyne has would ever go bicycling about, dressed in dungarees and a fisherman’s jersey! The man was pulling your leg, Syl. If Varney Cheyne ever decided to disclose his identity, you can wager it would be smeared all over the headlines of every newspaper in the United States!”

“That’s who he said he was, an’ he was,” Syl repeated stubbornly. “He proved it, too. B’cause I didn’t b’lieve him either, at first. He told me the end of the story of his that was runnin’ in the ‘Post,’ an’ even you guessed wrong about that, Asey! That’s half the reason I never said nothin’ about this to you, b’cause I was waitin’ to see if ’twas so. An’ the last part of that story didn’t come out for over a week after he was there!”

“Guesswork,” I said, “or else he saw advance copies of the book or the magazine. The man couldn’t be Cheyne. It’s impossible. Don’t you agree, Asey? But there’s one thing. I certainly endorse Jennie’s opinion of that beard! It’s so bushy and ragged that it doesn’t seem real. I haven’t seen a beard like that for years. I didn’t know they were even worn any more.”

“By gum,” Asey said, “I been thinkin’ that—I wonder—”

“Oh, that beard’s real enough,” Syl declared. “Looks just like it did that evenin’. Jennie said it looked like it come off a crayon portrait. Seems sort of queer now b’cause of bein’ matted with—take care, Asey! Hook on your jacket belt’s caught—why, my—well, my heavens an’ earth! Look at that! It’s a fake after all!”

For when Asey straightened up after bending over the man, a patch of the matted beard tore off and remained on the curved clamp.

Involuntarily I stepped nearer the figure, and as I did, I noticed for the first time the man’s right hand.

“Asey!” I said. “He—he hasn’t any little finger on his right hand! Good—no—why, no wonder those eyes seemed to stare at me! And the eyebrows—but with the beard—he never wore a beard! Asey, was there—did you see a tiny tattoo mark on his arm?”

Asey nodded. “Little bit of a thing on his left forearm. Faded out some, but it seemed like an eagle. Mrs. Colton, don’t tell me you know this feller, too?”

“I—Asey—it’s impossible.” I sat down again on the nail keg. “It absolutely can’t be, but just the same, I’m sure. Anyway, he’s not Varney Cheyne, and he’s no fisherman! Asey, that man—why, it’s Richard Thorne of Boston! He used to live on our street! There’s no doubt about it, but just the same, it’s entirely impossible!”

“Richard Thorne. I seem to c’nect somethin’ with that name,” Asey said thoughtfully. “But I can’t—there was some one—”

“Of course you must remember,” I said. “It was the beard that—but, he’s got to be Dick, even though he can’t be. Asey, Dick Thorne was a partner in Frost and Richards. Just after the war—that was when his little finger was amputated, by the way. It got smashed with shrapnel. Then he came back, and was suspected of—why, Asey Mayo, I never heard anything like this! It’s too incredible.”

Syl pulled a crumpled package of cigarettes from his pocket and presented me with one.

“Thanks,” I said. “Listen, Asey. Dick was one of Lizzie and Carter Richards’s best friends. Then, after the war, there was some mix-up in the business, and thousands and thousands of dollars’ worth of bonds were missing. Caleb suspected Dick Thorne—and Caleb and Carter Richards all but came to blows over it. During the heat of the rumpus, Dick disappeared. His wife, who was a distant cousin of mine, was simply in despair. She didn’t know where he’d gone or what had happened. And in the meantime, the papers got hold of the story, and then Thorne was formally and publicly accused of the theft. Rhoda Thorne killed herself the day after all that came out, and not a week later a man was found drowned in Boston Harbor, and identified by the police as Dick Thorne! Asey, that was all the story you’re thinking about. It was all over the papers for days and days!”

“Yup,” he said. “I r’call some of it. Happened ’round nineteen-nineteen or nineteen-twenty. But if he was identified by the police as this feller Thorne, then this man here couldn’t hardly be Thorne. Still, on the other hand, if he was drowned, there
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