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‌Introduction

   Theodore I. Terhune, Bibliodetective

   Bookseller detectives as series characters are far and few between in the Golden Age of Detective Fiction. While the unique subgenre of “bibliomysteries” (detective novels in which collecting books and manuscripts figure prominently in the plot) were popular as early as the 1920s in America—with titles including The Colfax Bookplate (1926), Into the Void: A Bookshop Mystery (1926) and The Whisper on the Stair (1924), as well as several novels by Charles J. Dutton—rarely did these books feature a character who appeared in more than one novel. It wasn’t until after the Second World War that mystery writers began to create bibliomysteries with a recurring series character. Henry Gamadge, created by Elizabeth Daly, appeared first in 1940 and is perhaps the bibliodetective best known to devotees of vintage detective fiction. Gamadge, however, is primarily an authenticator of old manuscripts; actual books rarely appear in the novels. Theodore Terhune, who makes his debut in Seven Clues in Search of a Crime, is a genuine bookseller who owns his own shop. He literally stumbles onto his first crime when riding a bicycle to work. When he inadvertently thwarts an attack on a young woman and prevents the theft of her handbag, he immediately gains a reputation for being a detective. This accidental heroism will lead him to a full range of adventures, involving theft, con-artistry and murder, over a series of eight mystery novels.

   Terhune, who sometimes goes by the nickname Tommy, is also a mystery writer and tells us that he has had the privilege of having stories published in the American magazine Saturday Evening Post, a crown jewel for first-time writers eager to appear in the “slicks”. Significant for the entire series is that the Terhune novels regularly feature plots involving books, book collectors and the art of writing fiction. Equally unique is that each book is radically different in tone and subject matter. Bruce Graeme was one of the finest narrative experimenters of the Golden Age, and the Terhune series reflects the author’s eclectic knowledge and predilection for unusual atmospheric touches. Terhune’s adventure in Seven Clues will involve a trip to New York City and Albany, a professional criminal for hire, attempted murder on board a passenger ship, a mysterious person nicknamed “Blondie”, an automobile accident and learning the true identity of a tyre salesman. The bibliomystery plot is introduced when Terhune is asked to find out who stole some pages from a handwritten and illustrated manuscript on heraldry in the MacMunn family. As the title suggests, over the course of the novel Terhune discovers seven clues, a combination of physical objects and information gathered from his clever interviews, that foreshadow a crime yet to be committed.

   Later in the Terhune series Graeme will explore a variety of other subgenres while still managing to make books and book collecting part of his plots. House with Crooked Walls (1942) is a send-up of Gothic horror stories consisting of grotesque Poe-like sequences, a secret-filled haunted house and apparently supernatural events. Work for the Hangman (1944) is a brilliant example of the detective novel morphing into an inverted suspense thriller and incorporates the pioneering convention of murder by proxy, a plot device that pre-dates by six years Patricia Highsmith’s classic use of “trading murders” in her debut novel Strangers on a Train (1950). In Ten Trails to Tyburn (1944), a series of anonymous short stories are sent to Terhune and his policeman friend Murphy, the aim being to help them discover the reason behind a mysterious death that may in fact be a deviously concocted murder.

   In each of these novels other characters from the village of Bray-in-the-Marsh serve as Theodore Terhune’s friends and assistants in the solving of crime. Graeme is perhaps one of the first mystery writers whose characters grow and change over the chronological history of the series. Among those first introduced in Seven Clues, readers will continue to meet Lady Kylstone, a local aristocrat whose secretary Helen is the young woman in peril. Alicia MacMunn hires Terhune to look into the mystery of the heraldic manuscript, and her cynical daughter Julia will come into her own as Terhune’s primary Watson (and sometime girlfriend) in later books. A crew of other local business owners, pub regulars and fellow booksellers in surrounding towns also pop up in this short series of eight novels. The development of the relationship between Julia MacMunn and Theodore Terhune has a decidedly modern touch, something that few mystery writers ever bothered with in series mystery novels, no matter how long they carried on with their characters.

   Graham Montague Jeffries (1900–82), better known as Bruce Graeme, was born in London on 23 May 1900. After serving at the age of eighteen in the Westminster Rifles Regiment during the First World War, Jeffries went on to work as a reporter at the Middlesex County Times, a position he held throughout the 1920s. He also worked as a film producer during the 1940s. According to a biographical blurb on the rear dust jacket panel of one of his later books, Graeme was “a persistent traveller, making frequent trips in Europe and to the U.S.A., and when in England [he] lives in an Elizabethan farmhouse in the Weald of Kent.”

   Jeffries also wrote under the pseudonyms David Graeme (claiming he was Bruce’s cousin), Peter Bourne, Jeffrey Montague and Fielding Hope. He was astonishingly prolific in crime and adventure fiction, writing more than one hundred books over a period of more than sixty years. He also managed to pen a few non-fiction works on history and true crime. In addition to his bookseller/writer detective Theodore I. Terhune, he created five series characters: Superintendent William Stevens, Inspector Pierre Allain of the Sûreté, Detective Sergeant Robert Mather, Inspector Auguste Jantry and—the character he is probably best known for—Richard Verrell, alias “Blackshirt”, a professional thief who becomes a successful crime novelist.

   Blackshirt, and later his son, Anthony Verrell (aka Lord Blackshirt), appeared in fourteen books between 1926 and 1947. Thanks to Jeffries’ son Roderic, also a mystery writer, Blackshirt was revived in 1952, beginning with Concerning Blackshirt. Writing as “Roderic Graeme”, Jeffries’ son wrote an additional twenty novels for the series. Eventually, Roderic Jeffries began writing crime and suspense fiction under his own name (as well as other pen names, like his pseudonym-loving father), creating three series detectives: Don Kerry, Brandy and Inspector Alvarez, the last of whom solved crimes in Majorca.

   A recurring theme throughout the work of “Bruce Graeme” is the role of the mystery writer in the world of crime. Dozens of his books feature mystery writers, novelists or movie scriptwriters as the protagonists. The melding of crime fiction, creative writing and “real crime” makes up the plot of many of the Terhune books, as well as being featured in other Graeme novels, such as The Coming of Carew (1945), No Clues for Dexter (1948) and The Undetective (1962), in the first of which a fictional character comes to life and commits the crimes that previously existed only within the pages of novels. It should come as no surprise, that along with John Creasey and Nigel Morland, Jeffries helped found the Crime Writers’ Association in 1953.

   Though he sold over four million books in his career (as stated frequently on the dust jackets of his Hutchinson novels in the 1950s), Jeffries has been unjustly forgotten as one of the most innovative and original writers of crime fiction among his contemporaries. These new editions of the “Bruce Graeme” mystery novels from Moonstone Press are long overdue and hopefully will introduce an imaginative, amusing and entertaining writer to the ever-growing audience who crave traditional detective fiction from the heyday of the Golden Age.

   J. F. Norris
Chicago, IL
June 2020

  


  
    
‌The First Clue

   Helena Armstrong peered through a damp, clinging blanket of fog, trying in vain to discover whether she was on the right-hand side of the road or on the left, or whether, indeed, she was even on the road to Willingham, and not in the middle of a bordering field—the car had just bumped over something which might have been a shallow ditch. At that moment, Helena’s world was a very sane, ordinary world, just the identical kind of a world it had been for the past two hundred and ninety-six days, and was likely to be for the next sixty-nine. But suddenly Helena’s world ceased to be sane and ordinary, for phantasmal shapes materialized from out of the wreathing bank of fog; she saw them silhouetted against the white background formed by the glare of her headlights; and they were vaguely and unreasonably menacing. She counted them—three, four, five—five nightmarish figures in shapeless mackintoshes, and soft hats crushed well down on their foreheads. She saw one of these mackintoshed, soft-hatted shadows flash an electric torch at the registration plate; she heard a grating, unpleasant voice call out: “It’s the Armstrong girl all right, boys; go to it.” Then her world became a world of clutching hands, hot breath—a world of evil and terror.

   “Help! Help!” she screamed piercingly. One of the clutching hands was clamped over her mouth, stifling her cries; the hand was rough and calloused, and it hurt her because it squeezed her lower lip against the sharp edge of her teeth; she tasted blood, then swiftly realized that the harsh hand must have been in recent contact with raw onions. “Damn you!” a voice said viciously; a strangely soft, liquid voice. She thought that she must be nigh to fainting, for her head swam, and the menacing face made visible by the dashboard light began to revolve in fantastic gyrations. Resolutely she took a grip upon herself and mastered her hysteria in time to witness the continuation of the drama. A bicycle shot into the circle of light; it clanged against the rear mudguard as its rider jumped off. A voice demanded: “What is happening?”

   Helena sobbed; the gagging hand could not prevent that bubbling gasp of disappointment. If only the newcomer had been a policeman, or at least a man with muscular limbs and burly shoulders. But no! She could just see, sideways through the corner of one eye, a slight figure in loose-fitting tweeds, a meek, ordinary face, horn-rimmed spectacles.

   The soft, liquid voice spoke again—Helena realized that it belonged to the owner of the oniony hands. “Deal with him, Bert.”

   Helena saw one of the shadows move towards the tweed-suited man; she wanted to scream a warning because, with illogical disregard of her own plight, she felt desperately sorry for the poor rabbit; he could not stand a chance of defending himself, and would suffer on her account! But the oniony hand was there to prevent any warning, and she saw a mackintoshed arm lifted in the air and come down again with a vicious swipe in the direction of the rabbit’s head. True, the rabbit moved his head with surprising swiftness, but even so the girl in the car heard a thud of flesh against flesh—or perhaps something harder than flesh against flesh. She heard the rabbit gasp, and her heart echoed the dismal sound, even though her mouth could not do so.

   Probably the man with the torch flashed the light directly at the rabbit’s face, for it was suddenly and very clearly illuminated, just as though a limelight were being played upon it. Helena saw quite distinctly the expression of reproach which flashed across the rabbit’s eyes—she was unable to decide whether it was a young face—and again she thought: “Oh dear! Why did I scream?” Then she saw the face become strangely angry, and suddenly things began to happen.

   Precisely what happened was something which Helena was never able to describe with any accuracy. In the first place, Oniony Hands obstructed her view, for he still stood by the side of the car with his arm thrust through the window, clasping her in such a manner that she could neither move nor make a noise; the only way she could see what was happening was by peering over his shoulder out of the corner of her right eye. Then again, the characters in the drama seemed to move in and out of the enveloping shadows like wooden puppets, suspended by strings from above. Nothing was distinct; first the flailing arms had no bodies, then the bodies lacked arms and legs; it was not even possible to see whether there were two, three or four shadows taking part in the mêlée—she thought four must be the maximum number, for Oniony Hands took no part, nor did another man, who had opened the near-side door and was rummaging about the car. Nor were her ears of much assistance; she heard thuds, bangs, groans, and other extraordinary noises, but the episode remained in her memory as formless and terrifying an adventure as any genuine nightmare. The last act of the melodrama was far more real: the arrival of another bicycle, and another person, this time in the longed-for blue, a real burly-shouldered individual.

   “What’s going on here?” he asked unoriginally.

   “The cops!” somebody shouted—it was not Soft Voice, “Beat it!”

   The five vicious shadows dissolved into the blanket of fog; Helena was left with her blue-uniformed rescuer and her rabbit. But Rabbit lay on the road, motionless.

   II

   When Rabbit came to, he found himself in surroundings strange to him: a symphony of lavender, deep violet and a soft green to harmonize. Symphony, harmonize! Dreamily he corrected himself; symphony was related to music, not to colour. He was using the wrong word. Then, what was the right? Symposium? He started to shake his head, but quickly ceased, for the movement made his senses reel. He closed his eyes. Symphony, symposium! Symposium, symphony! Or sympathy? Sympathy for his poor head! Synchronism! What was he trying to work out?

   Presently his thoughts clarified. Lavenders, violets, greens. They made a room charming; utterly, beautifully charming. Fresh, spring-like, feminine. Of course, feminine! A feminine bedroom! That explained the haunting fragrance of lavender. What other perfume was better associated with lavenders, violets and greens than sweet, lingering lavender? Even the pillow-cases smelled of lavender, and were tinted a delicate mauve. If ever a room were truly and completely feminine…

   Consciousness returned with a rush. What was he doing in a woman’s bed-sitting-room? His own room was ultra-masculine; untidy, bleak, reeking in hair-oil, and tobacco-smoke which no amount of fresh air could dispel. He blinked his eyes once or twice as he made an effort to focus the lavenders and the violets into something more tangible than an impressionist blur of matching colours. The composite picture became clearer: two pictures on the wall, landscapes both of them, one of lilac bushes, the other of a bank of violets. Naturally! A fireplace, with a flaming, crackling log fire. A lattice window, with drawn dimity curtains. Kate Greenaway! How many times had he seen the spit of this window in a Kate Greenaway picture? A dressing-table, with an alarming array of toilet flagons and pots. And, of course, a bottle of lavender water. A large bottle. A reading-lamp beside the bed. A chair, upholstered with glazed chintz. And somebody sitting in it! A woman!

   “Are you feeling better?”

   Rabbit travelled the long, long distance from dreamland to reality. He couldn’t see her too clearly; the mist in his eyes had not entirely dispersed; but what he could see embarrassed him. She belonged so essentially to the room he was in; dainty, fresh, spring-like, feminine. If she had not spoken he would have taken her to be an angel. But she had spoken, and her voice had been far too lovely to belong to a dream.

   “Yes, thank you.”

   What he was doing lying on a bed, crumpling its fragile daintiness, he could not think, but obviously he had no right to be where he was. He tried to struggle to a sitting position.

   “Please do not move,” a distressed voice insisted. He felt a cool hand on his forehead, gently pressing his head back on to the pillow. He relaxed, but felt terrifically better; the hand seemed to have charmed away all the aches and pains in his head. And the mist in his eyes. And the intangible barrier obstructing his memory.

   He felt particularly pleased about the disappearance of the mist in his eyes, for she was lovely to look at.

   “Are you all right?” he croaked anxiously. “Did those men hurt you?”

   “Thanks to you they did not.”

   He laughed, not because of what she had replied, but from an exuberant and irrepressible desire to laugh; he always laughed when he was happiest; it acted like a safety-valve, and thus he was enabled to retain a sense of proportion.

   “You mustn’t thank me, but Mrs. Taylor.”

   “Mrs. Taylor?”

   “She lives at Wickford.”

   “Oh!” Wickford was half-a-mile distant from the scene of the attack, and two miles from Willingham. But Helena was unable to understand what connection Mrs. Taylor could have had with her rescue.

   “She is a cripple. I visit her every Wednesday night to leave her some books——” He had a sudden, alarming thought.

   “My bicycle——”

   She smiled gratefully. “Is quite safe.”

   “And the books?”

   “Were there only three?” He nodded. “They are still in your saddle-bag.”

   He was relieved; he couldn’t afford to lose those three books; they were recent publications, and barely read. “I was on my way home after my visit to her,” he continued. “Usually I return almost immediately, but it was her birthday, so she begged me to stay for a while and have a glass of port with her. I did. So you see, if Mrs. Taylor had not had a birthday today I should not have been cycling home at the time I was. I live at Bray-in-the-Marsh.”

   He was about to continue, but hastily checked himself, and grinned sheepishly. He had a nervous habit of chattering to cover his embarrassment.

   “Then I am grateful to Mrs. Taylor for having a birthday today, but that does not lessen my gratitude to you, Mr.—Mr.——”

   “Terhune,” he supplied. For the second time he grinned nervously. “More commonly known among my friends as Tommy Terhune, but I was christened Theodore.”

   “Then why are you known as Tommy?”

   “It’s a long story.”

   “Please tell me.”

   He talked on: “You see, Mother and Father had been married for more than six years before there was any sign of their having a kiddie. They were both very disappointed, for they loved children and badly wanted some of their own. At last, however, Mother was able to give Father some good news. He was so overjoyed, he immediately announced that if the child should be a boy his name was to be Theodore. Theodore means ‘the Gift of God’,” he explained awkwardly.

   Helena repressed a smile as she studied the man on the bed. In appearance he was less a Gift of God than any man she had met. In many ways he resembled an overgrown schoolboy—but a very studious schoolboy—for his hair was a light chestnut, and very tousled, while his expression was preoccupied, as though he were habitually engaged upon some abstruse problem. The intense seriousness of his face when in repose was relieved by his mouth, for its lines suggested that laughter was never far away from his lips. She was sure that he must possess a sense of humour. She was equally certain that he was of a retiring disposition. What she could not decide, to her own satisfaction, was his age. With one expression he looked in the early twenties; with the next, in the middle thirties.

   “I still do not understand how Theodore has become Tommy.”

   “I told you it was a long story,” he explained apologetically. “When the nurse showed me to Father she said: ‘Here is Theodore, Mr. Terhune.’ Father took one look at me and said grimly: ‘His second name is to be Ichabod’.”

   Helena was startled. “Ichabod!”

   “It means ‘the Glory has Departed’,” he told her ruefully. “I must have been an ugly, unromantic little devil.”

   She laughed, though she had tried not to. She laughed until the tears streamed from her eyes, and she was compelled to dab them away with her tiny handkerchief. Presently she realized whence her rabbit’s sense of humour had come—from his father. She decided that she would like to meet his father; she was sure he would prove to be very nice.

   “But still—Tommy——” she gasped.

   “Father kept his word; he christened me Theodore Ichabod Terhune. Of course, for the first twenty years of my life I never let on to anyone what the ‘I’ stood for, but at school the boys quickly spotted the significance of my initials T.I.T. In other words, Tit, which immediately became Tom-Tit, because I was on the small side. From Tom-Tit to Tommy was, in schoolboy imagination, a mere stepping-stone, so Tommy I became, and Tommy I have been ever since. I must say I prefer Tommy to Theo.” He coughed nervously. “I must get up. I am spoiling your—your lovely divan.”

   “Are you feeling better?”

   “I think so.”

   “Then let me help you over to the chair near the fire.”

   His head began to swim again directly he stood upon his feet, but the sensation quickly passed, and his legs felt stronger than he had anticipated. He reached the chair without difficulty, and sat down. She pushed another chair to the other side of the fireplace and followed his example.

   “I haven’t thanked you for coming to my help, Mr. Terhune,” she began.

   He looked embarrassed. “Please do not thank me,” he interrupted hastily. “I—I did nothing. In—in fact, I am not sure that I know what really happened. I remember hearing a cry for help, and seeing one or two men clustered round a car. Then I remember somebody aiming a blow at my head, but hitting my shoulder instead. After that everything is obscure, for the next thing that is clear to me was finding myself here.”

   Her voice was suspiciously choky. “The brutes! One of them must have knocked you unconscious when you were not looking. A policeman came along—we found you lying in the road——”

   “Oh!” His expression became bleak. “Then I didn’t do much to help?” he said flatly.

   A quick gasp of reproach. “You must not say that. You fought gallantly, and kept the men at bay long enough for the policeman to arrive. Directly they saw his uniform they ran. But it was you who saved me in the first case.” Her eyes shone. “You were splendid. You fought three of them at once. I saw you knock two of them over, one with your fists, the other by throwing yourself at his feet.”

   “I used to play Rugger for the first fifteen,” he explained diffidently. “I have also done a spot of boxing in my time—as a lightweight!” he added, as if that fact were of consequence.

   A puzzled light gathered in her eyes. Her rabbit did not look as though he had played for a school fifteen—though it was true that he had the figure of a speedy wing three-quarter. But, she thought, he looked far too meek to be an aggressive player, or a successful boxer—until she remembered the expression which the torchlight had revealed, just before he had leaped into action. There had been little in his face then to remind her of a rabbit.

   “Why did the men attack you?” he continued, as if anxious to direct the conversation along a different course. He looked round the room. “Were they after money?”

   She read his thoughts and smiled demurely. “I am the last person in the world they could have hoped to rob. I am only a secretary-companion—to Lady Kylstone. This is her house, and my name is Helena Armstrong,” she added, suddenly realizing that probably he knew neither her name nor where he was.

   “But your bedroom?” She nodded. “I knew it must be.”

   “Why?” she asked curiously.

   “Because it breathes the same personality as yourself: it is you all over again. You were responsible for decorating and furnishing this room, weren’t you?”

   She flushed. “Yes. Lady Kylstone gave me carte blanche,” she admitted unsteadily, thinking that her rabbit was really the most extraordinary man she had ever met; it seemed difficult to forecast what he was likely to say or do next.

   “I knew it,” he stated, with a self-satisfied nod of his head. “But returning to this attack upon you, if they were not after money, what were they after?”

   “I don’t know. I have been puzzled by the attack ever since it took place.”

   “How many men were there?”

   “I counted five.”

   “Five! The—the cowards! Had you any goods in the car?”

   “There was nothing whatever in the car.”

   He frowned in perplexity. “It seems pointless for five men to attack a lonely woman in a car unless they were after something or other. They must have known they were taking risks, fog or no fog, for the road to Willingham is quite a busy one as a general rule.”

   “They all wore blue mackintoshes and soft hats crushed down over their foreheads.”

   “Obviously they hoped to remain unrecognized. I know!” he exclaimed unexpectedly. “They must have mistaken you for somebody else, perhaps some woman whom they had reason to believe was wearing jewellery, or who had a lot of money in her bag. I suppose they could not have mistaken you for Lady Kylstone?”

   She became excited. “They might have done; I was driving one of Lady Kylstone’s cars, and they flashed a torch at the registration plate to make sure of the number.” Then enthusiasm faded from her expression; she shook her head. “That theory does not hold water; in the first place Lady Kylstone has very little jewellery, because she is not fond of it; also she is noted for never carrying much money about with her; she never moves without her cheque-book, and gives cheques for almost everything she buys, even if it costs only ten shillings. As a girl she was robbed; ever since then she has been careful to see that she should not suffer twice. Besides,” she continued, “I have just remembered something. When one of the men looked at the registration number he called out: ‘It’s the Armstrong girl all right, boys; go to it.’”

   “Had the man seen your face before he said that?”

   “No.”

   “He knew you were in the car just by recognizing the registration number?”

   “Yes.”

   “Does Lady Kylstone use the same car?”

   “Sometimes, but mostly she travels in her Daimler. Gibbons—her chauffeur—drives. But I use the small car quite often.”

   “Then the men could not have been certain that Lady Kylstone was not in the car—unless they had been tipped off, quite recently, that you were driving?”

   “I suppose not,” she agreed doubtfully.

   “If they were so sure that you, and not Lady Kylstone, were driving the car, it was very definitely something of yours they wanted.”

   “But they could not have wanted anything of mine, Mr. Terhune,” she denied in a perplexed voice. “I am sure that I possess nothing which five men would be willing to risk imprisonment to obtain. If I had, it certainly was not in the car. But I have not: I know I have not. I possess nothing, beyond some nice clothes, in the world.”

   He wanted to add, “and a face and figure for which most women would give a fortune”. But he hadn’t the courage. Besides, the circumstances scarcely warranted such a trite remark.

   “Was there anything of Lady Kylstone’s in the car?”

   “I do not think so. Indeed, I am sure there was not.”

   He stroked the crown of his head, which was beginning to throb painfully. “How did they make you stop the car? Did one of them jump up on the running-board?”

   “No. I was crawling along the road, with the spotlight fixed on the grass verge, when I was startled by a loud shout. Then I saw what I believed to be a light immediately in front of me. I was so startled that I jammed my foot on the brake harder than I ought to have done considering the greasy state of the road. I skidded in consequence. It was while I was trying to find out whereabouts I was after correcting the skid that the men closed in upon the car.”

   “And then?” he questioned eagerly.

   “I screamed for help. One of them thrust his arms through the window and placed his beastly hand over my mouth. The brute! He had one of those horrible, oily voices, and his hands reeked with onions.”

   Terhune started. “Onions or garlic?”

   “Garlic!” Helena reflected. “I believe you are right, but why do you ask?”

   “Because I associate oily voices with garlic, and the two, in combination, with foreigners. Did the voice sound foreign?”

   “Yes. Yes, it was a foreign voice,” she admitted excitedly. “Why didn’t I realize that before?”

   “You have not yet had an opportunity of remembering your adventure very clearly.”

   “If he were a foreigner, then the attack upon me is all the more inexplicable. I have lived in England all my life.”

   “So have I.”

   A wistful expression clouded her eyes. For the time being she chose to forget about her adventure in the fog. “I have always wanted to travel. Have you?”

   “No.”

   “Why not? Wouldn’t you like to see other countries, and find out for yourself how other people live?”

   “I have never given the matter thought.”

   She saw that the large blue eyes behind the horn-rimmed spectacles were intensely serious. “I am surprised to hear you say that; you gave me the impression of being a dreamer.”

   “So I am,” he answered promptly. “But I am a very practical dreamer. I only allow myself one dream at a time, and concentrate upon trying to make it come true.”

   She leaned forward. “What is your present dream? Tell me about yourself.”

   He reddened. “I am a—a very ordinary person. I—I live at Bray-in-the-Marsh, as I have already told you. I have lived there for—for many years.”

   She had previously observed that he stammered very slightly whenever he was embarrassed. “Please do go on,” she encouraged. “I am often in Bray, but I don’t remember having seen you there.”

   “I—I keep the bookshop on the corner of Market Square and Station Road. I love books,” he added enthusiastically, and there was a dignity in his voice which robbed his explanation of any suspicion of being a snobbish excuse.

   “So do I.”

   “Do you?” His voice became warmer. “My bookshop is divided into three sections; a lending library, the sale of modern publications, and, best of all, the sale of antique and valuable books and first editions. That part of my business gives me both pleasure and sorrow.”

   “I know,” she interrupted quickly. “Pleasure when handling beautiful books, sorrow when having to sell them again.”

   “You really do love books,” he stated confidently. Then he continued: “I think that, on the whole, I get more pleasure than sorrow from the books. I would not change my job for any other in the world,” he stated defiantly.

   “Why should you?” Yet she wondered if lack of ambition was responsible for his obvious contentment. Even if he were in the middle thirties he was still too young to be satisfied with settling down for the remainder of his life as a bookseller in a small, quiet, out-of-the-way market town. If he were double her age that would be another matter… “What is your present dream?” she demanded abruptly.

   She could see by his face that the question embarrassed him: what an open countenance her funny little rabbit had, she reflected; it mirrored his every emotion.

   “Writing,” he admitted at last.

   She felt absurdly pleased with his reply. “Books, of course?”

   “Yes.”

   “What kind? Poetry, history, a philosophical treatise?”

   He shook his head, laughed shyly. “You rate my accomplishments too highly. I don’t aspire to anything more ambitious than—than detective stories.”

   She giggled. Her rabbit writing detective stories! Really, he was incomprehensible; he was always being something different from what one expected. If he had told her he was engaged on The Golden Age of Roman Literature, The Evolution of Bookbinding, The Travels of Burckhardt, or even Thoughts and Reflections of a Rustic Bookseller, he would not have surprised her; his studious features prompted one to believe that he probably could speak at length upon any subject from Algebraic Equations to Zittel’s Palaeontology. But to think of his writing stories which dealt with crime, violent death, and hazardous adventure was too fantastic…

   “What do you know of crime and detection?”

   “Almost everything—at second hand,” he replied simply. “I have read practically every book published which deals with one or another aspect of crime: all Captain Arthur Griffiths’ works, Hargrave Adam’s Police Encyclopaedia, Moylan’s Scotland Yard, H. B. Irving’s Studies in Criminology, all the books in the Notable British Trials series, and hundreds of other books dealing with crime, punishment, and law. To say nothing of fiction,” he continued boyishly. “I know my Sherlock Holmes by heart, and my Doctor Thorndyke, my Lord Peter Wimsey, and a host of others.”

   “Have you published any stories?”

   “I have had three published in the Saturday Evening Post,” he whispered reverently.

   “So now you dream of writing a novel?”

   “I have already started one. As soon as I am an established writer I shall permit myself to dream of other things—perhaps of travelling abroad—but not before.”

   The quiet determination and unassuming confidence in his voice impressed her. Apparently there was no possibility in his mind that he might not become established. Before she could make any comment he rose to his feet.

   “I must go,” he murmured apologetically. “I have already kept you too long. Can you—you tell me where my bicycle is, Miss Armstrong?”

   “The policeman tied it on to the luggage grid; it is still there. But you are certainly not going to cycle home. I am going to take you there in the car.”

   “Please, no! I am very, very grateful to you for your offer, but I could not permit of your being out in this fog.”

   “But your injury——”

   “Is nothing,” he lied cheerfully. “It is not safe for any car to be out in such a thick fog. I shall walk home. I am very fond of walking, and the exercise will loosen up my muscles. They are flabbier than I thought.”

   There was reason in his argument, but she protested vigorously. He remained adamant, so presently, surprised by his obstinacy, she acknowledged defeat. They exchanged mutual thanks, and said good-bye at the door of the garage. But as he stood ready to leave he said hesitatingly: “If you find out anything more about the attack upon you tonight, Miss Armstrong, I should be very grateful if you could have me informed; the mystery has excited my curiosity.”

   “I will let you know,” she promised.

   III

   Terhune’s home was the four rooms and small kitchen which comprised the upper floor above the bookshop. Here he lived a bachelor existence, attended during the day by Mrs. Mann. Mrs. Mann was a large woman; she had a large family, and a small husband who had a small income. This income she augmented by looking after Terhune. He used one room as a bedroom, one as a private library-sitting room, the third for receiving guests—this was rarely used, and was the only tidy room in the building. The fourth room was a small dining-room.

   It was the library to which he carried his bread, cheese and beer supper upon returning from Willingham. Although the dining-room adjoined the kitchen, most cold meals he ate in his sitting-room, for there, surrounded by his beloved books, he was happiest. All four walls were lined with books; he had a desk there, littered with papers, a battered old armchair not to be matched for comfort, a collapsible table for his typewriter (or his meals), a radio, and a fireplace. What more could any bachelor want? There was deep abiding peace in that room; there, inside it, one could escape from the outside world and its problems, and live in another world of books, or a world of dreams, whichever one chose. So, on most nights, as soon as the premises downstairs had been closed, Terhune retired to his library, and there read or wrote until bedtime, with an interval for supper, which he carried in on a tray, and ate, still reading, his book propped up in front of him, usually against the beer bottle.

   This routine he attempted to follow after his unusual adventure in the fog. To a point he succeeded. He lighted the fire in the study, prepared his supper on a tray, carried it in, sat down, propped up a novel before him, and began his meal. He ate heartily, for the walk home had given his appetite a sharp edge, but it was not long before he found his attention wandering from the book. The previous evening he had found the story particularly interesting—even tantalizing, for it was a problem of detection—but now the plot had lost its savour; it paled into insignificance when compared with the mystery of the attack upon Helena Armstrong.

   He gazed into the heart of the fire, which was burning cheerfully, and reflected upon the possible and probable causes of the attack upon Lady Kylstone’s attractive young secretary. In view of Helena’s reiterated denials that the car contained anything of value, or, indeed, anything which might tempt five men to risk imprisonment, the likeliest explanation of the attack was that the men had stopped the wrong car by mistake. Unfortunately, Helena’s evidence failed to substantiate this theory. Unless excitement had made her imagination run riot, not only had the attackers taken the precaution of verifying the car’s registration number, but they had even mentioned her by name. “It’s the Armstrong girl all right, boys; go to it.” What could be plainer evidence than that Helena was the intended victim? Had the men referred to her as the Armstrong woman one might have suspected a confusion of identities. But no! They had (if Helena were to be believed—and he did believe her) entitled her the Armstrong girl; proof enough, to his mind, that the hold-up had been carefully planned, and that Helena had been kept under surveillance.

   He frowned his perplexity. If it were admitted that care had been taken in the preliminary stages, it was difficult to believe that the men would have risked wasting all their spadework by mis-timing the hold-up. On the assumption that no mistake had been made, what was their object in holding up Helena’s car? Was it Helena herself, the men wanted? If Helena had been Lady Kylstone then the answer might well have been that the attack was staged for the purpose of kidnapping Lady Kylstone, for Sir Piers Kylstone’s widow was a rich woman: not only had she inherited more than a million pounds sterling from her late husband, but also twice that amount, in dollars, from her father, John Stillman Cruickshank, of Chicago, U.S.A. At least, so said the social columns of the daily press. But Helena was not Lady Kylstone: Helena was just Helena, private secretary with a salary. Nobody could truthfully say that she would make a good subject for ransom.

   Another possibility occurred to him. Perhaps the car was what the men had been after. Perhaps the attack on Helena was not the principal crime but merely an accessory, as it were. Being Lady Kylstone’s car, and therefore known to others as her car, it might be required as a necessary adjunct for a more important plan than the mere holding-up of a very nice, but rather unimportant, person. The theory was a fascinating one, and appealed to him as a good frame around which to build the skeleton of a fiction plot. But though Terhune dreamed of writing readable detective fiction, he possessed an extremely practical outlook; he believed in rendering unto fiction the extravagant fancies which belonged to fiction, and to everyday life the dull, uninteresting facts of life.

   Lady Kylstone’s car was a very ordinary car; Lady Kylstone was an ordinary person (so he had been told), while the neighbourhood which surrounded Willingham, Wickford and Bray-in-the-Marsh was ordinary, prosaic Kent countryside, where births, marriages and deaths were matters of importance to everyone living within the radius of the neighbourhood. To associate such rural surroundings with a complicated sequence of criminal activities was a fancy to be rendered unto the realm of fiction, so he bothered no more with it because he was dealing with facts.

   What were the plain, unvarnished facts? he asked himself. Helena Armstrong had been travelling home to Willingham from a visit to Ashford (why had she visited Ashford?). The car had been stopped by five men (adequately disguised by mackintoshes with upturned collars, and hats crushed well down over the forehead) for some obviously specific, but unknown, purpose. Helena had testified that there had been nothing whatever in the car to justify the hold-up—no goods, no money, no papers (but surely she must have had some sort of handbag with her?). Available evidence seemed to prove that the men had not held up the wrong car, and that they must have had some very good (or bad!) reason for their actions. There had been something in the car. But what?

   These were the facts, and they set a pretty problem for some policeman to solve. Whither would investigations lead? It was annoying to think that probably he would never hear. Unless he dared, later, to get into communication with Helena. Having been in at the beginning it would be interesting to follow the affair through to the end, he thought.

   One reflection prompted another. He knew that there was fascination in unravelling imaginary crime—how, otherwise, was one to account for the millions of armchair detectives? Perhaps there was also some fascination in trying to solve a real crime, even if it were a case of five per cent fascination to ninety-five per cent hard work. There must be, he decided, for now that he was faced with a series of trifling but unexplainable facts, he realized that he would give much for the opportunity of following up the strange business to see whither it led. To make a complete picture from pieces of a jig-saw puzzle was fascinating; to work out the correct answer to a complicated arithmetical sum was fascinating (except to young students, perhaps!); to invent a new substance was fascinating; to complete a crossword puzzle was fascinating. To make sense out of nonsense was fascinating. Was it not natural, therefore, to wish for the opportunity of discovering why—and what…

   He shrugged his shoulders regretfully. He had played his part in the drama. Now it was the turn of somebody else to hold the stage. What was the use of repining about what could not be? So thinking, he returned to his novel.

   IV

   Just after nine-thirty the following morning Terhune was overjoyed to see—of all people!—Helena Armstrong enter his shop. He hastily advanced to meet her, and was rewarded by a dazzling smile.

   “Good morning, Mr. Terhune. I had to come in to Bray to buy some bulbs in the market—bulbs are Lady Kylstone’s hobby—so I thought I would take the opportunity of calling in to learn whether you arrived home safely last night, and how your head is.” She spoke breathlessly, as though embarrassed. “Does it ache?”

   “Not in the slightest. I feel fine; all the better for a slice of adventure. And you, Miss Armstrong?”

   “I, too, am all right except for being somewhat tired. I did not sleep for some time after going to bed. I am afraid I was too busy thinking.”

   “Of the attack?”

   “Yes. I tried to imagine what reason there could be to account for those men stopping my car, but I failed utterly. The more I reflected the more senseless everything became. I am beginning to think they must have escaped from a lunatic asylum.”

   He shook his head. “If there had been only one or two men I might agree with you. But not five. I don’t know much about lunatics, but I very much doubt whether you would get five lunatics to agree upon any one course of action. Besides, the papers would be full of such an escape, had there been one.”

   “Then what on earth did they want from me?”

   “You have remembered nothing new?”

   “Nothing.”

   “When you entered the car this morning did you find anything in it which the men might have wanted to obtain?”

   “No. As a matter of fact I made a special search in case I had overlooked or forgotten something, but all that I found were a set of tools, a pump, and a jack.”

   He remembered a thought of the night before. “By the way, there was something I wanted to ask you. Did you have a handbag in the car with you?”

   “Can you imagine a woman going anywhere without a handbag?” She pointed to a bag which she had tucked under her left arm, “Here it is——”

   Her abrupt pause made him glance quickly at her face; he saw by her expression that something had startled her.

   “What is the matter?”

   “I have just remembered something. While Soft Voice was grabbing me in his horrible oniony hands, and you were fighting three of the other men, the fifth was groping about on the seat next to me, and on the floor by my feet.”

   Terhune’s serious eyes gleamed with interest. “Does a woman normally keep her handbag on the seat next to her when she is driving?”

   “I think so, but I never do. I have a habit of keeping it behind me in the small of my back—I like the feel of something solid there. But they couldn’t have wanted my bag; the idea is really too ridiculous.”

   “Why?”

   “There is positively nothing in it to interest anyone but myself.” Her eyes laughed as she offered the bag to him. “You can see for yourself, Mr. Detective. I haven’t opened it since I left Ashford to return to Willingham.”

   He refused to accept the bag from her. “I would rather not.”

   “Silly! Why not? There is nothing in it which I have reason to hide. Please take it: remember, I am just as interested as you in discovering the reason for last night’s queer happening.”

   This time he took the bag from her, and having cleared a convenient space for its contents, he began to extract them. First, a dainty lace-bordered square of cambric, smelling faintly of lavender. Next, a purse. He hesitated.

   “Open it,” she ordered. “A detective must be thorough to be efficient.”

   There was no sting in her words, so he opened the purse. Inside were fourteen coins: a half-a-crown, two florins, three sixpenny pieces, four pennies, one halfpenny, and three farthings. Nothing else.

   Her eyes twinkled. “Not a great fortune when divided among five men,” she pointed out.

   He continued his examination: a small fountain pen—propelling pencil combination, cigarette-case, packet of book matches, compact, lipstick, driving licence.

   He was disappointed. “There is nothing here,” he muttered.

   “What did you expect to find in a handbag likely to tempt five men to hold up a defenceless woman?”

   “I don’t know,” he confessed. “I suppose that, at
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