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‌Introduction

   Cherchez le Livre!

   In A Case for Solomon (1943), the third novel featuring bookseller and accidental detective Theodore I. Terhune, Bruce Graeme continues to experiment with detective-novel conventions, subgenres and narrative structure. As the title suggests, there will be a legal conundrum requiring the wisdom of the Old Testament king known for solving squabbles and disputes by applying a keen insight into human nature. Once again the novel defies categorization and is an amalgam of several subgenres. Opening as a traditional detective novel when Theo and his sometime girlfriend Helena Armstrong find a dead body in the woods, the story transforms into a courtroom drama as Terhune reviews a transcript from a past murder case. The mystery of the murdered man found in the forested pathway at the edge of Bray-in-the-Marsh leads to some detective work focusing on the clue of a book left behind near the body. And the final chapters take us once again to courtroom for a finale filled with unexpected turns of events.

   What of that book? Perhaps this would be the time to discuss the “bibliomystery” as a subgenre of detective fiction. All of the Terhune mystery novels feature rare books and manuscripts in the plot. As many devotees of crime fiction know, the bibliomystery is one of the most treasured of detective-fiction subgenres, dealing as it does with books (often extremely obscure or rare books) and book-collecting. In A Case for Solomon Terhune discovers a leaf-covered copy of Rosamund, one of Algernon Swinburne’s verse plays, a short distance from a dead body. Examination of the book proves that it came from his own shop— Terhune vaguely recalls having sold it only a few days ago. Terhune then devotes much of his time in detective work trying to prove that a set of initials written in pencil on the flyleaf is that of the purchaser and owner of the book. This copy of Rosamund serves as a keystone in the murder investigation as it will ultimately lead to identifying the culprit. Rather than the standard detective mantra “Cherchez la femme!”, Terhune and his policeman colleague Detective Sergeant Murphy adopt “Cherchez le livre!” as their motto. A better bit of advice could not have been penned by sometime author Terhune himself as we follow the two sleuths on the trail of the book from purchaser to various owners and readers, until we finally end our search literally on the doorstep of the murderer.

   Elsewhere in the Terhune series, books and manuscripts are featured as prominent pieces of evidence that are instrumental in unravelling the various mysteries. As readers may have already discovered, the search for missing pages from a manuscript about heraldry and a genealogy of the MacMunn relations sets in motion an international adventure in Seven Clues in Search of a Crime (1941). The research into completing a manuscript on the history of House-on-the-Hill leads Terhune and Julia MacMunn to the ghastly secrets of long-forgotten crimes committed in the mansion known as House with Crooked Walls (1942). Later, readers will learn of the odd short stories encoded with clues about the murder of a vagrant in Twelve Trails to Tyburn (1944), and an exciting book auction that will be a highlight of A Case of Books (1946), in which Terhune’s bookshop business takes centre stage and his inventory becomes the focus of yet another tale of theft and murder.

   Graeme continually found inventive ways to incorporate books and manuscripts into the plots of the Theodore Terhune mystery series, never once repeating himself. His contemporaries may have created detectives who read voraciously and often quoted “great works” (Gervase Fen, Lord Peter Wimsey, Sir John Appleby, among many others), or were involved in the book trade themselves (Elizabeth Daly’s Henry Gamadge, Joel and Garda Glass in Fast Company by Marco Page), but Graeme’s bookseller detective displayed his knowledge of books in a fashion that is intrinsic to solving the mystery. Of all the bibliomystery detectives created by Graeme’s contemporaries, Henry Gamadge comes closest to Terhune, yet of the fifteen books in which he appears as the central detective only five of them are remotely about books or manuscripts—and in two of those five the book aspect is so negligible that it could have been eliminated altogether without affecting the story. What makes the Terhune books stand out as some of the most innovative bibliomysteries of the Golden Age is that the stories could not exist without the presence of unusual books or manuscripts. Not only are they essential clues, but these books become additional characters that dominate the action, never far from discussion, never ignored by Terhune. That the biggest clue in A Case for Solomon turns out to be a book is a noteworthy achievement—and in contrast to dozens of mystery novels that claim to be genuine bibliomysteries.

   Intriguingly, the courtroom transcript in the first third of A Case for Solomon also becomes an element of the bibliomystery. A transcript is of course a record of a trial, but for Theodore Terhune it is a literary work that reveals the character and personality of the witnesses. Had he been present at the trial Terhune and everyone else in the court would have had the luxury of seeing each witness, would have been able to take note of manner of dress, behaviour, facial expressions and vocal infection. All of this helps in determining personality and ultimately whether or not the lawyers, judge and jury believe a witness. A transcript, however, is not a screenplay and cannot record anything other than actual speech. Terhune is left only with words, as he would be with any of his books. As he reads each bit of testimony his book sense takes over and he begins to take note of language as a revelation of character. He has an epiphany after reading the crucial testimony of Patricia Webb, the supposed fiancée of Charles Cockburn, the defendant, who is accused of murdering a man Patricia was flirting with while they were on a weekend trip aboard a boat:

   Now that he had had the opportunity of reading the rest of Patricia Webb’s evidence, Terhune considered that she was more real to him than she had been at first. He felt sorry not to have had the chance of watching her answer the questions put to her by counsel for the defence. The bald, printed words conveyed no hint of her real feelings [unlike the other witnesses]. For instance: her “I do”, in answer to counsel’s “Do you still love [the defendant]?” Had she breathed the two words with all the embarrassment, yet all the fervour of a person genuinely in love; or with the emotionless defiance of a woman making the best of a bad job, or as a woman unwilling to admit a mistake, or as a woman putting loyalty before conviction?


   Two simple words can carry so much weight, in Terhune’s estimation. He goes on to judge her relatively simple answers to all the questions while on the stand as probable “proof of their sincerity”. Having spent some time in courts, he recognizes that the rambling, overly detailed testimony of some witnesses is often a tactic to distract from the truth, a mechanism of deceitful characters who are trying to withhold information or cover up the actual truth. Graeme’s treatment of a courtroom transcript as if it were a literary work is only one of many unusual ways in which he manages to transmute detective fiction conventions into something more artful than mere narrative gimmickry.

   Graham Montague Jeffries (1900–1982), better known as Bruce Graeme, was married and had two children: Roderic and Guillaine. Both his son and daughter went on to write books and interestingly also used their father’s alter ego surname for their own pen names. Guillaine Jeffries, as “Linda Graeme”, wrote a brief series of books published between 1955 and 1964 about a girl named Helen who was a ballet dancer in theatre and on TV. Roderic Jeffries followed in his father’s footsteps and turned to writing crime fiction, using his own name and the pseudonyms Roderic Graeme (continuing his father’s series about the thief turned crime novelist Blackshirt), Peter Alding, Jeffrey Ashford and Graham Hastings. In addition to more than sixty crime, detective and espionage novels, Roderic wrote a number of non-fiction works on criminal investigation and Grand Prix racing.

   Late in life Graeme gave his Elizabethan farmhouse in Kent to Roderic and his wife. Graeme moved up the road to a bungalow and would have lunch with his son and daughter-in-law once a week. According to Xanthe Jeffries, Bruce Graeme’s granddaughter, he remained in Kent while his son’s family moved to Majorca in 1972. They remained close even while apart, and Graeme would visit in May every year, on his birthday.

   When I asked for any family stories she might share with Moonstone Press readers, Xanthe very politely complied with an anecdote-filled email. I learned that her grandfather kept a couple of marmosets as pets and had inherited a Land Rover from his son when Roderic moved away. She also wrote of his annual visits to Majorca: “If the weather was not to his liking,” she reported, “we never heard the end of it. On his last trip to us he became very worried about having to travel back to the U.K. via Barcelona.” Apparently he was concerned about Spanish customs law. “When asked why he told my parents that his walking stick was in fact a swordstick!” Clearly, Graeme was something of an adventurer himself.

   Books, manuscripts, even courtroom transcripts are the signposts for Theodore I. Terhune in his many adventures as detective in Bray-in-the-Marsh. A Case for Solomon is unique in the Terhune series for its treatment of all three types of the written word and is as innovative as any of Bruce Graeme’s crime fiction. Readers will have much to enjoy in this compelling and insightful book, as they will with the remaining four volumes, soon come from Moonstone Press.

   J. F. Norris
Chicago, IL
March 2021

   a note from the publisher

   While a reader does not need to have read the earlier novels to enjoy this one, A Case for Solomon is the third book in the Theodore Terhune series and as such contains some spoilers for earlier books in the series, particularly Seven Clues in Search of a Crime.

  

 
  
    
‌Chapter One

   The day was Wednesday—early closing day at Bray-in-the-Marsh. The hour was 12.50 p.m. In Bray’s one and only bookshop, Theodore I. Terhune—known to some as Tommy, to Julia MacMunn as Theo, and to Lady Kylstone as Theodore—was trying to conceal his impatience at being forced to listen to one of Sir George Brereton’s fishing stories for the fifteenth time in the past nine months. Or was it the fiftieth? Terhune was sure he could recite the details by heart.

   “—and no sooner had we reached this tree I was talking about, Terhune, than William turned round to me and said: ‘George, old fellow, if you think it is any use fishing this stretch on a day like this, you are a worse angler than I have always said.’ Poor old William! He considers himself the best angler south of the Tweed—”

   Simultaneously with the word Tweed the telephone began to ring. Sir George ignored the interruption.

   “—and in reality, of course, I know nobody who knows less of the subtleties of the sport than he does. Why, bless my soul, I have known him use a February Red when any schoolboy would have selected an August Dun.”

   Terhune made a tentative move towards the telephone. “If you will excuse me, Sir George—”

   Brereton remained insensible of the interruption. “Naturally, I ignored William’s rudeness. You and I both know our William, do we not, Terhune, my dear chap? Well, the moment he said that, which was precisely what I was expecting him to say—”

   “I am wanted on the telephone, Sir George.”

   “—I turned to him and remarked: ‘William, you are an obstinate old fool who is too blinded by his own conceit to recognize a really first-class stretch of water when you see one. I’ll wager you five pounds that I land something better than a nine-inch fish in less than two hours from this minute—’”

   Terhune became desperate. “You must excuse me, Sir George. I really must answer the telephone,” he insisted firmly.

   “The telephone! Ah! It’s ringing. You must answer it at once, my dear fellow.” He glanced at his watch. “Good Heavens! Nearly one o’clock. I must hurry home, or I shall hear what’s what from Olive. I shall finish the story some other time. Remind me when I see you on Saturday.”

   As Sir George hurried from the shop, Terhune made his way to the telephone and lifted the receiver.

   “Hullo.”

   “Hullo, Tommy, how is the proof-reading proceeding?”

   He recognized the warm voice of Helena Armstrong, Lady Kylstone’s secretary and companion.

   “It isn’t. I finished last night, and posted the proofs back to the publishers this morning.”

   “Oh; Tommy, I am glad. Did you have to make many alterations?”

   “Not so many as I should have liked. It is a strange experience, seeing one’s first novel in print for the first time. All the good passages seem so much cleverer, all the bad ones more terrible than one could have believed possible. If I had had a free hand I should have re-written at least three chapters.”

   “Then why didn’t you?”

   “Because the alterations would have cost me more than I shall receive from the publishers on account of royalties.”

   “Tommy, you are teasing me! Surely you would not have to pay the publishers money for making alterations in your own book?”

   “Somebody has to pay the cost of the compositor’s time in carrying out any corrections the author makes.”

   “Oh!” After a slight pause she continued: “What are you doing this afternoon, Tommy?”

   “Nothing of special interest.”

   “Lady Kylstone wants me to visit Agnes Hamilton after luncheon. Would you care to come with me?”

   “I should love to,” he answered promptly. “Do we walk or cycle?” He glanced through the plate-glass window, and saw that the sleepy Market Square beyond was still bathed in the cheerful glow of mid-October sunshine. “As the weather seems to be holding up I suggest walking through the woods.”

   She replied in an eager voice: “That would be lovely, Tommy. Can you be ready by three o’clock?”

   “I can be ready by two.”

   “I shall come as soon after two as possible,” she said swiftly. “See you later.”

   He grinned cheerfully. “The sooner the better,” he told her before he disconnected.

   II

   From the window of the dining-room upstairs above the shop Terhune saw Helena enter Market Square by way of the Ashford-Willingham road. She rode her bicycle, and as she turned to her right into the short stretch of cobbled road which bordered the east side of the square, the southerly wind swirled up her back and ruffled her loose hair into charming disorder.

   His eyes twinkled as he studied her from behind the concealing curtain of the upstairs room. She wore a thick woollen jumper of pastel blue, which clung to her slim, youthful figure; a tweed skirt, of a blue check to match the jumper (or did the jumper match the skirt, perhaps?); woollen stockings uncomplimentary to her shapely legs; a pair of thick walking shoes; and woollen gloves. It was typical of Helena to study her surroundings and her requirements rather than her appearance, to choose serviceable clothes in preference to stylish; to be, more often than not, attractively wind-swept.

   In this, as in mostly everything, Helena was unlike Julia MacMunn. Julia was invariably neat. Everything about her was always so precisely as it should be that one was apt to feel that she could safely venture out into the wildest gale without having a single black hair blown out of position. She, too, often wore tweeds, but always cut to her figure with an elegance which betrayed, unmistakably, the skill of a West End tailor. As for stockings, she never wore other than sheer silk. But Julia disliked life in the country, while Helena would have been miserable in any surroundings which did not consist of woods and hills and arable fields and hedge-bordered pasture land.

   Terhune watched Helena until she was lost to his view as she rode out of the square proper, and along a few yards of the side-road which pursued a tortuous course past a handful of houses, cottages, and farms, only to come to an abrupt and inglorious end in front of Three Hundreds Farm. He hurried towards the stairs which led down to the private door which opened on to the side-street. He was half-way down when the bell rang.

   Helena’s cheerful smile greeted him as he opened the door.

   “Am I too early?”

   “Not by five minutes. I’m all ready.” He took her bicycle from her, carried it into the small hall, and leaned it against the staircase. “Still no sign of rain about?”

   “No. Old Hobby says there will be no more rain before tomorrow night.”

   “Those old shepherds are not often wrong with their weather forecasts. At any rate, I’ve never caught old Hobby out, so I’ll take no overcoat.” He made sure that he had money, a handkerchief, and his keys. Then he selected two walking-sticks, one of which he passed on to his companion. “Ready?”

   A nod of her head confirmed that she was. They stepped out of the building, he slammed the door. Then they turned south, back towards Market Square, which they crossed, still bearing south. From her window, above Collis’s the grocer’s. Miss Amelia watched them making their way across the cobbled square, which, tomorrow, market day, would become animated and crowded, but which just then was empty save for a few parked cars, and a small group of people discussing the Harvest Festival with the Rector.

   Miss Amelia’s eyes twinkled as she saw the two walkers, but presently the twinkle was displaced by a more serious expression. “I wonder when Mr. Theodore is going to make up his mind which girl to choose,” she mused. “I hope it will be Miss Helena. Miss Julia won’t make a good wife for any man with that sharp tongue of hers, and her way of making people feel they are not half so clever as they have always believed. Not that she hasn’t her good points, too. I must grant her that—”

   Unaware of the problem that was perplexing dear Miss Amelia—and many others, not excluding Helena and Julia themselves—Terhune talked to Helena with an easy, unselfconscious camaraderie which would have discouraged Helena had she allowed herself to dwell upon it. Encouraged by her questions, he spoke of his book, his first, which he had finished a few months previously, and which had quickly found a publisher. That is to say—his first work of fiction, for his first book, an historical account of House-on-the-Hill, the House with Crooked Walls, had been published privately a short while before he had finished The Victim Came South.

   “I am longing to read it,” she commented wistfully. “I think you were very mean not allowing me to read the proofs.”

   “I want you to read it at its best.”

   “But you didn’t have to make many alterations, Tommy; and, even now, it may be months before the book is published.”

   “You must possess your soul in patience.”

   “That is not easy.”

   “Besides, you will not care much for it. You don’t like detective stories.”

   “Not usually, but knowing the author will make me interested in it. Oh, Tommy, I do hope it will be a success.”

   “You can’t hope for that more than I do. But let’s not talk about my book any more, Helena, or we shall wear the subject threadbare. How is Lady Kylstone’s cold?”

   III

   They walked on and, leaving behind them the outskirts of the small market town, soon found themselves approaching a small rise from the far side of which they would be able to see the large expanse of flat countryside which lay between Bray-in-the-Marsh (a misnomer, indeed, for Bray was on a higher elevation than the reclaimed marshland) and the coast.

   They reached the summit of the rise, and a lovely vista of quiet, natural beauty. The scene was not one, at first sight, to affect one’s emotions, for it contained nothing that was arresting or unusual. There was little to be seen other than a chequered pattern of green fields and wooded patches, bisected by the startling straightness of a muddy, man-made canal, and the grey-blue background of a quiet sea. Only after contemplation was one able to appreciate the subtleties of the landscape, whereupon the cropping sheep, the variegated autumn shades, the wheeling gulls, the unhurried progress of a hay-piled wagon, the coruscating sheen on the water, the smudgy formlessness of a coasting tramp, merged into a timeless poem of serenity and blended colour such as few other corners of the world could equal.

   The scene was a familiar one to the two walkers, so they absorbed it in passing, and enjoyed it almost automatically. While discussing Terhune’s trip to the U.S.A., which subject the conversation had reached by a series of devious and untraceable divergencies, they passed over the canal and presently left the quiet, winding road in order to take a short cut, a footpath through a wood of several hundred acres known locally as Windmill Wood, no doubt because some long-forgotten windmill had once occupied a site not far away.

   In mid-summer the path resembled a cool, green tunnel, but this effect was already passing, for leaves had begun to fall, turning the mossy path into a slippery, yellow-brown carpet, and the roof into a pattern of delicate tracery through which the cold blue of the sky was to be seen.

   They had penetrated into the wood a matter of a hundred yards or so when Terhune, in stepping aside from the footpath to avoid a pronounced puddle, struck his right toe against a hard substance which moved forward under the impact. He glanced down at the ground, and saw beneath a partial covering of leaves a square brown object. Because of its temporary camouflage it was not easy to identify it from above, so he stooped and picked it up. His action prompted Helena to halt, and turn.

   “What is the matter, Tommy?”

   He chuckled. “Look at what I have just found.”

   She echoed his laughter. “A book! It would have to be you, of all people, to find a book. Of course it is a detective story. Let me guess. By Georges Simenon? Or Michael Innes?”

   “You are hopelessly wrong, Helena. It is a copy of Swinburne’s Rosamund. Quite a nice copy, too.” He passed it over to her.

   “Where did you find it?”

   “By the side of the path.” He pointed to the spot.

   “I wonder how it came to be there,” she mused aloud, as she turned over the pages. Unexpectedly, she smiled. “Here is a chance to reveal your detective skill, Mr. Theodore Terhune. Tell me everything you can about the owner of this book, how long it has been here in the wood, and why it was lying where it was.”

   “I can tell you how long it has been lying here, my dear Miss Watson,” he informed her with simulated solemnity.

   For a moment she was surprised by his apparent gravity. Then she entered into the mood of the moment. “How long, Mr. Terhune?”

   “Between twenty-one and twenty-two hours.”

   “Indeed! By what simple process of deduction have you arrived at that period?”

   “The back cover is limp with damp, isn’t it?”

   She examined the book. “Yes.”

   “The front cover, although damp, is still moderately stiff.”

   “Well?”

   “About what time did that rainstorm stop yesterday afternoon?”

   “About four-thirty. It started at four, and lasted nearly thirty minutes.”

   “Exactly! Therefore the book must have been dropped later than about one hour after the rain had stopped. Had it been dropped before then the front cover would also have been impregnated with damp. As it has not rained since, I conclude that the book must have been dropped here between five-thirty and six-thirty.”

   For the first time she realized that Terhune was not entirely joking with her. Her interest became even keener.

   “Why do you place the time at five-thirty, Tommy? Could it not have been at a quarter to five?”

   “I do not think so, Helena. You see, after heavy rain such as we had yesterday trees drip for some time after the rain has ceased. As the front cover does not seem to have been dripped upon, I have made allowance for the dripping to cease.”

   Her eyes glowed with pride and admiration. “Tommy, you really are a detective.” Then she continued triumphantly: “Now explain why you think the book was dropped at five-thirty last night, and not at nine-thirty this morning?”

   “Suppose we deal with last night first. It was dark soon after six-thirty, so I assume that the person who was carrying that volume of Swinburne about with him—or her—was not likely to have passed through these woods once the night had become really black. Therefore, I assume that it was dropped between the hours of five-thirty and six-thirty.”

   “But why not this morning?”

   “The front cover is almost covered with damp leaves which have stuck to it. It was the high wind during the night which probably caused many of those leaves to fall. As the wind dropped with the dawn probably not many have fallen since then.”

   “Of course! How simple the answers become—when they are explained.” A mischievous light played in her eyes. “Now tell me the name of the owner?” she challenged.

   “I can tell you his initials.”

   “Tommy, I do not believe you.”

   “They are G.H.”

   She shook her head. “This time I know you are teasing me.”

   “Weren’t you teasing me when you asked the question?”

   She nodded her head.

   “All the same, Helena, I am sure the owner of that book possesses the initials G.H.”

   She continued to doubt him. “How could you possibly tell the initials of its owner merely by looking at a book?”

   He chuckled. “Because he has written them on the flyleaf. Look for yourself.”

   Her expression was rueful as she opened the book, but she persisted obstinately: “How can you be sure G.H. has not borrowed the book from its owner?”

   “Because he—or she—has inked in the initials. He might have pencilled the initials in a borrowed book, but I feel sure he would not have used ink—unless, of course, he had no intention of returning it.”

   She made a face at him before turning back to the book again. After a few seconds’ inspection she lifted her head once more; her expression was triumphant.

   “There are also some initials in the upper corner of the flyleaf. To whom do they belong?”

   “What are the initials?”

   “D.T.”

   “I could make a joke about those particular letters, but I will refrain from the obvious. D.T.! You have asked a hard question this time, my girl. Are the initials pencilled or inked?”

   “Pencilled. There is a downward stroke between the D and the T.”

   He laughed joyfully. “You cuckoo! That is the price of the book.”

   “The price?”

   “In code. Surely you have seen goods priced with letters instead of figures. Each seller usually has his own code.” He started. “Did you say D.T., Helena?”

   “Yes.”

   “Let me have it back. I want to examine it again.”

   Helena passed back the book: he peered at the price code. “Well, I’ll be damned!”

   “What is the matter?”

   “This is my own code. D stroke T stands for two shillings and threepence. I use the first initial of the French numbers—un, deux, trois, and so on. I must have sold this book to its present owner.”

   “That is not very strange, Tommy. You are the only person between Ashford and the coast who sells books.”

   He frowned in thought. “I remember buying a copy of Swinburne’s Rosamund more than a year ago—it was one of a collection of English poets, collected by the Reverend Fergus Macdonald, of Rye, which I purchased from his widow—but I’m hanged if I can remember selling it again.”

   “Perhaps Miss Amelia sold it while she was looking after the shop.”

   “Probably.” He was silent for some seconds. “G.H. Who do we know with those initials, Helena?”

   “Doctor Harris. Colonel Hamblin.”

   “Alec Hamblin! Can you imagine his enjoying anything by Swinburne! As for the doctor, he confines his reading exclusively to detective stories. Then there is Bram Hocking. He belongs to my lending library, but he has never bought a book within my recollection—not from me, at any rate. Besides, none of the people I have mentioned are G.H.”

   “How about Hilda Hughes? Her full name is Hilda Gertrude Hughes.”

   “Our Hilda!” He shook his head. “Now, if this were a novel by Ursula Bloom or Denise Robins one might have cause for thinking it belongs to her. But not Swinburne.” He shrugged his shoulders, and slipped the book into a pocket of his jacket. “Shall we make a move? We could stay here all afternoon making wild guesses, without getting any forrader.”

   She stepped across the puddle which had caused him to find the book, and slipped her hand through his arm.

   “Come along, impatient. You have disappointed me. You are not so clever a detective as I had hoped. Besides, you haven’t deduced any reason to account for the book’s being where it was. Somebody must have been—–”

   Her words tailed off into a choking gasp. He glanced quickly in her direction, and saw that she was staring at the foot of an old oak tree some ten yards in front of them, to their half right. His eyes followed the direction of her gaze. Protruding from what appeared to be a pile of fallen leaves was a limp, muddy hand.

  

 
  
    
Chapter Two

   Terhune put an arm round Helena. “I must find out what has happened. Would you rather walk on—”

   She did not allow him to finish. “I’m not scared of seeing a—a body, Tommy,” she said in a voice not altogether steady. “The war cured me of that sort of nonsense. It was just the unexpectedness of seeing the hand where it is which made me cry out. Besides, I could help you. He—” She glanced at the hand, and repeated the pronoun. “He might be in a faint—” Her voice betrayed her insincerity. The rest of the man was covered by too many leaves to suggest that he had been lying there only a short while.

   He did not trouble to contradict her. “I think you had better let me attend to this business on my own, Helena. It might have been there for some time, in which case it won’t be pleasant.” He purposely stressed the pronoun.

   “No, I am going to stay.” She disengaged her arm, and moved towards the oak. Her shoes squelched in the mud.

   Together they began the unpleasant business of brushing the leaves away from the body. From the first the stiffness and coldness of the body confirmed the man’s death, but presently, as they cleared the face, their self-imposed task was made still more gruesome by the sight of bloodstains. The reason for these became apparent when the forehead was exposed, for the skull was split open, and revealed a grisly mass of bruised flesh, congealed blood, and scattered brain.

   Terhune caught hold of Helena’s arm, and helped her to her feet.

   “We have done all we should. It is the business of others to finish.”

   “The police?”

   “Yes.”

   “Tommy, do you think the poor man has been murdered?”

   “It looks suspiciously like it.” With the ferrule of his walking-stick he pointed to a tiny strip of bark which had penetrated the wound. “My guess is, that he was killed by being struck on the front part of his head with a heavy log of wood or a hefty branch.”

   “Might not a branch have fallen on his head during the strong wind last night?”

   “Where is the branch?”

   Helena glanced round about her, but there was no sufficiently large branch to be seen, nor any likely looking mound of leaves under which one might expect to find such a branch.

   “Will you telephone the police?”

   “Yes.” He thought for some seconds. “Isn’t Mrs. Chancellor on the telephone?”

   “Yes. She often telephones Lady Kylstone about the affairs of the Women’s Institute.”

   “Come along, Helena. We’ll make for Mrs. Chancellor’s, her house being the nearest.”

   “And leave—this as it is?” She glanced down at the body. “I think we ought to cover it up in case somebody coming through the woods should see it. It could easily scare a young girl, or an hysterical woman.”

   He had to agree with her, so before leaving the spot they re-covered the corpse with leaves as best they could, and then started off for the far side of the woods, where Mrs. Chancellor had her house.

   They were not long in reaching it. Mrs. Chancellor herself opened the door to them. As she recognized them a mingled gleam of interest and triumph leaped into her eyes. Terhune guessed that she was already anticipating the enjoyment she would have at the next meeting of the Institute by retailing how: “That young man of the bookshop, Mr. Terhune, and Helena Armstrong—Lady Kylstone’s secretary, you know, my dears,” called upon her one afternoon—

   “Why, good afternoon, Miss Armstrong; good afternoon, Mr. Terhune. This is a surprise visit. It was only a few days ago when I was speaking of you both to dear Mrs. MacMunn—”

   “We are very sorry to trouble you, Mrs. Chancellor—” Terhune slipped in quickly.

   She was just as quick. “You are no trouble at all. On the contrary, it is a pleasure which I hope will be repeated. Do come in.”

   “We have only come for a moment.”

   “A moment!”

   “To ask whether we might use your telephone on a matter of extreme urgency.”

   Mrs. Chancellor seemed unable to decide whether to be annoyed with the proposed shortness of the visit, or to be diverted by the suggestion of drama which Terhune, unwittingly, had infused into his voice. She chose the latter.

   “Of course,” she agreed eagerly. “Please come in. The telephone is just inside the hall, on the right.”

   He stepped into the hall, polished so industriously that everything shone and twinkled, and dialled Exchange.

   In answer to the enquiry at the other end, he asked for the Ashford Police Station. Behind him he heard a gasp of gratified surprise from Mrs. Chancellor, who was trying, with pointed delicacy, to indicate that she was not listening.

   The connection was quickly established. To the impersonal enquiry at the other end he replied: “Is Detective-Sergeant Murphy there?”

   “Who wants him?”

   “Terhune, of Bray.”

   “Hold the line, please; I will find out if he is in.”

   After a pause of twenty seconds or so a voice said: “Good afternoon, Mr. Terhune. This is Murphy speaking.”

   “I have just come across something that is in your line, Sergeant.”

   Murphy chuckled. “Don’t tell me you have unearthed another murder.”

   “I am afraid I have—in Windmill Wood, this time.”

   The chuckle developed into a burst of good-humoured laughter. “Evidently you don’t deal in any crime less than murder. That is the one criticism I have of you amateurs—”

   “I am not joking, Sergeant.”

   The detective’s voice sharpened. “You are not really trying to tell me you have really hit upon another murder?”

   “I am.”

   “It isn’t possible! There is a law of average—to say nothing of coincidence. Three murders in less than that number of years in a little market town like Bray—” Poor Murphy came to a choking pause. “Have a heart, Mr. Terhune. This isn’t April Fool’s Day.”

   “I wish it were. Are you likely to be coming yourself, Sergeant?”

   “I am going to pinch myself first. Why do you ask?”

   “I suggest your bringing an ambulance.”

   Murphy sighed, as if reluctant to believe the incredible truth. “Then you have found the body first, this time? At any rate, that is a change.”

   Now that Murphy had drawn this fact to his attention Terhune realized that the sergeant was justified in his somewhat ponderous facetiousness. Twice previously he had helped in the exposure of a murder, but in both cases he had had reason to suspect the crime before discovering the victim.

   “Will you give me the details of where the body is, and how you found it?” Murphy continued more formally.

   “I am close by, and can meet you, if you like.”

   “Excellent. Where shall I find you?”

   “On the Rye road, by the footpath to Farthing Toll through Windmill Wood.”

   “Right. I shall be with you in twenty to thirty minutes.” The detective relapsed in amazement. “Three murders, and a ruddy amateur has to find them all!” He was still muttering as he rang off.

   As he turned away from the telephone Terhune found himself facing a Mrs. Chancellor who had dropped all pretence of polite reticence, and was staring at him with a curiosity which she obviously intended should be satisfied.

   “I could not help overhearing your conversation, Mr. Terhune. You must tell me what has happened.”

   “I have to meet the police almost at once, Mrs. Chancellor,” he informed her firmly. “There is not much to tell. Miss Armstrong and I were on our way to Miss Hamilton, with a message from Lady Kylstone, when we came across a body in the wood. I telephoned the police to send an ambulance. That is all.”

   She shook her head reprovingly. “Not quite all. You must suspect foul play or you would not have asked to speak to a detective-sergeant,” she commented shrewdly.

   He grimaced slightly at her perspicacity. “It is true,” he confessed. “It looks as if the victim—a man—died as a result of a blow on the front of his skull.”

   Her excitement mounted. “You must tell me more—please, Mr. Terhune. This is the most exciting thing to happen since the day of Armistice.”

   It was with some difficulty that he was able to make her realize that there was little more that he could tell her, but at last, using his appointment with Detective-Sergeant Murphy as an excuse, he and Helena escaped. As they passed through the wood again, on their way to the Rye road, they glanced in the direction of the corpse, and were glad to see it apparently undisturbed.

   In silence they continued forward to the Rye road, where they awaited Murphy’s arrival. The sergeant’s time estimate proved reliable, for twenty-four minutes after being told of the crime he arrived in a police car at the appointed spot. Two other men were in the car with him, the uniformed chauffeur, and another man in plain clothes. Behind the police car followed an ambulance.

   Murphy alighted and approached Terhune with an outstretched hand; his face still wore an expression of incredulity.

   “I shall soon begin to believe that you commit these murders yourself,” he began.

   Terhune laughed. “Fortunately, I have an alibi. Miss Armstrong was with me when we made the discovery. Helena, this is Detective-Sergeant Murphy. Sergeant, Miss Helena Armstrong, Lady Kylstone’s secretary.”

   The detective acknowledged the introduction, and proceeded to introduce the man who had followed him out of the police car—Detective-Constable Jones.

   “You really have found a body?” Murphy continued, as Terhune led the way back into the wood.

   “You are welcome to charge me with committing a public nuisance if I haven’t.”

   “That sounds fair enough. Tell me what happened.”

   In a few simple words Terhune told of the events which had led up to the discovery of the corpse. The detective listened without interrupting, nodded his head when the story was finished, and said crisply:

   “Right! I suppose you have already formed an opinion of how long the body has been lying where it is?”

   “About the same length of time as the book; approximately twenty-one hours.”

   “So you think the book is linked up with the crime?”

   “Why not? Some explanation has to be found to account for the book’s being found where it was. People do not, without reason, throw away books in good condition.”

   “I should not generalize in the case of poetry, if I were you,” the detective commented dryly. “Take me, for instance. I shouldn’t trouble to give a book of poetry house room.” He laughed. “All the same, you are probably right, Mr. Terhune. What do you think may have happened?”

   “Something like this, Sergeant. Our Mr. X was walking through the wood last night, just before dusk, when he was suddenly attacked by a man probably in hiding behind a tree—there is a large elm just in front of the spot where I found the book—”

   Murphy nodded understandingly. “Go on.”

   “By the apparent absence of any great flow of blood I should imagine that Mr. X died immediately. As he fell to the ground the book dropped from his hand, unnoticed by the murderer, whose next act was to drag the corpse behind the oak tree, where he heaped a quantity of fallen leaves over it in the hope of its being undiscovered for some time.” Terhune came to a stop. “This is the place, Sergeant. Here is the puddle I stepped over, this is where I found the book, and there is the body.”

   Murphy stood still, and stared at the foot of the oak tree. “I cannot see any sign of a face beneath the leaves.”

   “Miss Armstrong and I re-covered the body, to prevent its being seen, pending your arrival.”

   “You don’t overlook much
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