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Preface

I	have	often	reflected	upon	the	strange	series	of	circumstances	that	led	me	to	my
long	association	with	one	of	the	most	singular	and	remarkable	figures	of	my	age.
If	I	were	of	a	philosophical	frame	of	mind	I	might	wonder	to	what	extent	any
one	of	us	is	in	control	of	our	own	destiny,	or	if	indeed	we	can	ever	predict	the
far-reaching	consequences	of	actions	which,	at	the	time,	may	seem	entirely
trivial.

For	example,	it	was	my	cousin,	Arthur,	who	recommended	me	as	Assistant
Surgeon	to	the	Fifth	Northumberland	Fusiliers	because	he	thought	it	would	be	a
useful	experience	for	me	and	he	could	not	possibly	have	foreseen	that	a	month
later	I	would	be	dispatched	to	Afghanistan.	At	that	time	the	conflict	which	came
to	be	known	as	the	Second	Anglo-Afghan	War	had	not	even	commenced.	And
what	of	the	Ghazi	who,	with	a	single	twitch	of	the	finger,	sent	a	bullet	hurtling
into	my	shoulder	at	Maiwand?	Nine	hundred	British	and	Indian	souls	died	that
day	and	it	was	doubtless	his	intention	that	I	would	be	one	of	them.	But	his	aim
was	awry,	and	although	I	was	badly	wounded,	I	was	saved	by	Jack	Murray,	my
loyal	and	good-hearted	orderly	who	managed	to	carry	me	over	two	miles	of
hostile	territory	and	back	to	British	lines.

Murray	died	at	Kandahar	in	September	of	that	year	so	would	never	know	that	I
was	invalided	home	and	that	I	then	devoted	several	months	–	small	tribute	to	his
efforts	on	my	behalf	–	to	a	somewhat	wasteful	existence	on	the	fringes	of
London	society.	At	the	end	of	that	time,	I	was	seriously	considering	a	move	to
the	South	Coast,	a	necessity	forced	on	me	by	the	stark	reality	of	my	rapidly
diminishing	finances.	It	had	also	been	suggested	to	me	that	the	sea	air	might	be
good	for	my	health.	Cheaper	rooms	in	London	would	have	been	a	more	desirable
alternative	and	I	did	very	nearly	take	lodgings	with	a	stockbroker	on	the	Euston
Road.	The	interview	did	not	go	well	and	immediately	afterwards	I	made	my
decision.	It	would	be	Hastings:	less	convivial	perhaps,	than	Brighton,	but	half
the	price.	My	personal	possessions	were	packed.	I	was	ready	to	go.

But	then	we	come	to	Henry	Stamford,	not	a	close	friend	of	mine	but	an



acquaintance	who	had	served	as	my	dresser	at	St	Bart’s.	Had	he	not	been
drinking	late	the	night	before,	he	would	not	have	had	a	headache	and,	but	for	the
headache,	he	might	not	have	chosen	to	take	the	day	off	from	the	chemical
laboratory	where	he	was	now	employed.	Lingering	at	Piccadilly	Circus,	he
decided	to	stroll	up	Regent	Street	to	Arthur	Liberty’s	East	India	House	to
purchase	a	gift	for	his	wife.	It	is	strange	to	think	that,	had	he	walked	the	other
way,	he	would	not	have	bumped	into	me	as	I	came	out	of	the	Criterion	Bar	and,
as	a	result,	I	might	never	have	met	Sherlock	Holmes.

For,	as	I	have	written	elsewhere,	it	was	Stamford	who	suggested	that	I	might
share	rooms	with	a	man	whom	he	believed	to	be	an	analytical	chemist	and	who
worked	at	the	same	hospital	as	he.	Stamford	introduced	me	to	Holmes	who	was
then	experimenting	with	a	method	of	isolating	bloodstains.	The	first	meeting
between	us	was	odd,	disconcerting,	and	certainly	memorable	…	a	fair	indication
of	all	that	was	to	come.

This	was	the	great	turning	point	of	my	life.	I	had	never	had	literary	ambitions.
Indeed,	if	anyone	had	suggested	that	I	might	be	a	published	writer,	I	would	have
laughed	at	the	thought.	But	I	think	I	can	say,	in	all	honesty	and	without	flattering
myself,	that	I	have	become	quite	renowned	for	the	way	I	have	chronicled	the
adventures	of	the	great	man,	and	felt	no	small	sense	of	honour	when	I	was
invited	to	speak	at	his	memorial	service	at	Westminster	Abbey,	an	invitation
which	I	respectfully	declined.	Holmes	had	often	sneered	at	my	prose	style,	and	I
could	not	help	but	feel	that	had	I	taken	my	place	at	the	pulpit	I	would	have	felt
him	standing	at	my	shoulder,	gently	mocking	whatever	I	might	say	from	beyond
the	grave.

It	was	always	his	belief	that	I	exaggerated	his	talents	and	the	extraordinary
insights	of	his	brilliant	mind.	He	would	laugh	at	the	way	I	would	construct	my
narrative	so	as	to	leave	to	the	end	a	resolution	which	he	swore	he	had	deduced	in
the	opening	paragraphs.	He	accused	me	more	than	once	of	vulgar	romanticism,
and	thought	me	no	better	than	any	Grub	Street	scribbler.	But	generally	I	think	he
was	unfair.	In	all	the	time	that	I	knew	him,	I	never	saw	Holmes	read	a	single
work	of	fiction	–	with	the	exception,	that	is,	of	the	worst	items	of	sensational
literature	–	and	although	I	cannot	make	any	great	claim	for	my	own	powers	of
description,	I	am	prepared	to	say	that	they	did	the	job	and	that	he	himself	could
have	done	no	better.	Indeed,	Holmes	almost	admitted	as	much	when	he	finally
took	pen	to	paper	and	set	out,	in	his	own	words,	the	strange	case	of	Godfrey
Emsworth.	This	episode	was	presented	as	The	Adventure	of	the	Blanched



Soldier,	a	title	which	in	itself	falls	short	of	perfection	in	my	view,	for	blanching
would	surely	be	more	appropriate	to	an	almond.

I	have,	as	I	say,	received	some	recognition	for	my	literary	endeavours	but	that	of
course	was	never	the	point.	Through	the	various	twists	of	fate	which	I	have
outlined,	I	was	the	one	chosen	to	bring	the	achievements	of	the	world’s	foremost
consulting	detective	to	light	and	presented	no	fewer	than	sixty	adventures	to	an
enthusiastic	public.	More	valuable	to	me,	though,	was	my	long	friendship	with
the	man	himself.

It	is	a	year	since	Holmes	was	found	at	his	home	on	the	Downs,	stretched	out	and
still,	that	great	mind	for	ever	silenced.	When	I	heard	the	news,	I	realised	that	I
had	lost	not	just	my	closest	companion	and	friend	but,	in	many	ways,	the	very
reason	for	my	existence.	Two	marriages,	three	children,	seven	grandchildren,	a
successful	career	in	medicine	and	the	Order	of	Merit	awarded	to	me	by	His
Majesty	King	Edward	VII	in	1908	might	be	considered	achievement	enough	for
anyone.	But	not	for	me.	I	miss	him	to	this	day	and	sometimes,	in	my	waking
moments,	I	fancy	that	I	hear	them	still,	those	familiar	words:	‘The	game’s	afoot,
Watson!’	They	serve	only	to	remind	me	that	I	will	never	again	plunge	into	the
darkness	and	swirling	fog	of	Baker	Street	with	my	trusty	service	revolver	in	my
hand.	I	think	of	Holmes,	often,	waiting	for	me	on	the	other	side	of	that	great
shadow	which	must	come	to	us	all,	and	in	truth	I	long	to	join	him.	I	am	alone.
My	old	wound	plagues	me	to	the	end	and	as	a	terrible	and	senseless	war	rages	on
the	continent,	I	find	I	no	longer	understand	the	world	in	which	I	live.

So	why	do	I	take	up	my	pen	one	final	time	to	stir	up	memories	which	might
better	be	forgotten?	Perhaps	my	reasons	are	selfish.	It	could	be	that,	like	so	many
old	men	with	their	lives	behind	them,	I	am	seeking	some	sort	of	solace.	The
nurses	who	attend	upon	me	assure	me	that	writing	is	therapeutic	and	will	prevent
me	from	falling	into	the	moods	to	which	I	am	sometimes	inclined.	But	there	is
another	reason,	too.

The	adventures	of	The	Man	in	the	Flat	Cap	and	The	House	of	Silk	were,	in	some
respects,	the	most	sensational	of	Sherlock	Holmes’s	career	but	at	the	time	it	was
impossible	for	me	to	tell	them,	for	reasons	that	will	become	abundantly	clear.
The	fact	that	they	became	inextricably	tangled	up,	the	one	with	the	other,	meant
that	they	could	not	be	separated.	And	yet	it	has	always	been	my	desire	to	set
them	down,	to	complete	the	Holmes	canon.	In	this	I	am	like	a	chemist	in	pursuit
of	a	formula,	or	perhaps	a	collector	of	rare	stamps	who	cannot	take	full	pride	in



his	catalogue	knowing	there	to	be	two	or	three	specimens	that	have	evaded	his
grasp.	I	cannot	prevent	myself.	It	must	be	done.

It	was	impossible	before	–	and	I	am	not	just	referring	to	Holmes’s	well-known
aversion	to	publicity.	No,	the	events	which	I	am	about	to	describe	were	simply
too	monstrous,	too	shocking	to	appear	in	print.	They	still	are.	It	is	no
exaggeration	to	suggest	that	they	would	tear	apart	the	entire	fabric	of	society
and,	particularly	at	a	time	of	war,	this	is	something	I	cannot	risk.	When	I	am
done,	assuming	I	have	the	strength	for	the	task,	I	will	have	this	manuscript
packed	up	and	sent	to	the	vaults	of	Cox	and	Co.	in	Charing	Cross,	where	certain
others	of	my	private	papers	are	stored.	I	will	give	instructions	that	for	one
hundred	years,	the	packet	must	not	be	opened.	It	is	impossible	to	imagine	what
the	world	will	be	like	then,	what	advances	mankind	will	have	made,	but	perhaps
future	readers	will	be	more	inured	to	scandal	and	corruption	than	my	own	would
have	been.	To	them	I	bequeath	one	last	portrait	of	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes,	and	a
perspective	that	has	not	been	seen	before.

But	I	have	wasted	enough	energy	on	my	own	preoccupations.	I	should	have
already	opened	the	door	of	221B	Baker	Street	and	entered	the	room	where	so
many	adventures	began.	I	see	it	now,	the	glow	of	the	lamp	behind	the	glass	and
the	seventeen	steps	beckoning	me	up	from	the	street.	How	far	away	they	seem,
how	long	ago	since	last	I	was	there.	Yes.	There	he	is,	with	pipe	in	hand.	He	turns
to	me.	He	smiles.	‘The	game’s	afoot	…’

	



ONE

The	Wimbledon	Art	Dealer

‘Influenza	is	unpleasant,’	Sherlock	Holmes	remarked,	‘but	you	are	right	in
thinking	that,	with	your	wife’s	help,	the	child	will	recover	soon.’

‘I	very	much	hope	so,’	I	replied,	then	stopped	and	gazed	at	him	in	wide-eyed
astonishment.	My	tea	had	been	halfway	to	my	lips	but	I	returned	it	to	the	table
with	such	force	that	the	cup	and	the	saucer	almost	parted	company.	‘But	for
Heaven’s	sake,	Holmes!’	I	exclaimed.	‘You	have	taken	the	very	thoughts	from
my	head.	I	swear	I	have	not	uttered	a	word	about	the	child	nor	his	illness.	You
know	that	my	wife	is	away	–	that	much	you	might	have	deduced	from	my
presence	here.	But	I	have	not	yet	mentioned	to	you	the	reason	for	her	absence
and	I	am	certain	that	there	has	been	nothing	in	my	behaviour	that	could	have
given	you	any	clue.’

It	was	in	the	last	days	of	November,	the	year	1890,	when	this	exchange	took
place.	London	was	in	the	grip	of	a	merciless	winter,	the	streets	so	cold	that	the
very	gas	lamps	seemed	frozen	solid	and	what	little	light	they	gave	out	subsumed
by	the	endless	fog.	Outside,	people	drifted	along	the	pavements	like	ghosts,	with
their	heads	bowed	and	their	faces	covered,	while	the	growlers	rattled	past,	their
horses	anxious	to	be	home.	And	I	was	glad	to	be	in,	with	a	fire	blazing	in	the
hearth,	the	familiar	smell	of	tobacco	in	the	air	and	–	for	all	the	clutter	and	chaos
with	which	my	friend	chose	to	surround	himself	–	a	sense	that	everything	was	in
its	right	place.

I	had	telegraphed	my	intention	to	take	up	my	old	room	and	stay	with	Holmes	for
a	short	while,	and	I	had	been	delighted	to	receive	his	acquiescence	by	return.	My
practice	could	manage	without	me.	I	was	temporarily	alone.	And	I	had	it	in	mind
to	watch	over	my	friend	until	I	was	certain	that	he	was	fully	restored	to	health.
For	Holmes	had	deliberately	starved	himself	for	three	days	and	three	nights,
taking	neither	food	nor	water,	in	order	to	persuade	a	particularly	cruel	and
vengeful	adversary	that	he	was	close	to	death.	The	ruse	had	succeeded



triumphantly,	and	the	man	was	now	in	the	capable	hands	of	Inspector	Morton	of
the	Yard.	But	I	was	still	concerned	about	the	strain	that	Holmes	had	placed	upon
himself	and	thought	it	advisable	to	keep	an	eye	on	him	until	his	metabolism	was
fully	restored.

I	was	therefore	glad	to	see	him	enjoying	a	large	plate	of	scones	with	violet	honey
and	cream,	along	with	a	pound	cake	and	tea,	all	of	which	Mrs	Hudson	had
carried	in	on	a	tray	and	served	for	the	two	of	us.	Holmes	did	seem	to	be	on	the
mend,	lying	at	ease	in	his	big	armchair,	wearing	his	dressing	gown	and	with	his
feet	stretched	out	in	front	of	the	fire.	He	had	always	been	of	a	distinctly	lean	and
even	cadaverous	physique,	those	sharp	eyes	accentuated	by	his	aquiline	nose,
but	at	least	there	was	some	colour	in	his	skin	and	everything	about	his	voice	and
manner	pronounced	him	to	be	very	much	his	old	self.

He	had	greeted	me	warmly,	and	as	I	took	my	place	opposite	him,	I	felt	the
strange	sensation	that	I	was	awakening	from	a	dream.	It	was	as	if	the	last	two
years	had	never	happened,	that	I	had	never	met	my	beloved	Mary,	married	her
and	moved	to	our	home	in	Kensington,	purchased	with	the	proceeds	of	the	Agra
pearls.	I	could	have	still	been	a	bachelor,	living	here	with	Holmes,	sharing	with
him	the	excitement	of	the	chase	and	the	unravelling	of	yet	another	mystery.

And	it	occurred	to	me	that	he	might	well	have	preferred	it	thus.	Holmes	spoke
seldom	about	my	domestic	arrangements.	He	had	been	abroad	at	the	time	of	my
wedding	and	it	had	occurred	to	me	then	that	it	might	not	have	been	entirely	a
coincidence.	It	would	be	unfair	to	say	that	the	entire	subject	of	my	marriage	was
forbidden,	but	there	was	an	unspoken	agreement	that	we	would	not	discuss	it	at
any	length.	My	happiness	and	contentment	were	evident	to	Holmes,	and	he	was
generous	enough	not	to	begrudge	it.	When	I	had	first	arrived,	he	had	asked	after
Mrs	Watson.	But	he	had	not	requested	any	further	information	and	I	had
certainly	provided	none,	making	his	remarks	all	the	more	unfathomable.

‘You	look	at	me	as	if	I	were	a	conjuror,’	Holmes	remarked,	with	a	laugh.	‘I	take
it	you	have	given	up	on	the	works	of	Edgar	Allen	Poe?’

‘You	mean	his	detective,	Dupin?’	I	said.

‘He	used	a	method	which	he	termed	ratiocination.	In	his	view,	it	was	possible	to
read	a	person’s	innermost	thoughts	without	their	even	needing	to	speak.	It	could
all	be	done	from	a	simple	study	of	their	movements,	by	the	very	flicker	of	an
eyebrow.	The	idea	impressed	me	greatly	at	the	time	but	I	seem	to	recall	that	you



were	somewhat	scornful—’

‘And	doubtless	I	will	pay	for	it	now,’	I	concurred.	‘But	are	you	seriously	telling
me,	Holmes,	that	you	could	deduce	the	sickness	of	a	child	you	have	never	met,
simply	from	my	behaviour	over	a	plate	of	scones?’

‘That	and	rather	more,’	Holmes	replied.	‘I	can	tell	that	you	have	just	returned
from	Holborn	Viaduct.	That	you	left	your	house	in	a	hurry,	but	even	so	missed
the	train.	Perhaps	the	fact	that	you	are	currently	without	a	servant	girl	is	to
blame.’

‘No,	Holmes!’	I	cried.	‘I	will	not	have	it!’

‘I	am	wrong?’

‘No.	You	are	correct	on	every	count.	But	how	is	it	possible	…?’

‘It	is	a	simple	matter	of	observation	and	deduction,	the	one	informing	the	other.
Were	I	to	explain	it	to	you,	it	would	all	seem	painfully	childish.’

‘And	yet	I	must	insist	that	you	do	just	that.’

‘Well,	since	you	have	been	so	good	as	to	pay	me	this	visit,	I	suppose	I	must
oblige,’	returned	Holmes	with	a	yawn.	‘Let	us	begin	with	the	circumstance	that
brings	you	here.	If	my	memory	serves,	we	are	approaching	the	second
anniversary	of	your	marriage,	are	we	not?’

‘Indeed	so,	Holmes.	It	is	the	day	after	tomorrow.’

‘An	unusual	time	then,	for	you	to	separate	from	your	wife.	As	you	yourself	said
just	now,	the	fact	that	you	have	chosen	to	stay	with	me,	and	for	a	prolonged
period	of	time,	would	suggest	that	there	was	a	compelling	reason	for	her	to	part
company	with	you.	And	what	might	that	be?	As	I	recall,	Miss	Mary	Morston	–
as	she	once	was	–	came	to	England	from	India	and	had	no	friends	or	family	here.
She	was	taken	on	as	a	governess,	looking	after	the	son	of	one	Mrs	Cecil
Forrester,	in	Camberwell,	which	is	of	course	where	you	met	her.	Mrs	Forrester
was	very	good	to	her,	particularly	in	her	time	of	need,	and	I	would	imagine	that
the	two	of	them	have	remained	close.’

‘That	is	indeed	the	case.’

‘And	so,	if	anyone	were	likely	to	call	your	wife	away	from	home,	it	might	well
be	her.	I	wonder	then	what	reason	might	lie	behind	such	a	summons,	and	in	this
cold	weather	the	sickness	of	a	child	springs	instantly	to	mind.	It	would,	I	am



sure,	be	very	comforting	for	the	afflicted	lad	to	have	his	old	governess	back.’

‘His	name	is	Richard	and	he	is	nine	years	old,’	I	concurred.	‘But	how	can	you	be
so	confident	that	it	is	influenza	and	not	something	altogether	more	serious?’

‘Were	it	more	serious,	you	would	surely	have	insisted	upon	attending	yourself.’

‘Your	reasoning	has	so	far	been	utterly	straightforward	in	every	respect,’	I	said.
‘But	it	does	not	explain	how	you	knew	that	my	thoughts	had	turned	towards
them	at	that	precise	moment.’

‘You	will	forgive	me	if	I	say	that	you	are	to	me	as	an	open	book,	my	dear
Watson,	and	that	with	every	movement,	you	turn	another	page.	As	you	sat	there
sipping	your	tea,	I	noticed	your	eye	drift	towards	the	newspaper	on	the	table
right	beside	you.	You	glanced	at	the	headline	and	then	reached	out	and	turned	it
face	down.	Why?	It	was	perhaps	the	report	on	the	train	crash	at	Norton
Fitzwarren	a	few	weeks	ago	that	disturbed	you.	The	first	findings	of	the
investigation	into	the	deaths	of	ten	passengers	were	published	today	and	it	was,
of	course,	the	last	thing	you	would	wish	to	read	just	after	leaving	your	wife	at	a
station.’

‘That	did	indeed	remind	me	of	her	journey,’	I	agreed.	‘But	the	sickness	of	the
child?’

‘From	the	newspaper,	your	attention	turned	to	the	patch	of	carpet	beside	the	desk
and	I	distinctly	saw	you	smile	to	yourself.	It	was	there,	of	course,	that	you	once
kept	your	medicine	bag	and	it	was	surely	that	association	that	reminded	you	of
the	reason	for	your	wife’s	visit.’

‘This	is	all	guesswork,	Holmes,’	I	insisted.	‘You	say	Holborn	Viaduct,	for
example.	It	could	have	been	any	station	in	London.

‘You	know	that	I	deplore	guesswork.	It	is	sometimes	necessary	to	connect	points
of	evidence	with	the	use	of	imagination,	but	that	is	not	at	all	the	same	thing.	Mrs
Forrester	lives	in	Camberwell.	The	London	Chatham	and	Dover	Railway	has
regular	departures	from	Holborn	Viaduct.	I	would	have	considered	that	the
logical	starting	point,	even	if	you	had	not	obliged	me	by	leaving	your	own
suitcase	by	the	door.	From	where	I	am	sitting,	I	can	clearly	see	a	label	from	the
Holborn	Viaduct	Left	Luggage	Office	attached	to	the	handle.’

‘And	the	rest	of	it?

‘The	fact	that	you	have	lost	your	maid	and	that	you	left	the	house	in	a	hurry?



The	smudge	of	black	polish	on	the	side	of	your	left	cuff	clearly	indicates	both.
You	cleaned	your	own	shoes	and	you	did	so	rather	carelessly.	Moreover,	in	your
haste,	you	forgot	your	gloves—’

‘Mrs	Hudson	took	my	coat	from	me.	She	could	also	have	taken	my	gloves.’

‘In	which	case,	when	we	shook	hands,	why	would	yours	have	been	so	cold?	No,
Watson,	your	entire	bearing	speaks	of	disorganisation	and	disarray.’

‘Everything	you	say	is	right,’	I	admitted.	‘But	one	last	mystery,	Holmes.	How
can	you	be	so	sure	that	my	wife	missed	her	train?’

‘As	soon	as	you	arrived,	I	noticed	a	strong	scent	of	coffee	on	your	clothes.	Why
would	you	be	drinking	coffee	immediately	before	coming	to	me	for	tea?	The
inference	is	that	you	missed	your	train	and	were	forced	to	stay	with	your	wife	for
longer	than	you	had	intended.	You	stowed	your	case	at	the	left	luggage	office
and	went	with	her	to	a	coffee	house.	Might	it	have	been	Lockhart’s?	I’m	told	the
coffee	there	is	particularly	good.’

There	was	a	short	silence	and	then	I	burst	into	laughter.	‘Well,	Holmes,’	I	said.	‘I
can	see	that	I	had	no	reason	to	worry	about	your	health.	You	are	as	remarkable	as
ever.’

‘It	was	quite	elementary,’	returned	the	detective	with	a	languid	gesture	of	one
hand.	‘But	perhaps	something	of	greater	interest	now	approaches.	Unless	I	am
mistaken,	that	is	the	front	door	…’

Sure	enough,	Mrs	Hudson	came	in	once	again,	this	time	ushering	in	a	man	who
walked	into	the	room	as	if	he	were	making	an	entrance	on	the	London	stage.	He
was	formally	dressed	in	a	dark	tail	coat,	wing	collar	and	white	bow	tie	with	a
black	cloak	around	his	shoulders,	waistcoat,	gloves	and	patent	leather	shoes.	In
one	hand	he	held	a	pair	of	white	gloves	and	in	the	other	a	rosewood	walking
stick	with	a	silver	tip	and	handle.	His	dark	hair	was	surprisingly	long,	sweeping
back	over	a	high	forehead	and	he	had	neither	beard	nor	moustache.	His	skin	was
pale,	his	face	a	little	too	elongated	to	be	truly	handsome.	His	age,	I	would	have
said,	would	have	been	in	the	mid-thirties	and	yet	the	seriousness	of	his
demeanour,	his	evident	discomfort	at	finding	himself	here,	made	him	appear
older.	He	reminded	me	at	once	of	some	of	the	patients	who	had	consulted	me;
the	ones	who	had	refused	to	believe	they	were	unwell	until	their	symptoms
persuaded	them	otherwise.	They	were	always	the	most	gravely	ill.	Our	visitor
stood	before	us	with	equal	reluctance.	He	waited	in	the	doorway,	looking



anxiously	around	him,	while	Mrs	Hudson	handed	Holmes	his	card.

‘Mr	Carstairs,’	Holmes	said.	‘Please	take	a	seat.’

‘You	must	forgive	me	arriving	in	this	manner	…	unexpected	and	unannounced.’
He	had	a	clipped,	rather	dry	way	of	speaking.	His	eyes	still	did	not	quite	meet
our	gaze.	‘In	truth,	I	had	no	intention	of	coming	here	at	all.	I	live	in	Wimbledon,
close	to	the	green,	and	have	come	into	town	for	the	opera	–	not	that	I’m	in	any
mood	for	Wagner.	I	have	just	come	from	my	club	where	I	met	with	my
accountant,	a	man	I	have	known	for	many	years	and	whom	I	now	consider	a
friend.	When	I	told	him	of	the	troubles	I	have	been	having,	the	sense	of
oppression	that	is	making	my	life	so	damnably	difficult,	he	mentioned	your
name	and	urged	me	to	consult	you.	By	coincidence,	my	club	is	not	far	from	here
and	so	I	resolved	to	come	straight	from	him	to	you.’

‘I	am	happy	to	give	you	my	full	attention,’	Holmes	said.

‘And	this	gentleman?’	Our	visitor	turned	to	me.

‘Dr	John	Watson.	He	is	my	closest	adviser,	and	I	can	assure	you	that	anything
you	have	to	say	to	me	can	be	uttered	in	his	presence.’

‘Very	well.	My	name,	as	you	see,	is	Edmund	Carstairs	and	I	am,	by	profession,	a
dealer	in	fine	art.	I	have	a	gallery,	Carstairs	and	Finch	on	Albemarle	Street,
which	has	been	in	business	now	for	six	years.	We	specialise	in	the	works	of	the
great	masters,	mainly	from	the	end	of	last	century	and	the	early	years	of	this
present	one:	Gainsborough,	Reynolds,	Constable	and	Turner.	Their	paintings
will	be	familiar	to	you,	I	am	sure,	and	they	command	the	very	highest	prices.
Only	this	week	I	sold	two	Van	Dyke	portraits	to	a	private	client	for	the	sum	of
£25,000.	Our	business	is	a	successful	one	and	we	have	flourished,	even	with	so
many	new	and	–	I	might	say,	inferior	–	galleries	sprouting	in	all	the	streets
around	us.	Over	the	years	we	have	built	for	ourselves	a	reputation	for	sobriety
and	reliability.	Our	clients	include	many	members	of	the	aristocracy	and	we	have
seen	our	works	hung	in	some	of	the	finest	mansions	in	the	country.’

‘Your	partner,	Mr	Finch?’

‘Tobias	Finch	is	rather	older	than	myself,	although	we	are	equal	partners.	If	there
is	one	disagreement	between	us	it	is	that	he	is	more	cautious	and	conservative
than	I.	For	example,	I	have	a	strong	interest	in	some	of	the	new	work	coming	in
from	the	continent.	I	refer	to	the	painters	who	have	become	known	as	the



impressionistes,	such	artists	as	Monet	and	Degas.	Only	a	week	ago	I	was	offered
a	seaside	scene	by	Pissaro	which	I	thought	to	be	quite	delightful	and	full	of
colour.	My	partner,	alas,	took	the	opposite	view.	He	insists	that	such	works	are
little	more	than	a	blur,	and	although	it	is	indeed	the	case	that	some	of	the	shapes
are	indistinguishable	at	short	range,	I	cannot	persuade	him	that	he	is	missing	the
point.	However,	I	will	not	tire	you	gentlemen	with	a	lecture	on	art.	We	are	a
traditional	gallery	and	that,	for	now,	is	what	we	shall	remain.’

Holmes	nodded.	‘Pray	continue.’

‘Mr	Holmes,	two	weeks	ago	I	realised	that	I	was	being	watched.	Ridgeway	Hall,
which	is	the	name	of	my	home,	stands	on	one	side	of	a	narrow	lane,	with	a
cluster	of	almshouses	some	distance	away	at	the	end.	These	are	our	closest
neighbours.	We	are	surrounded	by	common	land,	and	from	my	dressing	room	I
have	a	view	of	the	village	green.	It	was	here,	on	a	Tuesday	morning,	that	I
became	aware	of	a	man	standing	with	his	legs	apart	and	his	arms	folded	–	and	I
was	struck	at	once	by	his	extraordinary	stillness.	He	was	too	far	away	for	me	to
be	able	to	see	him	clearly,	but	I	would	have	said	that	he	was	a	foreigner.	He	was
wearing	a	long	frock	coat	with	padded	shoulders	of	a	cut	that	was	most	certainly
not	English.	Indeed,	I	was	in	America	last	year	and	if	I	were	to	guess	I	would
say	it	was	from	this	country	that	he	had	originated.	What	struck	me	most
forcefully,	however,	for	reasons	that	I	will	shortly	explain,	was	that	he	was	also
wearing	a	hat,	a	flat	cap	of	the	sort	that	is	sometimes	called	a	cheesecutter.

‘It	was	this	and	the	way	that	he	stood	there	that	first	attracted	my	attention	and
so	unnerved	me.	If	he	had	been	a	scarecrow,	I	swear	he	could	not	have	been
more	static.	There	was	a	light	raining	falling,	swept	by	the	breeze	across	the
common,	but	he	didn’t	seem	to	notice	it.	His	eyes	were	fixed	on	my	window.	I
can	tell	you	that	they	were	very	dark	and	that	they	seemed	to	be	boring	into	me.	I
gazed	at	him	for	at	least	a	minute,	perhaps	longer,	then	went	down	to	breakfast.
However,	before	I	ate,	I	sent	the	scullery	boy	out	to	see	if	the	man	was	still	there.
He	was	not.	The	boy	reported	back	that	the	green	was	empty.’

‘A	singular	occurrence,’	Holmes	remarked.	‘But	Ridgeway	Hall	is,	I	am	sure,	a
fine	building.	And	a	visitor	to	this	country	might	well	have	found	it	merited	his
examination.’

‘And	so	I	told	myself.	But	a	few	days	later,	I	saw	him	a	second	time.	On	this
occasion,	I	was	in	London.	My	wife	and	I	had	just	come	out	of	the	theatre	–
we’d	been	to	the	Savoy	–	and	there	he	was,	on	the	other	side	of	the	road,



wearing	the	same	coat,	again	with	the	flat	cap.	I	might	not	have	noticed	him,	Mr
Holmes,	but,	as	before,	he	was	unmoving	and	with	the	crowds	passing	round	on
either	side	of	him;	he	could	have	been	a	solid	rock	in	a	fast-flowing	river.	I’m
afraid	I	was	unable	to	see	him	clearly,	however,	for	although	he	had	chosen	a
position	in	the	full	glow	of	a	street	lamp,	it	had	thrown	a	shadow	across	his	face
and	acted	like	a	veil.	Though	perhaps	that	was	his	intent.’

‘But	you	were	sure	it	was	the	same	man?’

‘There	could	be	no	doubt	of	it.’

‘Did	your	wife	see	him?’

‘No.	And	I	did	not	wish	to	alarm	her	by	making	any	mention	of	it.	We	had	a
hansom	waiting	and	we	left	at	once.’

‘This	is	most	interesting,’	Holmes	remarked.	‘The	behaviour	of	this	man	makes
no	sense	at	all.	He	stands	in	the	middle	of	a	village	green	and	beneath	a	street
lamp.	On	the	one	hand,	it’s	as	if	he	is	making	every	effort	to	be	seen.	And	yet	he
makes	no	attempt	to	approach	you.’

‘He	did	approach	me,’	Carstairs	replied.	‘The	very	next	day,	in	fact,	when	I
returned	early	to	the	house.	My	friend,	Finch,	was	in	the	gallery,	cataloguing	a
collection	of	drawings	and	etchings	by	Samuel	Scott.	He	had	no	need	of	me	and
I	was	still	uneasy	after	the	two	sightings.	I	arrived	back	at	Ridgeway	Hall	shortly
before	three	o’clock	–	and	it	was	just	as	well	that	I	did,	for	there	was	the	rogue,
approaching	my	front	door.	I	called	out	to	him	and	he	turned	and	saw	me.	At
once,	he	began	to	run	towards	me	and	I	was	sure	that	he	was	about	to	strike	me
and	even	lifted	my	walking	stick	to	protect	myself.	But	his	mission	was	not	one
of	violence.	He	came	straight	up	to	me	and	for	the	first	time	I	saw	his	face:	thin
lips,	dark	brown	eyes	and	a	livid	scar	on	his	right	cheek,	the	result	of	a	recent
bullet	wound.	He	had	been	drinking	spirits	–	I	could	smell	them	on	his	breath.
He	didn’t	utter	a	word	to	me	but	instead	lifted	a	note	into	the	air	and	pressed	it
into	my	hand.	Then,	before	I	could	stop	him,	he	ran	off.’

‘And	the	note?’	Holmes	asked.

‘I	have	it	here.’

The	art	dealer	produced	a	square	of	paper,	folded	into	four,	and	handed	it	to
Holmes.	Holmes	opened	it	carefully.	‘My	glass,	if	you	please,	Watson.’	As	I
handed	him	the	magnifying	glass,	he	turned	to	Carstairs.	‘There	was	no



envelope?’

‘No.’

‘I	find	that	of	the	greatest	significance.	But	let	us	see	…’

There	were	just	six	words	written	in	block	capitals	on	the	page.

ST	MARY’S	CHURCH.	TOMORROW.	MID-DAY.

‘The	paper	is	English,’	Holmes	remarked.	‘Even	if	the	visitor	was	not.	You
notice	that	he	writes	in	capitals,	Watson.	What	do	you	suggest	his	purpose	might
be?’

‘To	disguise	his	handwriting,’	I	said.

‘It	is	possible.	Although	since	the	man	had	never	written	to	Mr	Carstairs,	and	is
perhaps	unlikely	to	write	to	him	again,	you	would	have	thought	his	handwriting
would	have	been	of	no	consequence.	Was	the	message	folded	when	it	was
handed	to	you,	Mr	Carstairs?’

‘No.	I	think	not.	I	folded	it	myself	later.’

‘The	picture	becomes	clearer	by	the	minute.	This	church	that	he	refers	to,	St
Mary’s.	I	assume	it	is	in	Wimbledon?’

‘It	is	on	Hothouse	Lane,’	Carstairs	replied.	‘Just	a	few	minutes’	walk	from	my
home.’

‘This	behaviour	is	also	lacking	in	logic,	do	you	not	think?	The	man	wishes	to
speak	with	you.	He	places	a	message	to	that	effect	in	your	hand.	But	he	does	not
speak.	He	does	not	utter	a	word.’

‘My	guess	was	that	he	wished	to	talk	to	me	alone.	And	as	it	happened,	my	wife,
Catherine,	emerged	from	the	house	a	few	moments	later.	She	had	been	standing
in	the	dining	room	which	looks	out	onto	the	drive	and	she	had	seen	what	had	just
occurred.	“Who	was	that?”	she	asked.

‘“I	have	no	idea,”	I	replied.

‘“What	did	he	want?”

‘I	showed	her	the	note.	“It’s	someone	wanting	money,”	she	said.	“I	saw	him	out
of	the	window	just	now	–	a	rough-looking	fellow.	There	were	gypsies	on	the
common	last	week.	He	must	have	been	one	of	them.	Edmund,	you	mustn’t	go.”



‘“You	need	not	concern	yourself,	my	dear,”	I	replied.	“I	have	no	intention	of
meeting	with	him.”’

‘You	reassured	your	wife,’	Holmes	murmured.	‘But	you	went	to	the	church	at
the	appointed	time.’

‘I	did	exactly	that	–	and	carried	a	revolver	with	me.	He	wasn’t	there.	The	church
is	not	well	attended	and	it	was	unpleasantly	cold.	I	paced	the	flagstones	for	an
hour	and	then	I	came	home.	I	have	heard	no	more	from	him	since,	and	I	have	not
seen	him	again,	but	I	have	been	unable	to	get	him	out	of	my	mind.’

‘The	man	is	known	to	you,’	Holmes	said.

‘Yes,	Mr	Holmes.	You	go	right	to	the	heart	of	it.	I	do	believe	I	know	the	identity
of	this	individual,	although	I	confess	I	do	not	quite	see	the	reasoning	that	has
brought	you	to	that	conclusion.’

‘It	strikes	me	as	self-evident,’	Holmes	replied.	‘You	have	seen	him	only	three
times.	He	has	asked	for	a	meeting	but	failed	to	show	up.	Nothing	that	you	have
described	would	suggest	that	this	man	is	any	threat	to	you,	but	you	began	by
telling	us	of	the	sense	of	trouble	and	oppression	that	has	brought	you	here	and
would	not	even	meet	him	without	carrying	a	gun.	And	you	still	have	not	told	us
the	significance	of	the	flat	cap.’

‘I	know	who	he	is.	I	know	what	he	wants.	I	am	appalled	that	he	has	followed	me
to	England.’

‘From	America?’

‘Yes.’

‘Mr	Carstairs,	your	story	is	full	of	interest	and	if	you	have	time	before	your
opera	begins,	or	perhaps	if	you	will	agree	to	forgo	the	overture,	I	think	you
should	give	us	the	complete	history	of	this	affair.	You	mentioned	that	you	were
in	America	a	year	ago.	Was	this	when	you	met	the	man	in	the	flat	cap?’

‘I	never	met	him.	But	it	was	on	his	account	that	I	was	there.’

‘Then	you	will	not	object	if	I	fill	my	pipe?	No?	So	take	us	back	with	you	and	tell
us	of	your	business	on	the	other	side	of	the	Atlantic.	An	art	dealer	is	not	the	sort
of	man	to	make	enemies,	I	would	have	thought.	But	you	seem	to	have	done	just
that.’

‘Indeed	so.	My	foeman	is	called	Keelan	O’Donaghue	and	I	wish	to	Heaven	that	I



had	never	heard	the	name.’

Holmes	reached	for	the	Persian	slipper	where	he	kept	his	tobacco	and	began	to
fill	his	pipe.	Meanwhile,	Edmund	Carstairs	drew	a	breath	and	this	is	the	tale	that
he	told.

	



TWO

The	Flat	Cap	Gang

‘Eighteen	months	ago,	I	was	introduced	to	a	quite	extraordinary	man	by	the
name	of	Cornelius	Stillman	who	was	in	London	at	the	end	of	a	lengthy	European
tour.	His	home	was	on	the	East	Coast	of	America	and	he	was	what	is	termed	a
Boston	Brahmin,	which	is	to	say	that	he	belonged	to	one	of	their	most	elevated
and	honoured	families.	He	had	made	a	fortune	from	the	Calumet	and	Hecla
mines	and	had	also	invested	in	the	railroads	and	the	telephone	companies.	In	his
youth,	he	had	apparently	had	ambitions	to	become	an	artist	and	part	of	the
reason	for	his	visit	was	to	visit	the	museums	and	galleries	of	Paris,	Florence,
Rome	and	London.

‘Like	many	wealthy	Americans,	he	was	imbued	with	a	sense	of	civic
responsibility	that	did	him	great	credit.	He	had	purchased	land	in	the	Back	Bay
area	of	Boston	and	had	already	begun	work	on	the	construction	of	an	art	gallery
which	he	called	The	Parthenon	and	which	he	planned	to	fill	with	the	finest	works
of	art,	purchased	on	his	travels.	I	met	him	at	a	dinner	party	and	found	him	to	be	a
huge	volcano	of	a	man,	brimming	with	energy	and	enthusiasm.	He	was	rather
old-fashioned	in	his	dress,	bearded	and	affecting	a	monocle,	but	he	proved	to	be
remarkably	well	informed,	fluent	in	French	and	Italian	with	a	smattering	of
ancient	Greek.	His	knowledge	of	art,	his	aesthetic	sensibility,	also	set	him	apart
from	many	of	his	fellow	citizens.	Do	not	think	of	me	as	unnecessarily
chauvinistic,	Mr	Holmes.	He	himself	told	me	of	the	many	shortcomings	of	the
cultural	life	to	which	he	had	become	accustomed	as	he	grew	up	–	how	great
paintings	had	been	exhibited	next	to	freaks	of	nature	such	as	mermaids	and
dwarves.	He	had	seen	Shakespeare	performed	with	interludes	by	tightrope
walkers	and	contortionists.	Such	was	the	way	of	things	in	Boston	at	the	time.
The	Parthenon	would	be	different,	he	said.	It	would,	as	its	name	implied,	be	a
temple	to	art	and	to	civilisation.

‘I	was	overjoyed	when	Mr	Stillman	agreed	to	come	to	my	gallery	in	Albemarle



Street.	Mr	Finch	and	I	spent	many	hours	in	his	company,	taking	him	through	our
catalogue	and	showing	him	some	of	the	purchases	we	had	recently	made	in
auctions	around	the	country.	The	long	and	the	short	of	it	was	that	he	bought	from
us	works	by	Romney,	Stubbs	and	Lawrence	but	also	a	series	of	four	landscapes
by	John	Constable	which	were	quite	the	pride	of	our	collection.	These	were
views	of	the	Lake	District,	painted	in	1806,	and	unlike	anything	else	in	the
artist’s	canon.	They	had	a	profundity	of	mood	and	spirit	that	was	remarkable,
and	Mr	Stillman	promised	that	they	would	be	exhibited	in	a	large	and	well-lit
room	that	he	would	design	specifically	for	them.	We	parted	on	excellent	terms.
And	in	view	of	what	happened,	I	should	add	that	I	banked	a	substantial	sum	of
money.	Indeed,	Mr	Finch	remarked	that	this	was	undoubtedly	the	most
successful	transaction	of	our	lives.

‘It	now	only	remained	to	send	the	works	to	Boston.	They	were	carefully
wrapped,	placed	in	a	crate	and	dispatched	with	the	White	Star	Line	from
Liverpool	to	New	York.	By	one	of	those	twists	of	fate	that	mean	nothing	at	the
time	but	which	will	later	return	to	haunt	you,	we	had	intended	to	send	them
directly	to	Boston.	The	RMS	Adventurer	made	that	journey	but	we	missed	it	by	a
matter	of	hours	and	so	chose	another	vessel.	Our	agent,	a	bright	young	man	by
the	name	of	James	Devoy,	met	the	package	in	New	York	and	travelled	with	it	on
the	Boston	and	Albany	Railroad	–	a	journey	of	one	hundred	and	ninety	miles.

‘But	the	paintings	never	arrived.

‘There	were,	in	Boston	at	this	time,	a	number	of	gangs,	operating	particularly	in
the	south	of	the	city,	in	Charlestown	and	Somersville.	Many	of	them	had	fanciful
names	such	as	the	Dead	Rabbits	and	the	Forty	Thieves	and	had	come	originally
from	Ireland.	It	is	sad	to	think	that,	having	been	welcomed	into	that	great
country,	their	return	to	it	should	have	been	lawlessness	and	violence,	but	such
was	the	case	and	the	police	had	been	unable	to	restrain	them	or	bring	them	to
justice.	One	of	the	most	active	and	most	dangerous	groups	was	known	as	the
Flat	Cap	Gang,	headed	by	a	pair	of	Irish	twins	–	Rourke	and	Keelan
O’Donaghue,	originally	from	Belfast.	I	will	describe	these	two	devils	to	you	as
best	as	I	can,	because	they	are	central	to	my	narrative.

‘The	two	of	them	were	never	seen	apart.	Although	they	were	identical	when	they
were	born,	Rourke	was	the	larger	of	the	two,	square-shouldered	and	barrel-
chested	with	heavy	fists	that	he	was	always	ready	to	use	in	a	fight.	It	is	said	that
he	beat	a	man	to	death	in	a	game	of	cards	when	he	was	barely	sixteen.	By



contrast,	his	twin	stood	very	much	in	his	shadow,	smaller	and	quieter.	Indeed,	he
seldom	spoke	at	all	–	there	were	rumours	that	he	was	unable	to.	Rourke	was
bearded,	Keelan	clean-shaven.	Both	wore	flat	caps	and	it	was	this	that	gave	the
gang	its	name.	It	was	also	widely	believed	that	they	carried	each	other’s	initials,
tattooed	on	their	arms,	and	that	in	every	aspect	of	their	lives	they	were
inseparable.

‘Of	the	other	gang	members,	their	names	tell	you	perhaps	as	much	as	you	would
wish	to	know	about	them.	There	was	Frank	“Mad	Dog”	Kelly	and	Patrick
“Razors”	Maclean.	Another	was	known	as	“The	Ghost”	and	was	feared	as	much
as	any	supernatural	being.	They	were	involved	in	every	conceivable	form	of
street	crime,	robberies,	burglaries	and	protectionism.	And	yet,	at	the	same	time,
they	were	held	in	high	regard	by	many	of	the	poorer	inhabitants	of	Boston	who
seemed	unable	to	recognise	them	as	the	foul	pestilence	that	they	undoubtedly
were	to	the	community.	They	were	the	underdogs,	waging	war	on	an	uncaring
system.	I	need	hardly	point	out	to	you	that	twins	have	appeared	in	mythology
since	the	very	dawn	of	civilisation.	There	are	Romulus	and	Remus,	Apollo	and
Artemis	and	Castor	and	Pollux,	for	ever	immortalised	as	Gemini	in	the	night	sky.
Something	of	this	attached	itself	to	the	O’Donaghues.	There	was	a	belief	that
they	would	never	be	caught,	that	they	could	get	away	with	anything.

‘I	knew	nothing	about	the	Flat	Cap	Gang	–	I	had	never	even	heard	of	them	–
when	I	sent	off	the	paintings	at	Liverpool	but	somehow,	at	exactly	the	same
time,	they	were	tipped	off	that	a	large	amount	of	currency	was	about	to	be
transferred	from	the	American	Bank	Note	Company	in	New	York	to	the
Massachusetts	First	National	Bank	in	Boston	a	few	days	hence.	The	sum	in
question	was	said	to	be	one	hundred	thousand	dollars	and	it	was	travelling	on	the
Boston	and	Albany	Railroad.	Some	say	that	Rourke	was	the	brains	behind	their
operation.	Others	believe	that	Keelan	was	the	more	natural	mastermind	of	the
two.	In	any	event,	between	them	they	arrived	at	the	idea	of	holding	up	the	train
before	it	could	reach	the	city	and	making	off	with	the	cash.

‘Train	robberies	were	still	prevalent	in	the	western	frontiers	of	America,	in
California	and	Arizona,	but	for	such	a	thing	to	take	place	on	the	more	developed
eastern	seaboard	was	almost	inconceivable	and	that	is	why	the	train	left	the
Grand	Central	Terminal	in	New	York	with	only	one	armed	guard	stationed	in	the
mail	car.	The	banknotes	were	contained	in	a	safe.	And	by	some	wretched	chance,
the	paintings	were	still	in	their	crate,	travelling	in	the	same	compartment.	Our
agent,	James	Devoy,	was	travelling	in	second	class.	He	was	always	assiduous	in



his	duties	and	had	taken	a	seat	as	close	to	the	mail	car	as	possible.

‘The	Flat	Cap	Gang	had	chosen	an	area	just	outside	Pittsfield	for	the	attempted
raid.	Here,	the	track	climbed	steeply	upwards	before	crossing	the	Connecticut
River.	There	was	a	tunnel	that	ran	for	two	thousand	feet	and,	according	to
railway	regulations,	the	engineer	was	obliged	to	test	his	brakes	at	the	exit.	The
train	was	therefore	travelling	very	slowly	as	it	emerged	and	it	was	a	simple
matter	for	Rourke	and	Keelan	O’Donaghue	to	jump	down	onto	the	roof	of	one	of
the	wagons.	From	here,	they	climbed	over	the	tender	and,	to	the	astonishment	of
the	driver	and	his	brakeman,	they	suddenly	appeared	in	the	engine	cab	with	guns
drawn.

‘They	ordered	the	train	to	come	to	a	halt	in	a	forest	clearing.	They	were
surrounded	by	white	pine	trees	that	soared	up	all	around,	forming	a	natural
screen	behind	which	they	might	commit	their	crime.	Kelly,	Maclean	and	all	the
other	members	of	the	gang	were	waiting	with	horses	–	and	with	dynamite	which
they	had	stolen	from	a	construction	site.	All	of	them	were	armed.	The	train	drew
in	and	Rourke	struck	the	driver	with	the	side	of	his	revolver,	concussing	him.
Keelan,	who	had	not	uttered	a	word,	produced	some	rope	and	tied	the	brakeman
to	a	metal	stanchion.	Meanwhile,	the	rest	of	the	gang	had	boarded	the	train.
Ordering	the	passengers	to	remain	seated,	they	approached	the	mail	car	and
began	to	set	charges	around	the	door.

‘James	Devoy	had	seen	what	was	happening	and	was	in	despair	of	the
consequences.	He	must	have	guessed	that	the	robbers	were	here	for	reasons
other	than	the	Constables.	After	all,	very	few	people	knew	of	their	existence,	and
even	if	they’d	had	the	wit	or	the	education	to	recognise	the	work	of	an	old
master,	there	would	have	been	no	one	to	whom	the	paintings	could	be	sold.
While	the	other	passengers	cowered	all	around	him,	Devoy	left	his	seat	and
climbed	down,	meaning	to	plead	with	the	gang.	At	least,	I	assume	that	was	his
intention.	Before	he	could	say	a	word,	Rourke	O’Donaghue	turned	on	him	and
gunned	him	down.	Devoy	was	shot	three	times	in	the	chest	and	died	in	a	pool	of
his	own	blood.

‘Inside	the	mail	car,	the	security	guard	had	heard	the	shots	and	I	can	only
imagine	the	terror	he	must	have	felt	as	he	heard	the	gang	members	operating
outside.	Would	he	have	unlocked	the	door	if	they	had	demanded	it?	We	will
never	know.	A	moment	later,	a	huge	explosion	rent	the	air	and	the	entire	wall	of
the	carriage	was	blown	apart.	The	guard	was	killed	instantly.	The	safe	with	the



money	was	exposed.

‘A	second,	smaller	charge	sufficed	to	open	it	and	now	the	band	discovered	that
they	had	been	misinformed.	Only	two	thousand	dollars	had	been	sent	to	the
Massachusetts	First	National	Bank,	a	fortune	perhaps	to	these	vagabonds,	but
immeasurably	less	than	they	had	hoped	for	and	expected.	Even	so,	they	snatched
up	the	notes	with	whoops	and	cries	of	exaltation,	not	caring	that	they	had	left
two	men	dead	behind	them	and	unaware	that	their	explosives	had	utterly
destroyed	four	canvases	which	alone	were	worth	twenty	times	what	they	had
taken.	These,	and	the	other	works,	were	and	are	an	incalculable	loss	to	British
culture.	Even	now	I	have	to	remind	myself	that	a	young	and	dutiful	man	died
that	day,	but	I	would	be	lying	to	you	if	I	did	not	say	that,	shameful	to	admit,	I
mourn	the	loss	of	those	paintings	just	as	much.

‘My	friend,	Finch,	and	I	heard	the	news	with	horror.	At	first	we	were	led	to
believe	that	the	paintings	had	been	stolen	and	would	have	preferred	it	had	this
been	the	case,	for	at	least	the	works	would	still	have	been	appreciated	by
someone	and	there	was	always	a	chance	that	they	might	be	recovered.	But	such
an	unhappy	accident	of	timing,	wanton	vandalism	in	pursuit	of	a	handful	of
cash!	How	bitterly	we	regretted	the	route	we	had	chosen	and	blamed	ourselves
for	what	had	occurred.	There	were	also	financial	considerations.	Mr	Stillman
had	paid	a	large	deposit	for	the	paintings	but,	according	to	the	contract,	we	were
entirely	responsible	for	them	until	they	were	delivered	into	his	hands.	It	was
fortunate	that	we	were	insured	with	Lloyd’s	of	London	or	else	we	would	have
been	wiped	out,	as	eventually	I	would	have	no	choice	but	to	repay	the	money.
There	was	also	the	matter	of	James	Devoy’s	family.	I	now	learned	that	he	had	a
wife	and	a	young	child.	Someone	would	have	to	take	care	of	them.

‘It	was	for	these	reasons	that	I	resolved	to	travel	to	America	and	I	left	England
almost	at	once,	arriving	first	in	New	York.	I	met	Mrs	Devoy	and	promised	her
that	she	would	receive	some	compensation.	Her	son	was	nine	years	old	and	a
sweeter,	more	good-looking	child	would	be	hard	to	imagine.	I	then	travelled	to
Boston	and	from	there	to	Providence,	where	Cornelius	Stillman	had	built	his
summer	house.	I	have	to	say	that	even	the	many	hours	I	had	spent	in	the
company	of	the	man	had	failed	to	prepare	me	for	the	spectacle	that	met	my	eyes.
Shepherd’s	Point	was	huge,	constructed	in	the	style	of	a	French	chateau	by	the
celebrated	architect	Richard	Morris	Hunt.	The	gardens	alone	stretched	out	for
thirty	acres	and	the	interior	displayed	an	opulence	beyond	anything	I	could	have
imagined.	Stillman	himself	insisted	on	showing	me	round,	and	it	is	a	journey	I



will	never	forget.	The	magnificent	wooden	staircase	that	dominated	the	Great
Hall,	the	library	with	its	five	thousand	volumes,	the	chess	set	that	had	once
belonged	to	Frederick	the	Great,	the	chapel	with	its	ancient	organ	once	played	by
Purcell	…	by	the	time	we	reached	the	basement	with	its	swimming	pool	and
bowling	alley,	I	was	quite	exhausted.	And	as	for	the	art!	Well,	I	counted	works
by	Titian,	Rembrandt	and	Velasquez,	and	this	before	I	had	even	reached	the
drawing	room.	And	it	was	while	I	was	considering	all	this	wealth,	the	limitless
funds	on	which	my	host	must	be	able	to	draw,	that	an	idea	formed	in	my	mind.

‘Over	dinner	that	night	–	we	were	sitting	at	a	vast,	medieval	banqueting	table
and	the	food	was	carried	in	by	negro	servants	dressed	in	what	you	might	call
colonial	style	–	I	raised	the	subject	of	Mrs	Devoy	and	her	child.	Stillman	assured
me	that	even	though	they	were	not	resident	in	Boston,	he	would	alert	the	city
fathers	who	would	take	care	of	them.	Encouraged	by	this,	I	went	on	to	the	matter
of	the	Flat	Cap	Gang	and	asked	if	there	was	any	way	he	could	help	bring	them	to
justice,	the	Boston	police	having	so	far	signally	failed	to	make	any	progress.
Might	it	not	be	possible,	I	suggested,	to	offer	a	sizeable	reward	for	information
as	to	their	whereabouts	and,	at	the	same	time,	to	hire	a	private	detective	agency
to	apprehend	them	on	our	behalf.	In	this	way	we	would	avenge	the	death	of
James	Devoy	and	simultaneously	punish	them	for	the	loss	of	the	Constable
landscapes.

‘Stillman	seized	on	my	idea	with	enthusiasm.	“You’re	right,	Carstairs!”	he	cried,
bringing	his	fist	crashing	down.	“That’s	exactly	what	we’ll	do.	I’ll	show	these
bums	that	it	was	a	bad	day	that	they	chose	to	hornswoggle	Cornelius	T.
Stillman!”	This	was	not	his	usual	manner	of	speech,	but	we	had	had	between	us
finished	a	bottle	of	particularly	fine	claret	and	had	moved	on	to	the	port	and	he
was	in	a	more	than	usually	relaxed	mood.	He	even	insisted	on	funding	the	full
cost	of	the	detectives	and	the	reward	himself,	although	I	had	offered	to	make	a
contribution.	We	shook	hands	on	it	and	he	suggested	that	I	stay	with	him	while
the	arrangements	were	made,	an	invitation	I	was	glad	to	accept.	Art	has	been	my
life,	both	as	a	collector	and	as	a	dealer,	and	there	was	enough	in	Stillman’s
summer	home	to	keep	me	entranced	for	months.

‘But	in	fact,	events	took	a	swifter	course	than	that.	Mr	Stillman	contacted
Pinkerton’s	and	engaged	a	man	called	Bill	McParland.	I	was	not	invited	to	meet
him	myself	–	Stillman	was	the	sort	of	person	who	must	do	everything	alone	and
in	his	own	way.	But	I	knew	enough	of	McParland’s	reputation	to	be	sure	that	he
was	a	formidable	investigator	who	would	not	give	up	until	the	Flat	Cap	Gang



had	been	delivered	into	his	hands.	At	the	same	time,	advertisements	were	placed
in	the	Boston	Daily	Advertiser	offering	a	reward	of	$100	dollars	–	a	considerable
sum	–	for	information	leading	to	the	arrests	of	Rourke	and	Keelan	O’Donaghue
and	all	those	associated	with	them.	I	was	glad	to	see	that	Mr	Stillman	had
included	my	name	along	with	his	own	beneath	the	announcement,	even	though
the	money	was	entirely	his.

‘I	spent	the	next	few	weeks	at	Shepherd’s	Point	and	in	Boston	itself,	a
remarkably	handsome	and	fast-growing	city.	I	travelled	back	to	New	York	a	few
times	and	took	the	opportunity	to	spend	several	hours	at	the	Metropolitan
Museum	of	Art,	a	poorly	designed	building,	though	containing	a	superb
collection.	I	also	visited	Mrs	Devoy	and	her	son.	It	was	while	I	was	in	New	York
that	I	received	a	telegram	from	Stillman,	urging	me	to	return.	The	size	of	the
reward	had	achieved	its	aim.	McParland	had	been	given	a	tip-off.	The	net	was
closing	in	on	the	Flat	Cap	Gang.

‘I	returned	at	once,	taking	a	room	at	a	hotel	on	School	Street.	And	it	was	there,
in	the	evening,	that	I	heard	from	Cornelius	Stillman	what	had	occurred.

‘The	tip-off	had	come	from	the	owner	of	a	dramshop	–	which	is	what	the
Americans	call	a	saloon	–	in	the	South	End,	a	less	than	salubrious	part	of	Boston
and	one	that	was	already	home	to	a	large	number	of	Irish	immigrants.	The
O’Donaghue	twins	were	holed-up	in	a	narrow	tenement	house	close	to	the
Charles	River,	a	dark,	squalid	building	on	three	storeys	with	dozens	of	rooms
clustered	together,	no	hallways	and	just	one	privy	serving	each	floor.	Raw
sewage	ran	through	the	corridors	and	the	stench	was	only	kept	at	bay	by	the
fumes	of	charcoal,	burning	in	a	hundred	tiny	stoves.	This	hell-hole	was	filled
with	screaming	babies,	drunken	men	and	mumbling,	half-crazed	women,	but	a
rough	construction,	mainly	of	timber	with	a	few	pressed	bricks,	had	been	added
separately	at	the	back	and	this	the	twins	had	managed	to	make	their	own.	Keelan
had	one	room	to	himself.	Rourke	shared	another	with	two	of	his	men.	A	third
room	was	occupied	by	the	rest	of	the	gang.

‘The	money	they	had	stolen	from	the	train	was	already	gone,	frittered	away	on
alcohol	and	gambling.	As	the	sun	set	that	evening,	they	were	crouched	around
the	stove,	drinking	gin	and	playing	cards.	They	had	no	look-out.	None	of	the
families	would	have	dared	to	peach	on	them	and	they	were	sure	that	the	Boston
police	had	long	ago	lost	any	interest	in	the	theft	of	two	thousand	dollars.	And	so
they	were	oblivious	to	the	approach	of	McParland	who	was	closing	in	on	the



tenement,	accompanied	by	a	dozen	armed	men.

‘The	Pinkerton’s	agents	had	been	instructed	to	take	them	alive	if	they	could	for	it
was	very	much	Stillman’s	hope	that	he	would	see	them	in	a	court	of	law,	besides
which	there	were	many	innocent	people	in	close	proximity	making	an	all-out
gunfight	something	to	be	avoided	if	at	all	possible.	When	his	men	were	in
position,	McParland	took	up	the	bullhorn	he	had	brought	with	him	and	called	out
a	warning.	But	if	he	had	hoped	that	the	Flat	Cap	Gang	would	surrender	quietly,
he	was	disillusioned	a	moment	later	by	a	volley	of	shots.	The	twins	had	allowed
themselves	to	be	taken	by	surprise,	but	they	were	not	going	to	give	up	without	a
fight,	and	a	cascade	of	lead	poured	out	into	the	street,	fired	not	just	out	of
windows	but	through	holes	punched	in	the	very	walls.	Two	of	the	Pinkerton	men
were	gunned	down	and	McParland	himself	was	wounded,	but	the	others	gave	as
good	as	they	got,	emptying	their	six-shooters	directly	into	the	structure.	It	is
impossible	to	imagine	what	it	must	have	been	like	as	hundreds	of	bullets	tore
through	the	flimsy	wood.	There	was	no	protection.	There	was	nowhere	to	hide.

‘When	it	was	all	over,	they	found	five	men	lying	together	in	the	smoke-filled
interior,	their	bodies	shot	to	pieces.	One	had	escaped.	At	first	it	seemed
impossible,	but	McParland’s	informant	had	assured	him	that	the	entire	gang
would	be	assembled	in	that	place	and	during	the	gunfight	it	had	seemed	to	him
that	six	men	had	returned	their	fire.	The	room	was	examined	and	at	last	the
mystery	was	solved.	One	of	the	floorboards	was	loose.	It	was	pulled	aside	to
reveal	a	narrow	gulley,	a	drainage	ditch	which	sank	below	the	surface	of	the
ground	and	continued	all	the	way	to	the	river.	Keelan	O’Donaghue	had	escaped
by	this	means,	although	it	must	have	been	the	devil	of	a	tight	squeeze	for	the
pipe	was	barely	large	enough	to	contain	a	child,	and	certainly	none	of	the
Pinkerton’s	agents	was	willing	to	give	it	a	try.	McParland	led	some	of	his	men
down	to	the	river	but	by	now	it	was	pitch-dark	and	he	knew	any	search	would	be
fruitless.	The	Flat	Cap	Gang	was	destroyed	but	one	of	its	ringleaders	had	got
away.

‘This	was	the	outcome	that	Cornelius	Stillman	described	to	me	in	my	hotel	that
night,	but	it	is	not	by	any	means	the	end	of	the	story.

‘I	remained	in	Boston	another	week,	partly	in	the	hope	that	Keelan	O’Donaghue
might	even	now	be	found.	For	a	slight	concern	had	risen	in	my	mind.	Indeed,	it
might	have	been	there	from	the	very	start,	but	it	was	only	now	that	I	became
conscious	of	it.	It	referred	to	that	blasted	advertisement	which	I	have	already



mentioned	and	which	bore	my	name.	Stillman	had	made	public	the	fact	that	I
had	been	party	to	the	reward	and	to	the	posse	which	had	been	sent	after	the	Flat
Cap	Gang.	At	the	time	I	had	been	gratified,	thinking	only	of	my	sense	of	public
duty	and,	I	suppose,	the	honour	of	being	associated	with	the	great	man.	It	now
occurred	to	me	that	to	have	killed	one	twin	and	to	have	left	the	other	alive	might
make	me	a	target	for	revenge,	particularly	in	a	place	where	the	very	worst
criminals	could	count	on	the	support	of	so	many	friends	and	admirers.	It	was
with	a	sense	of	nervousness	that	I	now	walked	in	and	out	of	my	hotel.	I	did	not
stray	into	the	rougher	parts	of	the	city.	And	I	certainly	didn’t	go	out	at	night.

‘Keelan	O’Donaghue	was	not	captured	and	there	was	even	some	doubt	that	he
had	actually	survived.	He	could	have	been	wounded	and	died	of	blood	loss,	like
a	rat,	underground.	He	could	have	drowned.	Stillman	had	certainly	persuaded
himself	that	this	was	the	case	by	the	time	we	met	for	the	last	time,	but	then,	he
was	the	sort	of	man	who	never	liked	to	admit	failure.	I	had	booked	passage	back
to	England	on	the	SS	Catalonia,	run	by	the	Cunard	line.	I	was	sorry	not	to	be
able	to	bid	farewell	to	Mrs	Devoy	and	her	son,	but	I	did	not	have	the	time	to
return	to	New	York.	I	left	the	hotel.	And	I	remember	that	I	had	actually	reached
the	gangplank	and	was	about	to	board	the	ship	when	I	heard	the	news.	It	was
being	shouted	out	by	a	newsboy	and	there	it	was,	on	the	front	page.

‘Cornelius	Stillman	had	been	shot	dead	whilst	walking	in	the	rose	garden	of	his
home	in	Providence.	With	a	shaking	hand,	I	purchased	a	copy	of	the	newspaper
and	read	that	the	attack	had	happened	the	day	before;	that	a	young	man	wearing
a	twill	jacket,	scarf	and	flat	cap	had	been	seen	fleeing	from	the	scene.	A	manhunt
had	already	begun	and	would	spread	all	over	New	England,	for	this	was	the
murder	of	a	Boston	Brahmin	and	no	effort	could	be	spared	in	bringing	the
perpetrator	to	justice.	According	to	the	report,	Bill	McParland	was	assisting	the
police	and	there	was	a	certain	irony	in	this,	as	he	and	Stillman	had	fallen	out	in
the	days	before	Stillman’s	death.	Stillman	had	held	back	half	the	fee	that	he	had
agreed	with	the	Pinkerton	man,	arguing	that	the	job	would	not	have	been	fully
completed	until	the	last	body	had	been	recovered.	Well,	that	last	body	was	up
and	walking,	for	there	could	be	no	doubt	at	all	as	to	the	identity	of	Stillman’s
assailant.

‘I	read	the	newspaper	and	then	climbed	the	gangplank.	I	went	directly	to	my
cabin	and	remained	there	until	six	o’clock	in	the	evening	when	there	was	a
tremendous	hoot	and	the	Catalonia	lifted	its	moorings	and	slipped	out	of	port.
Only	then	did	I	return	to	the	deck	and	watch	as	Boston	disappeared	behind	me.	I



was	hugely	relieved	to	be	away.

‘That,	gentlemen,	is	the	story	of	the	lost	Constables	and	my	visit	to	America.	I	of
course	told	my	partner,	Mr	Finch,	what	had	occurred,	and	I	have	spoken	of	it
with	my	wife.	But	I	have	never	repeated	it	to	anyone	else.	It	happened	more	than
a	year	ago.	And	until	the	man	in	the	flat	cap	appeared	outside	my	house	in
Wimbledon,	I	thought	–	I	prayed	–	that	I	would	never	have	to	refer	to	it	again.’

Holmes	had	finished	his	pipe	long	before	the	art	dealer	came	to	the	end	of	his
narration,	and	had	been	listening	with	his	long	fingers	clasped	in	front	of	him
and	a	look	of	intense	concentration	on	his	face.	There	was	a	lengthy	silence.	A
coal	tumbled	and	the	fire	sparked.	The	sound	of	it	seemed	to	draw	him	out	of	his
reverie.

‘What	was	the	opera	you	intended	to	see	tonight?’	he	asked.

It	was	the	last	question	I	had	expected.	It	seemed	to	be	of	such	trivial	importance
in	the	light	of	everything	we	had	just	heard	that	I	wondered	if	he	was	being
deliberately	rude.

Edmund	Carstairs	must	have	thought	the	same.	He	started	back,	turned	to	me,
then	back	to	Holmes.	‘I	am	going	to	a	performance	of	Wagner	–	but	has	nothing
I	have	said	made	any	impression	on	you?’	he	demanded.

‘On	the	contrary,	I	found	it	of	exceedingly	great	interest	and	must	compliment
you	on	the	clarity	and	attention	to	detail	with	which	you	told	it.’

‘And	the	man	in	the	flat	cap	…’

‘You	evidently	believe	him	to	be	this	Keelan	O’Donaghue.	You	think	he	has
followed	you	to	England	in	order	to	exact	his	revenge?’

‘What	other	possible	explanation	could	there	be?’

‘Offhand,	I	could	perhaps	suggest	half	a	dozen.	It	has	always	struck	me	that	any
interpretation	of	a	series	of	events	is	possible	until	all	the	evidence	says
otherwise	and	even	then	one	should	be	wary	before	jumping	to	a	conclusion.	In
this	case,	yes,	it	might	be	that	this	young	man	has	crossed	the	Atlantic	and	found
his	way	to	your	Wimbledon	home.	However,	one	might	ask	why	it	has	taken	him
more	than	a	year	to	make	the	journey	and	what	purpose	he	had	in	inviting	you	to
a	meeting	at	the	church	of	St	Mary.	Why	not	just	shoot	you	down	where	you



stood,	if	that	was	his	intent?	Even	more	strange	is	the	fact	that	he	failed	to	turn
up.’

‘He	is	trying	to	terrorise	me.’

‘And	succeeding.’

‘Indeed.’	Carstairs	bowed	his	head.	‘Are	you	saying	that	you	cannot	help	me,	Mr
Holmes?’

‘At	this	juncture,	I	do	not	see	that	there	is	a	great	deal	I	can	do.	Whoever	he	may
be,	your	unwanted	visitor	has	given	us	no	clue	as	to	how	we	may	find	him.	If,	on
the	other	hand,	he	should	reappear,	then	I	will	be	pleased	to	give	you	what
assistance	I	can.	But	there	is	one	last	thing	I	can	tell	you,	Mr	Carstairs.	You	can
enjoy	your	opera	in	a	tranquil	state	of	mind.	I	do	not	believe	he	intends	to	do	you
harm.’

But	Holmes	was	wrong.	At	least,	that	was	how	it	appeared	the	very	next	day.	For
it	was	then	that	the	man	in	the	flat	cap	struck	again.

	



THREE

At	Ridgeway	Hall

The	telegram	arrived	the	next	morning,	while	we	were	sitting	together	at
breakfast.

O’DONAGHUE	CAME	AGAIN	LAST	NIGHT.	MY	SAFE	BROKEN
INTO	AND	POLICE	NOW	SUMMONED.	CAN	YOU	COME?

It	was	signed,	Edmund	Carstairs.

‘So	what	do	you	make	of	that,	Watson?’	Holmes	asked,	tossing	the	paper	down
onto	the	table.

‘He	has	returned	sooner,	perhaps,	than	you	had	thought,’	I	said.

‘Not	at	all.	I	was	anticipating	something	very	much	like	this.	From	the	start,	it
occurred	to	me	that	the	so-called	man	in	the	flat	cap	was	more	interested	in
Ridgeway	Hall	than	its	owner.’

‘You	expected	a	burglary?’	I	stammered.	‘But,	Holmes,	why	did	you	not	give	Mr
Carstairs	a	warning?	At	the	very	least	you	might	have	suggested	the	possibility.’

‘You	heard	what	I	said,	Watson.	With	no	further	evidence,	there	was	nothing	I
could	hope	to	achieve.	But	now	our	unwanted	visitor	has	most	generously
decided	to	assist	us.	He	has	quite	probably	forced	a	window.	He	will	have
walked	across	the	lawn,	stood	in	a	flower	bed	and	left	muddy	tracks	across	the
carpet.	From	this	we	will	learn,	at	the	very	least,	his	height,	his	weight,	his
profession	and	any	peculiarities	he	may	have	in	his	gait.	He	may	have	been	so
kind	as	to	drop	some	item	or	leave	something	behind.	If	he	has	taken	jewellery,	it
will	have	to	be	disposed	of.	If	it	was	money,	that	too	may	make	itself	known.	At
least	now	he	will	have	laid	a	track	that	we	can	follow.	Can	I	trouble	you	to	pass



the	marmalade?	There	are	plenty	of	trains	to	Wimbledon.	I	take	it	you	will	join
me?’

‘Of	course,	Holmes.	I	would	like	nothing	better.’

‘Excellent.	I	sometimes	wonder	how	I	will	be	able	to	find	the	energy	or	the	will
to	undertake	another	investigation	if	I	am	not	assured	that	the	general	public	will
be	able	to	read	every	detail	of	it	in	due	course.’

I	had	grown	accustomed	to	such	ribaldry	and	took	it	to	be	an	indication	of	my
friend’s	good	humour,	so	did	not	respond.	A	short	while	later,	when	Holmes	had
finished	smoking	his	morning	pipe,	we	put	on	our	coats	and	left	the	house.	The
distance	to	Wimbledon	was	not	great,	but	it	was	close	to	eleven	o’clock	when	we
arrived	and	I	wondered	if	Mr	Carstairs	might	not	have	given	up	on	us	altogether.

My	first	impression	of	Ridgeway	Hall	was	that	it	was	a	perfect	jewel	box	of	a
house	and	one	well	suited	to	a	collector	of	fine	art	who	would	surely	display
many	priceless	things	inside.	Two	gates,	one	on	each	side,	opened	from	the
public	lane	with	a	gravel	drive,	shaped	like	a	horseshoe,	sweeping	round	a	well-
manicured	lawn	and	up	to	the	front	door.	The	gates	were	framed	by	ornate
pilasters,	each	one	surmounted	by	a	stone	lion	with	a	paw	raised	as	if	warning
visitors	to	stop	and	consider	before	deciding	to	enter.	A	low	wall	ran	between	the
two.	The	house	itself	was	set	some	distance	back.	It	was	what	I	would	have
termed	a	villa,	built	in	the	classic	Georgian	style,	white	and	perfectly	square,
with	elegant	windows	placed	symmetrically	on	either	side	of	the	front	entrance.
This	symmetry	even	extended	to	the	trees,	of	which	there	were	many	fine
specimens	but	which	had	been	planted	so	that	one	side	of	the	garden	almost
formed	a	mirror	image	of	the	other.	And	yet,	at	the	very	last	moment	it	had	all
been	spoiled	by	an	Italian	fountain	which,	though	beautiful	in	itself,	with	cupids
and	dolphins	playing	in	the	stone	and	the	sunlight	sparkling	off	a	thin	veneer	of
ice,	had	nonetheless	been	positioned	slightly	out	of	kilter.	It	was	quite	impossible
to	see	it	without	wishing	to	pick	it	up	and	carry	it	two	or	three	yards	to	the	left.

It	turned	out	that	the	police	had	come	and	gone.	The	door	was	opened	by	a
manservant,	smartly	dressed	and	grim-faced.	He	led	us	along	a	wide	corridor
with	rooms	leading	off	on	both	sides,	the	walls	hung	with	paintings	and
engravings,	antique	mirrors	and	tapestries.	A	sculpture	showing	a	shepherd	boy
leaning	on	his	staff	stood	on	a	little	table	with	curved	legs.	An	elegant	longcase
clock,	white	and	gold,	stood	at	the	far	end,	the	gentle	sound	of	its	ticking
echoing	through	the	house.	We	were	shown	into	the	drawing	room	where



Carstairs	was	sitting	on	a	chaise	longue,	talking	to	a	woman	a	few	years	younger
than	himself.	He	was	wearing	a	black	frock	coat,	silver-coloured	waistcoast	and
patent	leather	shoes.	His	long	hair	was	neatly	combed	back.	To	look	at	him,	one
might	think	he	had	just	lost	a	hand	at	bridge.	It	was	hard	to	believe	that	anything
more	untoward	had	occurred.	However,	he	sprang	to	his	feet	the	moment	he	saw
us.

‘So!	You	have	come!	You	told	me	yesterday	that	I	had	no	reason	to	fear	the	man
whom	I	believe	to	be	Keelan	O’Donaghue.	And	yet	last	night	he	broke	into	this
house.	He	has	taken	fifty	pounds	and	jewellery	from	my	safe.	But	for	the	fact
that	my	wife	is	a	light	sleeper	and	actually	surprised	him	in	the	middle	of	his
larceny,	who	knows	what	he	might	have	done	next?’

I	turned	my	attention	to	the	lady	who	had	been	sitting	beside	him.	She	was	a
small,	very	attractive	person	of	about	thirty	years	of	age,	and	she	impressed	me
at	once	with	her	bright,	intelligent	face	and	her	confident	demeanour.	She	had
fair	hair,	drawn	back	and	tied	in	a	knot;	a	style	that	seemed	designed	to
accenuate	the	elegance	and	femininity	of	her	features.	Despite	the	alarms	of	the
morning	I	guessed	that	she	had	a	quick	sense	of	humour,	for	it	was	there	in	her
eyes,	which	were	a	strange	shade	between	green	and	blue,	and	her	lips,	which
were	constantly	on	the	edge	of	a	smile.	Her	cheeks	were	lightly	freckled.	She
was	wearing	a	simple	dress	with	long	sleeves,	untrimmed	and	unbraided.	A
necklace	of	pearls	hung	around	her	neck.	There	was	something	about	her	that
reminded	me,	almost	at	once,	of	my	own,	dear	Mary.	Even	before	she	had
spoken,	I	was	sure	that	she	would	have	the	same	disposition;	a	natural
independence	and	yet	a	keen	sense	of	duty	to	the	man	whom	she	had	chosen	to
marry.

‘Perhaps	you	should	begin	by	introducing	us,’	Holmes	remarked.

‘Of	course.	This	is	my	wife,	Catherine.’

‘And	you	must	be	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes.	I	am	very	grateful	to	you	for	replying	so
quickly	to	our	telegram.	I	told	Edmund	to	send	it.	I	said	you	would	come.’

‘I	understand	that	you	have	had	a	very	unsettling	experience,’	Holmes	said.

‘Indeed	so.	It	is	as	my	husband	told	you.	I	was	woken	up	last	night	and	saw	from
the	clock	that	it	was	twenty	past	three.	There	was	a	full	moon	shining	through
the	window.	I	thought	at	first	that	it	must	have	been	a	bird	or	an	owl	that	had
disturbed	me,	but	then	I	heard	another	sound,	coming	from	inside	the	house,	and



I	knew	that	I	was	wrong.	I	rose	from	my	bed,	drew	on	a	dressing	gown	and	went
downstairs.’

‘It	was	a	foolish	thing	to	do,	my	dear,’	Carstairs	remarked.	‘You	could	have	been
hurt.’

‘I	didn’t	consider	myself	to	be	in	any	danger.	To	be	honest,	it	didn’t	even	occur
to	me	that	there	might	be	a	stranger	in	the	house.	I	thought	it	might	be	Mr	or	Mrs
Kirby	–	or	even	Patrick.	You	know	I	don’t	completely	trust	that	boy.	Anyway,	I
looked	briefly	in	the	drawing	room.	Nothing	had	been	disturbed.	Then,	for	some
reason,	I	was	drawn	to	the	study.’

‘You	had	no	light	with	you?’	Holmes	asked.

‘No.	The	moon	was	enough.	I	opened	the	door	and	there	was	a	figure,	a
silhouette	perched	on	the	window	sill,	holding	something	in	his	hand.	He	saw
me	and	the	two	of	us	froze,	facing	each	other	across	the	carpet.	At	first,	I	didn’t
scream.	I	was	too	shocked.	Then	it	was	as	if	he	simply	fell	backwards	through
the	window,	dropping	down	on	to	the	grass,	and	at	that	very	moment	I	was
released	from	my	spell.	I	called	out	and	raised	the	alarm.’

‘We	will	examine	the	safe	and	the	study	momentarily,’	Holmes	said.	‘But	before
we	do	so,	Mrs	Carstairs	I	can	tell	from	your	accent	that	you	are	American.	Have
you	been	married	long?’

‘Edmund	and	I	have	been	married	for	almost	a	year	and	a	half.’

‘I	should	have	explained	to	you	how	I	met	Catherine,’	Carstairs	said.	‘For	it	is
very	much	connected	with	the	narrative	that	I	related	yesterday.	The	only	reason
that	I	chose	not	to	do	so	was	because	I	thought	it	had	no	relevance.’

‘Everything	has	a	relevance,’	remarked	Holmes.	‘I	have	often	found	that	the
most	immaterial	aspect	of	a	case	can	be	at	the	same	time	its	most	significant.’

‘We	met	on	the	Catalonia	the	very	day	that	it	left	Boston,’	Catherine	Carstairs
said.	She	reached	out	and	took	her	husband’s	hand.	‘I	was	travelling	alone,	apart,
of	course,	from	a	girl	whom	I	had	employed	to	be	my	companion.	I	saw	Edmund
as	he	came	on	board	and	I	knew	at	once	that	something	dreadful	had	happened.
It	was	obvious	from	his	face,	from	the	fear	in	his	eyes.	We	passed	each	other	on
the	deck	that	evening.	Both	of	us	were	single.	And	by	a	stroke	of	good	fortune
we	found	ourselves	seated	next	to	each	other	at	dinner.’

‘I	do	not	know	how	I	would	have	lasted	the	crossing	if	it	had	not	been	for



Catherine.’	Carstairs	continued	the	tale.	‘I	have	always	been	of	a	nervous
disposition	and	the	loss	of	the	paintings,	the	death	of	Cornelius	Stillman,	the
terrible	violence	…	it	had	all	been	too	much	for	me.	I	was	quite	unwell,	in	a
fever.	But	from	the	very	first	Catherine	looked	after	me	and	I	found	my	feelings
towards	her	growing	even	as	the	coast	of	America	slipped	away	behind	me.	I
have	to	say	that	I	have	always	sneered	at	the	concept	of	“love	at	first	sight”,	Mr
Holmes.	It	is	something	I	may	have	read	in	yellow-back	novels	but	which	I	have
never	believed.	Nonetheless,	that	is	what	occurred.	By	the	time	we	arrived	in
England,	I	knew	that	I	had	found	the	woman	with	whom	I	wished	to	spend	the
rest	of	my	life.’

‘And	what,	may	I	ask,	was	the	reason	for	your	visit	to	England?’	Holmes	asked,
turning	to	the	wife.

‘I	was	married	briefly	in	Chicago,	Mr	Holmes.	My	husband	worked	in	real
estate,	and	although	in	business	he	was	well	respected	in	the	community,	and	a
regular	churchgoer,	he	was	never	kind	to	me.	He	had	a	dreadful	temper	and	there
were	times	when	I	even	feared	for	my	safety.	I	had	few	friends	and	he	did
everything	in	his	power	to	keep	it	that	way.	In	the	last	months	of	our	marriage	he
actually	confined	me	to	the	house,	afraid	perhaps	that	I	might	speak	out	against
him.	But	then,	quite	suddenly,	he	became	ill	with	tuberculosis	and	died.	Sadly,
his	house	and	much	of	his	wealth	went	to	his	two	sisters.	I	was	left	with	little
money,	no	friends	and	no	reason	to	wish	to	stay	in	America.	And	so	I	left.	I	was
coming	to	England	for	a	new	start.’	She	glanced	down	and	added,	with	a	look	of
humility,	‘I	had	not	expected	to	come	across	it	so	soon,	nor	to	find	the	happiness
that	had	for	so	long	been	missing	from	my	life.’

‘You	mentioned	a	travelling	companion	who	was	with	you	on	the	Catalonia,’
Holmes	remarked.

‘I	hired	her	in	Boston.	I	had	never	met	her	before	–	and	she	left	my	employ	soon
after	we	arrived.’

Outside,	in	the	corridor,	the	clock	chimed	the	hour.	Holmes	sprang	to	his	feet
with	a	smile	on	his	face	and	that	sense	of	energy	and	excitement	that	I	knew	so
well.	‘We	must	waste	no	further	time!’	he	exclaimed.	‘I	wish	to	examine	the	safe
and	the	room	in	which	it	is	contained.	Fifty	pounds	has	been	taken,	you	say.	Not
a	very	large	sum	of	money,	all	things	considered.	Let	us	see	what,	if	anything,
the	thief	has	left	behind.’



But	before	we	could	make	a	move,	another	woman	came	into	the	room	and	I	saw
at	once	that,	though	part	of	the	household,	she	was	as	different	from	Catherine
Carstairs	as	could	be	imagined.	She	was	plain	and	unsmiling,	dressed	in	grey,
with	dark	hair	tightly	bound	at	the	back	of	her	neck.	She	wore	a	silver	cross	and
her	hands	were	knotted	together	as	if	in	prayer.	From	her	dark	eyes,	her	pale	skin
and	the	shape	of	her	lips,	I	surmised	that	she	must	be	related	to	Carstairs.	She
had	none	of	his	theatricality	but	was	more	like	the	prompter,	for	ever	cast	into
the	shadows,	waiting	for	him	to	forget	his	lines.

‘What	now?’	she	demanded.	‘First	I	am	disturbed	in	my	room	by	police	officers
asking	absurd	questions	to	which	I	cannot	possibly	know	the	replies.	And	that	is
not	enough?	Are	we	to	invite	the	whole	world	in	to	invade	our	privacy?’

‘This	is	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes,	Eliza,’	Carstairs	stammered.	‘I	told	you	that	I
consulted	with	him	yesterday.’

‘And	much	good	did	it	do	you.	There	was	nothing	he	could	do;	that	was	what	he
told	you.	A	fine	consultation,	Edmund,	I	am	sure.	We	could	all	of	us	have	been
murdered	in	our	beds.’

Carstairs	glanced	at	her	fondly	but	at	the	same	time	with	exasperation.	‘This	is
my	sister,	Eliza,’	he	said.

‘You	reside	in	this	house?’	Holmes	asked	her.

‘I	am	tolerated,	yes,’	replied	the	sister.	‘I	have	an	attic	room	where	I	keep	myself
to	myself	and	everyone	seems	to	prefer	it	that	way.	I	reside	here,	but	I	am	not
part	of	this	family.	You	might	as	well	speak	to	the	servants	as	to	me.’

‘You	know	that’s	not	fair,	Eliza,’	Mrs	Carstairs	said.

Holmes	turned	to	Carstairs.	‘Perhaps	you	might	tell	me	how	many	people	there
are	in	the	house.’

‘Apart	from	myself	and	Catherine,	Eliza	does	indeed	occupy	the	top	floor.	We
have	Kirby,	who	is	our	footman	and	man-of-all-work.	It	was	he	who	showed	you
in.	His	wife	acts	as	our	housekeeper	and	the	two	of	them	reside	downstairs.	They
have	a	young	nephew,	Patrick,	who	came	to	us	recently	from	Ireland	and	who
acts	as	the	kitchen	boy	and	runs	errands,	and	there	is	a	scullery	maid,	Elsie.	In
addition,	we	have	a	coachman	and	groom	but	they	live	in	the	village.’

‘A	large	household	and	a	busy	one,’	Holmes	remarked.	‘But	we	were	about	to
examine	the	safe.’



Eliza	Carstairs	remained	where	she	was.	The	rest	of	us	went	out	of	the	living
room,	down	the	corridor	and	into	Carstairs’s	study,	which	was	at	the	very	back
of	the	house	with	a	view	of	the	garden	and,	in	the	distance,	an	ornamental	pond.
This	turned	out	to	be	a	comfortable,	well-appointed	room	with	a	desk	framed	by
two	windows,	velvet	curtains,	a	handsome	fireplace	and	some	landscapes	which,
from	their	bright	colours	and	the	almost	haphazard	way	the	paint	had	been
applied,	I	knew	must	belong	to	the	impressionist	school	of	which	Carstairs	had
spoken.	The	safe,	a	solid	enough	affair,	was	tucked	away	in	one	corner.	It	was
still	open.

‘Is	this	how	you	found	it?’	asked	Holmes.

‘The	police	have	examined	it,’	Carstairs	replied.	‘But	I	felt	it	best	to	leave	it	open
until	you	arrived.’

‘You	were	right,’	Holmes	said.	He	glanced	at	the	safe.	‘The	lock	does	not	appear
to	have	been	forced	which	would	suggest	that	a	key	has	been	used,’	he	remarked.

‘There	was	only	one	key	and	I	keep	it	with	me	all	the	time,’	Carstairs	returned.
‘Although	I	asked	Kirby	to	make	a	copy	of	it	some	six	months	ago.	Catherine
keeps	her	jewellery	in	the	safe	and	when	I	am	away	–	for	I	still	travel	to	auctions
all	over	the	country	and	sometimes	to	Europe	–	she	felt	she	should	have	a	key	of
her	own.’

Mrs	Carstairs	had	followed	us	into	the	room	and	was	standing	by	the	desk.	She
brought	her	hands	together.	‘I	lost	it,’	she	said.

‘When	was	that?’

‘I	cannot	really	say,	Mr	Holmes.	It	may	have	been	a	month	ago,	it	may	have
been	longer.	Edmund	and	I	have	been	through	this.	I	wanted	to	open	the	safe	a
few	weeks	ago	and	could	not	find	it.	The	last	time	I	used	it	was	on	my	birthday,
which	is	in	August.	I	have	no	idea	what	happened	to	it	after	that.	I	am	not
normally	so	careless.’

‘Could	it	have	been	stolen?’

‘I	kept	it	in	a	drawer	beside	my	bed	and	nobody	comes	into	the	room	apart	from
the	servants.	As	far	as	I	know,	the	key	never	left	this	house.’

Holmes	turned	to	Carstairs.	‘You	did	not	replace	the	safe.’

‘It	was	always	in	my	mind	to	do	so.	But	it	occurred	to	me	that	if	the	key	had



somehow	been	dropped	in	the	garden	or	even	in	the	village,	nobody	could
possibly	know	what	it	opened.	If,	as	seemed	more	likely,	it	were	somewhere
amongst	my	wife’s	possessions,	then	it	was	unlikely	to	fall	into	the	wrong	hands.
Anyway,	we	cannot	be	sure	that	it	was	my	wife’s	key	which	was	used	to	open
the	safe.	Kirby	could	have	had	a	second	copy	made.’

‘How	long	has	he	been	with	you?’

‘Six	years.’

‘You	have	had	no	cause	to	complain	about	him?’

‘None	whatsoever.’

‘And	what	of	this	kitchen	boy,	Patrick?	Your	wife	says	she	mistrusts	him.’

‘My	wife	dislikes	him	because	he	is	insolent	and	can	be	a	little	sly.	He	has	been
with	us	for	only	a	few	months	and	we	only	took	him	on	at	the	behest	of	Mrs
Kirby,	who	asked	us	to	help	him	find	employment.	She	will	vouch	for	him,	and	I
have	no	reason	to	think	him	dishonest.’

Holmes	had	taken	out	his	glass	and	examined	the	safe,	paying	particular
attention	to	the	lock.	‘You	say	that	some	jewellery	was	stolen,’	he	said.	‘Was	it
your	wife’s?’

‘No.	As	a	matter	of	fact	it	was	a	sapphire	necklace	belonging	to	my	late	mother.
Three	clusters	of	sapphires	in	a	gold	setting.	I	imagine	it	would	have	little
financial	value	to	the	thief	but	it	had	great	sentimental	value	to	me.	She	lived
with	us	here	until	a	few	months	ago	until	…’	He	broke	off	and	his	wife	went
over	to	him,	laying	a	hand	on	his	arm.	‘There	was	an	accident,	Mr	Holmes.	She
had	a	gas	fire	in	her	bedroom.	Somehow	the	flame	blew	out	and	she	was
asphyxiated	in	her	sleep.’

‘She	was	very	elderly?’

‘She	was	sixty-nine.	She	always	slept	with	the	window	closed,	even	in	the
summer.	Otherwise	she	might	have	been	saved.’

Holmes	left	the	safe	and	went	over	to	the	window.	I	joined	him	there	as	he
examined	the	sill,	the	sashes	and	the	frame.	As	was	his	habit,	he	spoke	his
observations	aloud	–	not	necessarily	for	my	benefit.	‘No	shutters,’	he	began.
‘The	window	is	snibbed	and	some	distance	from	the	ground.	It	has	evidently
been	forced	from	the	outside.	The	wood	is	splintered,	which	may	explain	the



sound	that	Mrs	Carstairs	heard.’	He	seemed	to	be	making	a	calculation.	‘I	would
like,	if	I	may,	to	speak	to	your	man,	Kirby.	And	after	that	I	will	walk	in	the
garden,	although	I	imagine	the	local	police	will	have	trampled	over	anything	that
might	have	furnished	me	with	any	clue	as	to	what	has	taken	place.	Did	they	give
you	any	idea	of	their	line	of	investigation?’

‘Inspector	Lestrade	returned	and	spoke	to	us	shortly	before	you	arrived.’

‘What?	Lestrade?	He	was	here?’

‘Yes.	And	whatever	opinion	you	may	have	of	him,	Mr	Holmes,	he	struck	me	as
being	both	thorough	and	efficient.	He	had	already	ascertained	that	a	man	with	an
American	accent	took	the	first	train	from	Wimbledon	to	London	Bridge	at	five
o’clock	this	morning.	From	the	way	he	was	dressed	and	the	scar	on	his	right
cheek,	we	are	certain	that	it	is	the	same	man	that	I	saw	outside	my	house.’

‘I	can	assure	you	that	if	Lestrade	is	involved,	you	can	be	quite	certain	that	he
will	come	to	a	conclusion	very	quickly,	even	if	it	is	completely	the	wrong	one!
Good	day,	Mr	Carstairs.	A	pleasure	to	meet	you,	Mrs	Carstairs.	Come,	Watson
…’

We	retraced	our	footsteps	down	the	corridor	to	the	front	door	where	Kirby	was
already	waiting	for	us.	He	had	seemed	barely	welcoming	on	our	arrival	but	it
may	have	been	that	he	saw	us	as	an	impediment	to	the	smooth	running	of	the
house.	He	still	appeared	square-jawed,	with	a	hatchet	face,	a	man	unwilling	to
speak	more	words	than	were	truly	necessary,	but	at	least	he	was	a	little	more
amenable	as	he	answered	Holmes’s	questions.	He	confirmed	that	he	had	been	at
Ridgeway	Hall	for	six	years.	He	was	from	Barnstaple	originally,	his	wife	from
Dublin.	Holmes	asked	him	if	the	house	had	changed	very	much	during	his	time
there.

‘Oh	yes,	sir,’	came	the	reply.	‘Old	Mrs	Carstairs	was	very	fixed	in	her	ways.	She
would	certainly	let	you	know	if	there	was	anything	that	was	not	to	her	liking.
The	new	Mrs	Carstairs	could	not	be	more	different.	She	has	a	very	cheerful
disposition.	My	wife	considers	her	a	breath	of	fresh	air.’

‘You	were	glad	that	Mr	Carstairs	married?’

‘We	were	delighted,	sir,	as	well	as	surprised.’

‘Surprised?’

‘I	wouldn’t	wish	to	speak	out	of	turn,	sir,	but	Mr	Carstairs	had	formerly	shown



no	interest	in	such	matters,	being	devoted	to	his	family	and	to	his	work.	Mrs
Carstairs	rather	burst	in	on	the	scene	but	we	are	all	agreed	that	the	house	has
been	better	for	it.’

‘You	were	present	when	old	Mrs	Carstairs	died?’

‘Indeed	I	was,	sir.	In	part	I	blame	myself.	The	lady	had	a	great	fear	of	draughts,
as	a	result	of	which	I	had	–	at	her	insistence	–	stopped	up	every	crevice	by	which
air	might	enter	the	room.	The	gas,	therefore,	had	no	way	of	escaping.	It	was	the
maid,	Elsie,	who	discovered	her	in	the	morning.	By	then	the	room	was	filled
with	fumes	–	a	truly	dreadful	business.’

‘Was	the	kitchen	boy,	Patrick,	in	the	house	at	the	time?’

‘Patrick	had	arrived	just	one	week	before.	It	was	an	inauspicious	start,	sir.’

‘He	is	your	nephew,	I	understand.’

‘On	my	wife’s	side,	yes,	sir.’

‘From	Dublin?’

‘Indeed.	Patrick	has	not	found	it	easy,	being	in	service.	We	had	hoped	to	give
him	a	good	start	in	life	but	he	has	yet	to	learn	the	correct	attitude	for	one
befitting	his	station,	particularly	in	the	way	he	addresses	the	master	of	the	house.
It	may	well	be,	though,	that	the	early	calamity	of	which	we	have	spoken	and	the
disruption	that	followed	may	in	some	way	be	responsible.	He	is	not	such	a	bad
young	man	and	I	hope	that	in	time	he	will	prosper.’

‘Thank	you,	Kirby.’

‘My	pleasure,	sir.	I	have	your	coat	and	your	gloves	…’

Out	in	the	garden,	Holmes	showed	himself	to	be	in	an	unusually	jaunty	mood.
He	strode	across	the	lawn,	inhaling	the	afternoon	air	and	rejoicing	in	this	brief
escape	from	the	city,	for	none	of	the	fogs	of	Baker	Street	had	followed	us	here.
At	this	time,	there	were	parts	of	Wimbledon	which	were	still	very	much	akin	to
being	in	the	country.	We	could	see	sheep	huddled	together	on	a	hillside	beside	a
grove	of	ancient	oaks.	There	were	but	a	few	houses	dotted	around	us	and	we
were	both	struck	by	the	tranquillity	of	the	landscape	and	the	strange	quality	of
the	light	which	seemed	to	throw	everything	into	sharp	focus.	‘This	is	a	wholly
remarkable	case,	do	you	not	think?’	he	exclaimed,	as	we	made	our	way	towards
the	lane.



‘It	strikes	me	as	quite	trivial,’	I	replied.	‘The	sum	of	fifty	pounds	has	been	taken
along	with	an	antique	necklace.	I	can’t	call	this	the	most	testing	of	your
challenges,	Holmes.’

‘I	find	the	necklace	particularly	fascinating,	given	everything	we	have	heard
about	this	household.	You	have	already	arrived,	then,	at	the	solution?’

‘I	would	suppose	that	it	all	hinges	on	whether	the	unwanted	visitor	to	this	house
was	indeed	the	twin	brother	from	Boston.’

‘And	if	I	were	to	assure	you	that	he	was	almost	certainly	not?’

‘Then	I	would	say	that,	not	for	the	first	time,	you	are	being	thoroughly
perplexing.’

‘Dear	old	Watson.	How	good	it	is	to	have	you	at	my	side.	But	I	think	this	is
where	the	intruder	arrived	last	night	…’	We	had	come	to	the	bottom	of	the
garden	where	the	drive	met	the	lane,	with	the	village	green	on	the	other	side.	The
continuing	cold	weather	and	the	well-tended	lawn	had	together	created	a	perfect
canvas	on	which	all	the	comings	and	goings	of	the	preceding	twenty-four	hours
had	been,	in	effect,	frozen.	‘There,	if	I	am	not	mistaken,	goes	the	thorough	and
efficient	Lestrade.’	There	were	footprints	all	around,	but	Holmes	had	pointed	to
one	set	in	particular.

‘You	cannot	possibly	know	they	are	his.’

‘No?	The	length	of	the	stride	would	suggest	a	man	of	about	five	foot	six	inches
in	height,	the	same	as	Lestrade.	He	was	wearing	square-toed	boots,	such	as	I
have	often	seen	on	Lestrade’s	feet.	But	the	most	damning	evidence	is	that	they
are	heading	in	quite	the	wrong	direction,	missing	everything	of	importance	–	and
who	else	could	that	be	but	Lestrade?	He	has,	you	will	see,	entered	and	left	by	the
gate	on	the	right.	It	is	a	perfectly	natural	choice	for,	on	approaching	the	house,	it
is	the	first	gate	that	you	come	to.	The	intruder,	however,	surely	came	in	the	other
way.’

‘Both	gates	seem	identical	to	me,	Holmes.’

‘The	gates	are	indeed	identical,	but	the	one	to	the	left	is	less	conspicuous	due	to
the	position	of	the	fountain.	If	you	were	to	approach	the	house	without	wishing
to	be	seen,	this	is	the	one	you	would	choose	and	as	you	will	observe,	we	have
only	one	set	of	footprints	here	with	which	to	concern	ourselves.	Halloa!	What
have	we	here?’	Holmes	crouched	down	and	seized	hold	of	the	butt	of	a	cigarette



which	he	showed	to	me.	‘An	American	cigarette,	Watson.	There	is	no	mistaking
the	tobacco.	You	will	notice	that	there	is	no	ash	in	this	immediate	area.’

‘The	stub	of	a	cigarette	but	no	ash?’

‘Meaning	that	although	he	was	careful	not	to	be	seen,	he	did	not	linger	long.	Do
you	not	find	that	significant?’

‘It	was	the	middle	of	the	night,	Holmes.	He	could	see	that	the	house	was	in
darkness.	He	had	no	fear	of	being	noticed.’

‘Even	so	…’	We	followed	the	tracks	across	the	lawn	and	round	the	side	of	the
house	to	the	study.	‘He	was	walking	at	a	steady	pace.	He	could	have	paused	at
the	fountain	to	make	sure	that	he	was	safe	but	he	chose	not	to.’	Holmes
examined	the	window	that	we	had	already	examined	from	within.	‘He	must	have
been	a	man	of	uncommon	strength.’

‘The	window	would	not	have	been	so	difficult	to	force.’

‘Indeed	not,	Watson.	But	consider	the	height	of	it.	You	can	see	where	he	jumped
down	when	he	was	finished.	He	has	left	two	deep	imprints	in	the	grass.	But	there
is	no	sign	of	a	ladder,	nor	even	a	garden	chair.	It	is	just	possible	that	he	could
have	found	a	toehold	on	the	wall.	The	mortar	is	loose	and	some	of	the	edges	are
exposed.	But	he	would	still	have	had	to	use	one	hand	to	cling	to	the	sill	while	he
jemmied	open	the	window	with	the	other.	We	must	also	ask	ourselves	if	it	was	a
coincidence	that	he	chose	to	break	into	the	very	room	in	which	the	safe	was
contained.’

‘Surely	he	came	round	the	back	of	the	house	because	it	was	more	secluded	and
there	was	less	chance	of	his	being	seen?	He	then	chose	a	window	at	random.’

‘In	which	instance	he	was	remarkably	fortunate.’	Holmes	had	concluded	his
examination.	‘But	it	is	exactly	as	I	hoped,	Watson,’	he	went	on.	‘A	necklace	with
three	clusters	of	sapphires	in	a	gold	setting	should	not	be	hard	to	trace,	and	that
should	lead	us	directly	to	our	man.	Lestrade	has	at	least	confirmed	that	he	took
the	train	to	London	Bridge.	We	must	do	the	same.	The	station	is	not	far	and	it’s	a
pleasant	day.	We	can	walk.’

We	made	our	way	across	the	front	of	the	house,	following	the	drive.	But	before
we	could	reach	the	lane,	the	front	door	of	Ridgeway	Hall	opened	and	a	woman
hurried	out,	stopping	in	front	of	us.	It	was	Eliza	Carstairs,	the	art	dealer’s	sister.
She	had	drawn	a	shawl	across	her	shoulders,	which	she	clutched	to	her	chest,



and	it	was	clear	from	her	features,	her	staring	eyes	and	the	wisps	of	dark	hair
that	flew	around	her	forehead,	that	she	was	in	a	state	of	consternation.

‘Mr	Holmes!’	she	cried.

‘Miss	Carstairs.’

‘I	was	rude	to	you	inside	and	for	that	you	must	forgive	me.	But	I	must	tell	you
now	that	nothing	is	as	it	seems	and	that	unless	you	help	us,	unless	you	can	lift
the	curse	that	has	fallen	on	this	place,	we	are	doomed.’

‘I	beg	of	you,	Miss	Carstairs,	to	compose	yourself.’

‘She	is	the	cause	of	all	this!’	The	sister	flung	an	accusatory	finger	in	the	direction
of	the	house.	‘Catherine	Marryat	–	for	that	was	her	name	by	her	first	marriage.
She	came	upon	Edmund	when	he	was	at	his	lowest	ebb.	He	has	always	had	a
sensitive	nature,	even	as	a	boy,	and	it	was	inevitable	that	his	nerves	would	be
unable	to	stand	up	to	the	ordeal	he	had	been	through	in	Boston.	He	was
exhausted,	infirm	and	–	yes,	in	need	of	someone	to	take	care	of	him.	And	so	she
threw	herself	at	him.	What	right	did	she	have,	an	American	nobody	with	barely
any	money	to	her	name?	Out	at	sea,	with	days	on	board	that	ship,	she	spun	a	web
around	him	so	that	when	he	returned	home,	it	was	too	late.	We	could	not
dissuade	him.’

‘You	would	have	looked	after	him	yourself.’

‘I	love	him	as	only	a	sister	can.	My	mother	too.	And	do	not	believe	for	a	single
minute	that	she	died	as	a	result	of	an	accident.	We	are	a	respectable	family,	Mr
Holmes.	My	father	was	a	printseller	who	came	to	London	from	Manchester	and
it	was	he	who	opened	the	picture-dealership	in	Albemarle	Street.	Alas,	he	died
when	we	were	quite	young	and	since	then	the	three	of	us	have	lived	together	in
perfect	harmony.	When	Edmund	announced	his	determination	to	ally	himself
with	Mrs	Marryat,	when	he	argued	with	us	and	refused	to	listen	to	reason,	it
broke	my	mother’s	heart.	Of	course	we	would	have	liked	to	see	Edmund
married.	His	happiness	was	all	that	mattered	to	us	in	the	world.	But	how	could
he	marry	her?	A	foreign	adventuress	we	had	never	met	and	who,	from	the	start,
was	clearly	interested	only	in	his	wealth	and	position,	in	the	comfort	and
protection	he	could	give	her.	My	mother	killed	herself,	Mr	Holmes.	She	could
not	live	with	the	shame	and	the	unhappiness	of	this	accursed	marriage	and	so,
six	months	after	the	wedding	day,	she	turned	on	the	gas	tap	and	lay	on	her	bed
until	the	fumes	had	done	their	work	and	the	kindness	of	oblivion	had	taken	her



from	us.’

‘Did	your	mother	communicate	her	intentions	to	you?’	Holmes	asked.

‘She	didn’t	need	to.	I	knew	what	was	in	her	mind	and	I	was	hardly	surprised
when	they	found	her.	She	had	made	her	choice.	This	has	not	been	a	pleasant
household	from	the	day	that	the	American	woman	arrived,	Mr	Holmes.	And	now
this	latest	business,	this	intruder	who	has	broken	into	our	home	and	stolen
Mama’s	necklace,	our	most	cherished	memory	of	that	dear,	departed	soul.	It	is
all	part	of	the	same	evil	business.	How	do	we	not	know	that	this	stranger	has	not
come	here	on	her	account	rather	than	to	pursue	some	vendetta	against	my
brother?	She	was	with	me	in	the	sitting	room	when	he	first	appeared.	I	saw	him
from	the	window.	Perhaps	he	is	an	old	acquaintance	who	has	followed	her	here.
Perhaps	he	is	more.	But	this	is	only	the	beginning	of	it,	Mr	Holmes.	So	long	as
this	marriage	continues,	we	will	none	of	us	be	safe.’

‘Your	brother	seems	perfectly	content,’	Holmes	responded,	with	a	degree	of
indifference.	‘But	setting	that	aside,	what	would	you	have	me	do?	A	man	can
choose	whom	he	marries	without	the	blessing	of	his	mother.	Or,	indeed,	of	his
sister.’

‘You	can	investigate	her.’

‘It	is	none	of	my	business,	Miss	Carstairs.’

Eliza	Carstairs	gazed	at	him	with	contempt.	‘I	have	read	of	your	exploits,	Mr
Holmes,’	she	replied.	‘And	I	have	always	considered	them	to	be	exaggerated.
You	yourself,	for	all	your	cleverness,	have	always	struck	me	as	someone	with	no
understanding	of	the	human	heart.	Now	I	know	that	to	be	true.’	And	with	that,
she	wheeled	round	and	went	back	into	the	house.

Holmes	watched	her	until	the	door	had	closed.	‘Most	singular,’	he	remarked.
‘This	case	becomes	increasingly	curious	and	complex.’

‘I	have	never	heard	a	woman	speak	with	such	fury,’	I	observed.

‘Indeed,	Watson.	But	there	is	one	thing	I	would	particularly	like	to	know,	for	I
am	beginning	to	see	great	danger	in	this	situation.’	He	glanced	at	the	fountain,	at
the	stone	figures	and	the	frozen	circle	of	water.	‘I	wonder	if	Mrs	Catherine
Carstairs	is	able	to	swim?’

	



FOUR

The	Unofficial	Police	Force

Holmes	slept	in	late	the	next	morning	and	I	was	sitting	on	my	own,	reading	The
Martyrdom	of	Man,	by	Winwood	Reade,	a	book	that	he	had	recommended	to	me
on	more	than	one	occasion	but	which,	I	confess,	I	had	found	heavy	going.	I
could	see,	however,	why	the	author	had	appealed	to	my	friend	with	his	hatred	of
‘idleness	and	stupidity’,	his	reverence	for	‘the	divine	intellect’,	his	suggestion
that	‘It	is	the	nature	of	man	to	reason	from	himself	outwards.’	Holmes	could
have	written	much	of	it	himself,	and	although	I	was	glad	to	turn	the	last	page	and
set	it	aside,	I	felt	it	had	at	least	provided	me	with	some	insight	into	the
detective’s	mind.	The	morning	post	had	brought	a	letter	from	Mary.	All	was	well
in	Camberwell;	Richard	Forrester	was	not	so	ill	that	he	could	not	take	delight	in
seeing	his	old	governess	again,	and	she	was	evidently	enjoying	the
companionship	of	the	boy’s	mother	who	was	treating	her,	quite	correctly,	as	an
equal	rather	than	a	former	employee.

I	had	picked	up	my	pen	to	reply	to	her	when	there	was	a	loud	ring	at	the	front
door,	followed	by	the	patter	of	many	feet	on	the	stairs.	It	was	a	sound	that	I
remembered	well,	so	I	was	fully	prepared	when	about	half	a	dozen	street	Arabs
burst	into	the	room	and	formed	themselves	into	something	resembling	an	orderly
line,	with	the	tallest	and	oldest	of	them	shouting	them	into	shape.

‘Wiggins!’	I	exclaimed,	for	I	remembered	his	name.	‘I	had	not	expected	to	see
you	again.’

‘Mr	’olmes	sent	us	a	message,	sir,	summoning	us	on	a	matter	of	the	greatest
hurgency,’	Wiggins	replied.	‘And	when	Mr	’olmes	calls,	we	come,	so	’ere	we
are!’

Sherlock	had	once	named	them	the	Baker	Street	division	of	the	detective	police
force.	At	other	times	he	referred	to	them	as	the	Irregulars.	A	scruffier,	more
ragged	bunch	would	be	hard	to	imagine,	boys	between	the	ages	of	eight	and



fifteen,	held	together	by	dirt	and	grime,	their	clothes	so	cut	about	and	stitched
back	together	that	it	would	be	impossible	to	say	to	how	many	other	children	they
must	have	at	some	time	belonged.	Wiggins	himself	was	wearing	an	adult	jacket
that	had	been	cut	in	half,	a	strip	removed	from	the	middle	and	the	top,	and	the
bottom	put	together	again.	Several	of	the	boys	were	barefooted.	Only	one,	I
noted,	was	a	little	smarter	and	better	fed	than	the	others,	his	clothes	slightly	less
threadbare,	and	I	wondered	what	wickedness	–	pickpocketing,	perhaps,	or
burglary	–	had	furnished	him	with	the	means	not	just	to	survive	but,	in	his	own
way,	to	prosper.	He	could	not	have	been	more	than	thirteen	years	old	and	yet,
like	all	of	them,	he	was	already	quite	grown	up.	Childhood,	after	all,	is	the	first
precious	coin	that	poverty	steals	from	a	child.

A	moment	later,	Sherlock	Holmes	appeared	and	with	him,	Mrs	Hudson.	I	could
see	that	our	landlady	was	flustered	and	out	of	sorts	and	she	did	not	attempt	to
hide	her	thoughts.	‘I	won’t	have	it,	Mr	Holmes.	I’ve	told	you	before.	This	is	a
respectable	house	in	which	to	invite	a	gang	of	ragamuffins.	Heaven	knows	what
diseases	they’ll	have	brought	in	with	them	–	nor	what	items	of	silver	or	linen
will	be	gone	when	they	depart.’

‘Please	calm	yourself,	my	good	Mrs	Hudson,’	Holmes	laughed.	‘Wiggins!	I’ve
told	you	before.	I	will	not	have	the	house	invaded	in	this	way.	In	future,	you
alone	will	report	to	me.	But	since	you	are	here	and	have	brought	with	you	the
entire	gang,	listen	carefully	to	my	instructions.	Our	quarry	is	an	American,	a
man	in	his	mid-thirties	who	occasionally	wears	a	flat	cap.	He	has	a	recent	scar
on	his	right	cheek	and,	I	think	we	can	assume,	is	a	stranger	to	London.
Yesterday,	he	was	at	London	Bridge	Station	and	has	in	his	possession	a	gold
necklace	set	with	three	clusters	of	sapphires	which,	needless	to	say,	he	came	by
illicitly.	Now,	where	do	you	think	he	would	go	to	dispose	of	it?’

‘Fullwood’s	Rents!’	one	boy	shouted	out.

‘The	Jews	on	Petticoat	Lane,’	cried	another.

‘No!	He’ll	get	a	better	price	at	the	hell	houses,’	suggested	a	third.	‘I’d	go	to
Flower	Street	or	Field	Lane.’

‘The	pawnbrokers!’	interjected	the	better-dressed	boy	who	had	first	caught	my
attention.

‘The	pawnbrokers!’	Holmes	agreed.	‘What’s	your	name,	boy?’



‘It	is	Ross,	sir.’

‘Well,	Ross,	you	have	the	makings	of	a	detective.	The	man	that	we	seek	is	new
to	the	city	and	will	not	know	Flower	Street,	Fullwood’s	Rents	or	any	of	the	more
esoteric	corners	where	you	boys	find	trouble	for	yourselves.	He	will	go	to	the
most	obvious	place	and	the	symbol	of	the	three	golden	balls	is	known
throughout	the	world.	So	that’s	where	I	want	you	to	begin.	He	arrived	at	London
Bridge,	and	let	us	assume	that	he	chose	to	reside	in	a	hotel	or	a	lodging	house
close	to	there.	You	must	visit	every	pawnbroker	in	the	district,	describing	the
man	and	the	jewellery	which	he	may	have	attempted	to	sell.’	Holmes	reached
into	his	pocket.	‘My	rates	are	the	same	as	always.	A	shilling	each	and	a	guinea
for	whoever	finds	what	I’m	looking	for.’

Wiggins	snapped	a	command	and,	with	a	great	deal	of	noise	and	bustle,	our
unofficial	police	force	marched	out,	watched	by	a	hawk-eyed	Mrs	Hudson	who
would	spend	the	rest	of	the	morning	counting	the	cutlery.	As	soon	as	they	had
gone,	Holmes	clapped	his	hands	and	sank	into	a	chair.	‘Well,	Watson,’	he
proclaimed.	‘What	do	you	make	of	that?’

‘You	seem	to	have	every	confidence	that	we	will	find	O’Donaghue,’	I	said.

‘I	am	fairly	certain	that	we	will	locate	the	man	who	broke	into	Ridgeway	Hall,’
he	replied.

‘Do	you	not	think	that	Lestrade	will	also	be	enquiring	at	the	pawnbrokers?’

‘I	somehow	doubt	it.	It	is	so	obvious	that	it	will	not	have	crossed	his	mind.
However,	we	have	the	whole	day	ahead	of	us	and	nothing	to	fill	it	so,	since	I
have	missed	breakfast,	let’s	take	lunch	together	at	Le	Cafe´	de	l’Europe	beside
the	Haymarket	Theatre.	Despite	the	name,	the	food	is	English	and	first	rate.
After	that,	I	have	it	in	mind	to	visit	the	gallery	of	Carstairs	and	Finch	in
Albemarle	Street.	It	might	be	interesting	to	acquaint	ourselves	with	Mr	Tobias
Finch.	Mrs	Hudson,	should	Wiggins	return,	you	might	direct	him	there.	But	now,
Watson,	you	must	tell	me	what	you	thought	of	The	Martyrdom	of	Man.	I	see	that
you	have	finally	finished	it.’

I	glanced	at	the	book	which	was	lying	innocuously	on	its	side.	‘Holmes	…?’

‘You	have	been	using	a	cigarette	card	as	a	bookmark.	I	have	watched	its	tortuous
progress	from	the	first	page	to	the	last	and	I	see	it	is	now	lying	on	the	table,
finally	released	from	its	labours.	I	will	be	interested	to	hear	your	conclusions.



Some	tea,	perhaps,	Mrs	Hudson,	if	you	will	be	so	kind?’

We	left	the	house	and	strolled	down	to	the	Haymarket.	The	fog	had	lifted	and,
although	still	very	cold,	it	was	another	brilliant	day	with	crowds	of	people
pouring	in	and	out	of	the	department	stores	and	street	sellers	wheeling	their
barrows	and	calling	out	their	wares.	At	Wimpole	Street	a	great	throng	had
gathered	round	an	organ	grinder,	an	old	Italian	playing	some	mournful
Neapolitan	tune	which	had	also	drawn	in	an	assortment	of	shammers	who	moved
among	the	spectators,	relating	their	pitiful	stories	to	anyone	who	would	listen.
There	was	barely	a	corner	that	did	not	have	a	street	performer	and,	for	once,
nobody	was	inclined	to	move	them	on.	We	ate	at	Le	Cafe´	de	l’Europe	where	we
were	served	an	excellent	raised	game	pie	and	Holmes	was	in	an	effusive	mood.
He	did	not	speak	of	the	case,	at	least,	not	directly,	but	I	remember	him	musing	on
the	nature	of	pictorial	art	and	its	possible	use	in	the	solving	of	crime.

‘You	remember	Carstairs	telling	us	of	the	four	lost	Constables,’	he	said.	‘They
were	views	of	the	Lake	District	painted	at	the	start	of	the	century	when,
apparently,	the	artist	was	sombre	and	depressed.	The	oils	on	the	canvas,
therefore,	become	a	clue	to	his	psychology	and	it	follows	that	if	a	man	chooses
to	hang	such	a	work	on	the	wall	of	his	drawing	room,	we	may	also	learn	a	great
deal	about	his	own	state	of	mind.	Did	you	remark,	for	example,	on	the	art	on
display	at	Ridgeway	Hall?’

‘A	great	deal	of	it	was	French.	There	was	a	view	of	Brittany,	another	of	a	bridge
crossing	the	River	Seine.	I	thought	the	works	very	fine.’

‘You	admired	them	but	you	learned	nothing	from	them.’

‘You	mean	in	respect	of	the	character	of	Edmund	Carstairs?	He	prefers	the
countryside	to	the	city.	He	is	drawn	to	the	innocence	of	childhood.	He	is	a	man
who	likes	to	be	surrounded	by	colour.	I	suppose	that	something	of	his	personality
could	have	been	surmised	from	the	pictures	we	saw	on	his	walls.	But	then	again,
we	cannot	be	sure	that	every	piece	had	been	chosen	by	Carstairs	himself.	His
wife	or	his	late	mother	could	have	been	responsible.’

‘That	is	very	true.’

‘And	even	a	man	who	kills	his	wife	may	have	a	gentler	side	to	his	nature	which
finds	expression	in	his	choice	of	art.	You	will	recall	that	business	with	the
Abernetty	family.	Horace	Abernetty	had	hung	his	walls	with	many	fine	studies



of	local	flora,	as	I	recall.	And	yet	he	himself	was	an	individual	of	the	most
loathsome	and	thuggish	sort.’

‘My	own	memory	is	that	much	of	the	fauna	depicted	was	of	the	poisonous
variety,	since	you	mention	it.’

‘And	what	of	Baker	Street,	Holmes?	Are	you	telling	me	that	a	visitor	to	your
sitting	room	will	find	clues	to	your	psychology	through	a	contemplation	of	the
works	that	hang	around	you?’

‘No.	But	they	might	tell	you	a	great	deal	about	my	predecessor,	for	I	can	assure
you,	Watson,	that	there	is	hardly	a	single	picture	in	my	own	lodgings	which	was
not	there	when	I	arrived.	Do	you	seriously	imagine	that	I	went	out	and	purchased
that	portrait	of	Henry	Ward	Beecher	which	used	to	stand	over	your	books?	An
admirable	man	by	all	accounts	and	his	views	on	slavery	and	bigotry	are	to	be
recommended,	but	it	was	left	behind	by	whomever	had	the	room	before	me	and	I
simply	chose	to	leave	it	in	its	place.’

‘Did	you	not	purchase	the	picture	of	General	Gordon?’

‘No.	But	I	had	it	mended	and	reframed	after	I	accidentally	fired	a	bullet	into	it.
That	was	at	the	insistence	of	Mrs	Hudson.	You	know,	I	may	very	well	write	a
monograph	on	this	subject;	the	use	of	art	in	matters	of	detection.’

‘Holmes,	you	insist	upon	seeing	yourself	as	a	machine,’	I	laughed.	‘Even	a
masterpiece	of	impressionism	is	to	you	nothing	more	than	a	piece	of	evidence	to
be	used	in	the	pursuit	of	a	crime.	Perhaps	an	appreciation	of	art	is	what	you	need
to	humanise	you.	I	shall	insist	that	you	accompany	me	on	a	visit	to	the	Royal
Academy.’

‘We	already	have	the	gallery	of	Carstairs	and	Finch	on	our	agenda,	Watson,	and	I
think	that	will	be	enough.	The	cheeseboard,	waiter.	And	a	glass	of	Moselle,	I
think,	for	my	friend.	Port	is	too	heavy	for	the	afternoon.’

It	was	but	a	short	distance	to	the	gallery,	and	once	again	we	strolled	together.	I
have	to	say	that	I	took	immense	satisfaction	in	these	moments	of	quiet
sociability	and	felt	myself	to	be	one	of	the	luckiest	men	in	London	to	have
shared	in	the	conversation	which	I	have	just	described	and	to	be	walking	in	such
a	leisurely	manner	at	the	side	of	so	great	a	personage	as	Sherlock	Holmes.	It	was
about	four	o’clock	and	the	light	was	already	fading	when	we	arrived	at	the
gallery	which	was	not,	in	fact,	in	Albermarle	Street	itself,	but	in	an	old	coaching



yard	just	off	it.	Apart	from	a	discreet	sign,	written	in	gold	letters,	there	was	little
to	indicate	that	this	was	a	commercial	enterprise.	A	low	door	led	into	a	rather
gloomy	interior	with	two	sofas,	a	table	and	a	single	canvas	–	two	cows	in	a	field
painted	by	the	Dutch	artist,	Paulus	Potter	–	mounted	on	an	easel.	As	we	entered,
we	heard	two	men	arguing	in	the	adjoining	room.	One	voice	I	recognised.	It
belonged	to	Edmund	Carstairs.

‘It’s	an	excellent	price,’	he	was	saying.	‘And	I	am	certain	of	it,	Tobias.	These
works	are	like	good	wine.	Their	value	can	only	rise.’

‘No,	no,	no!’	replied	the	other	voice	in	a	high-pitched	whine.	‘He	calls	them
seascapes.	Well,	I	can	see	the	sea	…	but	precious	little	else.	His	last	show	was	a
fiasco	and	now	he	has	taken	refuge	in	Paris	where,	I	hear,	his	reputation	is	in
rapid	decline.	It’s	a	waste	of	money,	Edmund.’

‘Six	works	by	Whistler—’

‘Six	works	we	shall	never	be	rid	of!’

I	was	standing	at	the	door	and	closed	it	more	heavily	than	was	strictly	necessary,
wishing	to	signal	our	presence	to	the	two	men	inside.	It	had	the	desired	effect.
The	conversation	broke	off	and	a	moment	later	a	thin,	white-haired	individual,
immaculately	dressed	in	a	dark	suit	with	a	wing	collar	and	black	tie,	appeared
from	behind	a	curtain.	A	gold	chain	hung	across	his	waistcoat	and	a	pair	of
pince-nez,	also	gold,	rested	at	the	very	tip	of	his	nose.	He	must	have	been	at	least
sixty	years	old,	but	there	was	still	a	spring	in	his	step	and	a	certain	nervous
energy	that	manifested	itself	in	his	every	move.

‘I	take	it	you	are	Mr	Finch,’	Holmes	began.

‘Yes,	sir.	That	is	indeed	my	name.	And	you	are	…?’

‘I	am	Sherlock	Holmes.’

‘Holmes?	I	don’t	believe	we	are	acquainted	and	yet	the	name	is	familiar—’

‘Mr	Holmes!’	Carstairs	had	also	come	into	the	room.	The	contrast	between	the
two	men	was	striking;	the	one	old	and	wizened,	belonging	almost	to	another	age,
the	other	younger	and	more	dandified,	his	features	still	displaying	the	anger	and
frustration	that	were	doubtless	the	result	of	the	conversation	we	had	overheard.
‘This	is	Mr	Holmes,	the	detective	I	was	telling	you	about,’	he	explained	to	his
partner.



‘Yes,	yes.	Of	course	I	know.	He	has	just	introduced	himself.’

‘I	did	not	expect	to	see	you	here,’	Carstairs	said.

‘I	came	because	it	interested	me	to	see	your	professional	place	of	work,’	Holmes
explained.	‘But	I	also	have	a	number	of	questions	for	you,	relating	to	the
Pinkerton’s	men	whom	you	employed	in	Boston.’

‘A	dreadful	affair!’	Finch	interjected.	‘I	won’t	recover	from	the	loss	of	those
paintings,	not	until	the	end	of	my	days.	It	was	the	single	greatest	calamity	of	my
career.	If	only	we	had	sold	him	a	few	of	your	Whistlers,	Edmund.	They	could
have	been	blown	to	pieces	and	no	one	would	give	a	jot!’	Once	the	old	man	had
started,	there	seemed	to	be	no	stopping	him.	‘Picture-dealing	is	a	respectable
business,	Mr	Holmes.	We	deal	with	a	great	many	aristocratic	clients.	I	would	not
wish	it	to	be	known	that	we	have	been	involved	with	gunmen	and	murder!’	The
old	man’s	face	fell	as	he	saw	that	he	was	involved	with	more	besides,	for	the
door	had	just	opened	and	a	boy	had	rushed	in.	I	at	once	recognised	Wiggins,	who
had	been	in	our	room	only	that	morning	but	to	Finch	it	was	as	if	the	worst
assault	were	being	committed.	‘Go	away!	Get	out	of	here!’	he	exclaimed.	‘We
have	nothing	for	you.’

‘You	need	not	concern	yourself,	Mr	Finch,’	Holmes	said.	‘I	know	the	boy.	What
is	it,	Wiggins?’

‘We’ve	found	’im,	Mr	’olmes!’	Wiggins	cried,	excitedly.	‘The	cove	you	was
looking	for.	We	saw	him	with	our	own	eyes,	me	and	Ross.	We	was	about	to	go	in
the	jerryshop	on	Bridge	Lane	–	Ross	knows	the	place	for	’e’s	in	and	out	of	there
often	enough	’imself	–	when	the	door	opens	and	there	’e	is,	clear	as	daylight,
wiv	’is	face	cut	livid	by	a	scar.’	The	boy	drew	a	line	down	his	own	cheek.	‘It	was
me	what	saw	him.	Not	Ross.’

‘Where	is	he	now?’	Holmes	asked.

‘We	followed	’im	to	’is	’otel,	sir.	Will	it	be	a	guinea	each	if	we	take	you	there?’

‘It	will	be	the	end	of	you	if	you	don’t,’	replied	Holmes.	‘But	I	have	always
played	you	fair,	Wiggins.	You	know	that.	Tell	me,	where	is	this	hotel?’

‘In	Bermondsey,	sir.	Mrs	Oldmore’s	Private	Hotel.	Ross	will	be	there	now.	I	left
’im	there	to	act	as	crow	while	I	hiked	all	the	way	to	your	rooms	and	then	’ere	to
find	you.	If	your	man	steps	out	again,	’e’ll	watch	where	’e	goes.	Ross	is	new	to
the	game	but	’e’s	as	canny	as	they	come.	Are	you	going	to	come	back	with	me,



Mr	’olmes?	Will	you	take	a	four-wheeler?	Can	I	ride	with	you?’

‘You	can	sit	up	with	the	driver.’	Holmes	turned	to	me	and	I	saw	at	once	the
contracted	eyebrows	and	the	intensity	of	expression	that	told	me	that	all	his
energies	were	focused	on	what	lay	ahead.	‘We	must	leave	at	once,’	he	said.	‘By	a
lucky	chance,	we	have	the	object	of	our	investigation	in	our	grasp.	We	must	not
let	him	slip	between	our	fingers.’

‘I	will	come	with	you,’	Carstairs	announced.

‘Mr	Carstairs,	for	your	own	safety—’

‘I	have	seen	this	man.	It	was	I	who	described	him	to	you,	and	if	anyone	can	be
sure	that	these	boys	of	yours	have	correctly	identified	him,	it	is	I.	And	I	have	a
personal	desire	to	see	this	out,	Mr	Holmes.	If	this	man	is	whom	I	believe	he	is,
then	I	am	the	cause	of	his	presence	here	and	it	is	only	right	I	see	it	to	the	end.’

‘We	have	no	time	for	argument,’	Holmes	said.	‘Very	well.	The	three	of	us	will
leave	together.	Let	us	not	waste	another	minute.’

And	so	we	hurried	out	of	the	gallery,	Holmes,	Wiggins,	Carstairs	and	myself,
leaving	Mr	Finch	gaping	after	us.	A	four-wheeler	was	located	and	we	climbed	in,
Wiggins	scrambling	up	beside	the	driver	who	glanced	at	him	disdainfully	but
then	relented	and	allowed	him	one	fold	of	his	blanket.	With	a	crack	of	the	whip
we	were	away,	as	if	something	of	our	urgency	had	communicated	itself	to	the
horses.	It	was	almost	dark	and	with	the	coming	of	the	night	the	sense	of	ease	that
I	had	felt	had	quite	dissipated,	and	the	city	had	once	again	turned	cold	and
hostile.	The	shoppers	and	the	entertainers	had	all	gone	home	and	their	places	had
been	taken	by	a	different	species	altogether,	shabby	men	and	gaudy	women	who
needed	shadows	in	which	to	conduct	their	business	and	whose	business,	in	truth,
carried	shadows	of	its	own.

The	carriage	took	us	over	Blackfriars	Bridge	where	the	wind	was	at	its	iciest	and
cut	into	us	like	a	knife.	Holmes	had	not	spoken	since	we	had	left,	and	I	felt	that
in	some	way	he’d	had	a	presentiment	of	what	was	to	come.	This	was	not
something	he	had	ever	admitted	and	had	I	ever	suggested	it	I	know	he	would
been	annoyed.	No	soothsayer	he!	For	him	it	was	all	intellect,	all	systematised
common	sense,	as	he	once	put	it.	And	yet	still	I	was	aware	of	something	that
defied	explanation	and	which	might	even	be	considered	supernatural.	Like	it	or
not,	Holmes	knew	that	the	evening’s	events	were	going	to	provide	a	fulcrum,	a
turning	point	after	which	his	life	–	both	our	lives	–	would	never	be	quite	the



same.

Mrs	Oldmore’s	Private	Hotel	advertised	a	bed	and	sitting	room	at	thirty	shillings
a	week,	and	was	exactly	the	sort	of	establishment	you	would	expect	at	that	price;
a	mean,	dilapidated	building	with	a	slop	house	on	one	side	and	a	brick	kiln	on
the	other.	It	was	close	to	the	river	and	the	air	was	damp	and	grimy.	Lamps
burned	behind	the	windows,	but	the	glass	was	so	dirt-encrusted	that	barely	any
light	seeped	through.	Ross,	the	companion	of	Wiggins,	was	waiting	for	us,
shivering	with	cold	despite	the	thick	padding	of	newspaper	with	which	his	jacket
was	lined.	As	Holmes	and	Carstairs	climbed	out	of	the	carriage,	he	stepped	back
and	I	saw	that	something	had	greatly	frightened	him.	His	eyes	were	filled	with
alarm	and	his	face,	in	the	glow	of	the	street	lamp,	was	ashen	white.	But	then
Wiggins	leapt	down	and	grabbed	hold	of	him	and	it	was	as	if	the	spell	was
broken.

‘It’s	all	right,	my	boy!’	Wiggins	cried.	‘We	are	both	of	us	to	have	a	guinea.	Mr
’olmes	’as	promised	it.’

‘Tell	me	what	has	happened	in	the	time	that	you	have	been	alone,’	Holmes	said.
‘Has	the	man	you	recognised	left	the	hotel?’

‘Who	are	these	gentlemen?’	Ross	pointed	first	at	Carstairs,	then	at	me.	‘Are	they
jacks?	Are	they	coppers?	Why	are	they	here?’

‘It’s	all	right,	Ross,’	I	said.	‘You	have	no	need	to	be	concerned.	I	am	John
Watson,	a	doctor.	You	saw	me	this	morning	when	you	came	to	Baker	Street.	And
this	is	Mr	Carstairs	who	has	a	gallery	in	Albemarle	Street.	We	mean	you	no
harm.’

‘Albemarle	Street	–	in	Mayfair?’	The	boy	was	so	cold	that	his	teeth	were
chattering.	Of	course	all	the	street	Arabs	in	London	were	accustomed	to	the
winter,	but	he	had	been	standing	out	here	for	at	least	two	hours	on	his	own.

‘What	have	you	seen?’	Holmes	asked.

‘I	ain’t	seen	nothing,’	Ross	replied.	His	voice	had	changed.	There	was	something
about	his	manner	now	that	might	almost	have	suggested	that	he	had	something
to	hide.	Not	for	the	first	time	it	occurred	to	me	that	all	these	children	had	reached
a	sort	of	adulthood	long	before	their	tender	age	should	have	allowed.	‘I	been
here,	waiting	for	you.	He	ain’t	come	out.	No	one	has	gone	in.	And	the	cold,	it’s
gone	right	through	my	bones.’



‘Here	is	the	money	that	I	promised	you	–	and	you,	too,	Wiggins.’	Holmes	paid
both	the	boys.	‘Now	take	yourselves	home.	You	have	done	enough	tonight.’	The
boys	took	the	coins	and	ran	off	together,	Ross	casting	one	last	look	in	our
direction.	‘I	suggest	we	enter	the	hotel	and	confront	this	man,’	Holmes	went	on.
‘God	knows,	I	have	no	wish	to	linger	here	any	longer	than	I	have	to.	That	boy,
Watson.	Did	it	occur	to	you	that	he	was	dissembling?’

‘There	was	certainly	something	he	was	not	telling	us,’	I	concurred.

‘Let	us	hope	that	he	has	not	acted	in	some	way	so	as	to	betray	us.	Mr	Carstairs,
please	stand	well	back.	It	is	unlikely	that	our	target	will	attempt	violence,	but	we
have	come	here	without	preparation.	Dr	Watson’s	trusty	revolver	is	doubtless
lying	wrapped	up	in	cloth	in	some	drawer	in	Kensington	and	I,	too,	am	unarmed.
We	must	live	on	our	wits.	Come	on!’

The	three	of	us	entered	the	hotel.	A	few	steps	led	up	to	the	front	door	which
opened	into	a	public	hallway	with	no	carpets,	little	light,	and	a	small	office	to
one	side.	An	elderly	man	was	sitting	there,	propped	up	in	a	wooden	chair,	half-
asleep,	but	he	started	when	he	saw	us.	‘God	bless	you,	gentlemen,’	he	quavered.
‘We	can	offer	you	good,	single	beds	at	five	shillings	a	night—’

‘We	are	not	here	for	accommodation,’	Holmes	replied.	‘We	are	in	pursuit	of	a
man	who	has	recently	arrived	from	America.	He	has	a	livid	scar	on	one	cheek.	It
is	a	matter	of	the	greatest	urgency,	and	if	you	do	not	wish	to	land	yourself	in
trouble	with	the	law,	you	will	tell	us	where	he	can	be	found.’

The	Boots	had	no	desire	to	be	in	trouble	with	anyone.	‘There	is	but	one
American	here,’	he	said.	‘You	must	be	referring	to	Mr	Harrison	from	New	York.
He	has	the	room	at	the	end	of	the	corridor	on	this	floor.	He	came	in	a	while	ago
and	I	think	he	must	be	asleep	as	I	haven’t	heard	a	sound.’

‘The	number	of	the	room?’	Holmes	demanded.

‘It’s	number	six.’

We	set	off	at	once,	down	a	bare	corridor	with	doors	so	close	together	that	the
rooms	behind	them	must	be	little	more	than	cupboards	and	gas-jets	turned	so
low	that	we	had	almost	to	feel	our	way	through	the	darkness.	Number	six	was
indeed	at	the	end.	Holmes	raised	his	fist,	meaning	to	knock,	then	stepped	back,	a
single	gasp	escaping	from	his	lips.	I	looked	down	and	saw	a	streak	of	liquid,
almost	black	in	the	half-light,	curling	out	from	beneath	the	door	and	forming	a



small	pool	against	the	skirting.	I	heard	Carstairs	give	a	cry	and	saw	him
recoiling,	his	hands	covering	his	eyes.	The	Boots	was	watching	us	from	the	end
of	the	corridor.	It	was	as	if	he	was	expecting	the	horror	that	was	about	to	unveil
itself.

Holmes	tried	the	door.	It	wouldn’t	open.	Without	saying	a	word,	he	brought	his
shoulder	up	against	it	and	the	flimsy	lock	shattered.	Leaving	Carstairs	in	the
corridor,	the	two	of	us	went	in	and	saw	at	once	that	the	crime,	which	I	had	once
considered	trivial,	had	taken	a	turn	for	the	worse.	The	window	was	open.	The
room	was	ransacked.	And	the	man	we	had	been	pursuing	was	curled	up	with	a
knife	in	the	side	of	his	neck.

	



FIVE

Lestrade	Takes	Charge

Quite	recently	I	saw	George	Lestrade	again	for	what	was	to	be	the	last	time.

He	had	never	fully	recovered	from	the	bullet	wound	he	had	sustained	whilst
investigating	the	bizarre	murders	that	had	become	known	in	the	popular	press	as
the	Clerkenwell	Killings,	although	one	of	them	had	taken	place	in	neighbouring
Hoxton,	and	another	turned	out	to	be	a	suicide.	By	then,	he	had,	of	course,	long
retired	from	the	police	force,	but	he	had	the	kindness	to	come	and	seek	me	out	in
the	home	into	which	I	had	just	moved	and	we	spent	the	afternoon	together,
reminiscing.	My	readers	will	hardly	be	surprised	to	learn	that	it	was	the	subject
of	Sherlock	Holmes	that	occupied	much	of	our	discourse,	and	I	felt	a	need	to
apologise	to	Lestrade	on	two	counts.	First,	I	had	never	described	him	in	perhaps
the	most	glowing	terms.	The	words	‘rat-faced’	and	‘ferret-like’	spring	to	mind.
Well,	as	unkind	as	it	was,	it	was	at	least	accurate,	for	Lestrade	himself	had	once
joked	that	a	capricious	Mother	Nature	had	given	him	the	looks	of	a	criminal
rather	than	a	police	officer	and	that,	all	in	all,	he	might	have	made	himself	a
richer	man	had	he	chosen	that	profession.	Holmes,	too,	often	remarked	that	his
own	skills,	particularly	in	matters	of	lock-picking	and	forgery,	might	have	made
him	as	equally	successful	a	criminal	as	he	was	a	detective,	and	it	is	amusing	to
think	that,	in	another	world,	the	two	men	might	have	worked	together	on	the
wrong	side	of	the	law.

But	where	I	perhaps	did	Lestrade	an	injustice	was	in	suggesting	that	he	had	no
intelligence	or	investigative	skill	whatsoever.	It’s	fair	to	say	that	Sherlock
Holmes	occasionally	spoke	ill	of	him,	but	then	Holmes	was	so	unique,	so
intellectually	gifted	that	there	was	nobody	in	London	who	could	compete	with
him	and	he	was	equally	disparaging	about	almost	every	police	officer	he
encountered,	apart	perhaps	from	Stanley	Hopkins,	and	his	faith,	even	in	that
young	detective,	was	often	sorely	tested.	Put	simply,	next	to	Holmes,	any
detective	would	have	found	it	nigh	on	impossible	to	make	his	mark	and	even	I,



who	was	at	his	side	more	often	than	anyone,	sometimes	had	to	remind	myself
that	I	was	not	a	complete	idiot.	But	Lestrade	was	in	many	ways	a	capable	man.
Were	you	to	look	in	the	public	records	you	would	find	many	successful	cases
that	he	investigated	quite	independently	and	the	newspapers	always	spoke	well
of	him.	Even	Holmes	admired	his	tenacity.	And,	when	all	is	said	and	done,	he
did	finish	his	career	as	Assistant	Commissioner	in	charge	of	the	CID	at	Scotland
Yard,	even	if	a	large	part	of	his	reputation	rested	on	the	cases	that	Holmes	had,	in
fact,	solved,	but	for	which	he	took	the	credit.	Lestrade	suggested	to	me,	during
our	long	and	pleasant	conversation,	that	he	may	well	have	been	intimidated
when	he	was	in	the	presence	of	Sherlock	Holmes,	and	that	this	might	have
caused	him	to	function	less	than	effectively.	Well,	he	is	gone	now	and	won’t
mind,	I	am	sure,	if	I	break	his	confidence	and	give	him	credit	where	it’s	due.	He
was	not	a	bad	man.	And	at	the	end	of	the	day,	I	knew	exactly	how	he	felt.

At	any	event,	it	was	Lestrade	who	arrived	at	Mrs	Oldmore’s	Private	Hotel	the
next	morning.	And	yes,	he	was	as	always	pale-skinned	with	bright,	sunken	eyes
and	the	general	demeanour	of	a	rat	who	has	been	obliged	to	dress	up	for	lunch	at
the	Savoy.	After	Holmes	had	alerted	the	constables	in	the	street,	the	room	had
been	closed	off	and	kept	under	police	guard	until	the	cold	touch	of	light	could
dispel	the	shadows	and	lend	itself	to	a	proper	investigation,	along	with	the
general	surroundings	of	the	hotel.

‘Well,	well,	Mr	Holmes,’	he	remarked	with	a	hint	of	irritation.	‘They	told	me	you
were	expected	when	I	was	at	Wimbledon	and	here	you	are	again	now.’

‘We	have	both	been	following	in	the	footsteps	of	the	unfortunate	wretch	who	has
ended	his	days	here,’	retorted	Holmes.

Lestrade	took	one	look	at	the	body.	‘This	would	indeed	seem	to	be	the	man	we
have	been	seeking.’	Holmes	said	nothing	and	Lestrade	glanced	at	him	sharply.
‘How	did	you	come	to	find	him?’

‘It	was	absurdly	simple.	I	knew,	thanks	to	the	brilliance	of	your	own	inquiries,
that	he	had	returned	on	the	train	to	London	Bridge.	Since	then,	my	agents	have
been	scouring	the	area	and	two	of	them	were	fortunate	enough	to	come	across
him	in	the	street.’

‘I	assume	that	you	are	referring	to	that	gang	of	urchins	you	have	at	your	beck
and	call.	I’d	keep	my	distance	if	I	were	you,	Mr	Holmes.	No	good	will	come	of
it.	They’re	all	thieves	and	pickpockets	when	they	are	not	being	encouraged	by



you.	Is	there	any	sign	of	the	necklace?’

‘There	seems	to	be	no	obvious	sign	of	it	–	no.	But	then	I	have	not	yet	had	a
chance	to	search	the	room	in	its	entirety.’

‘Then	maybe	we	should	start	by	doing	just	that.’

Matching	his	actions	to	his	words,	Lestrade	examined	the	room	carefully.	It	was
a	fairly	dismal	place	with	tattered	curtains,	a	mouldering	carpet	and	a	bed	that
looked	more	exhausted	than	anyone	who	might	have	attempted	to	sleep	in	it.	A
cracked	mirror	hung	on	one	wall.	A	washstand	stood	in	the	corner	with	a	soiled
basin	and	a	single,	misshapen	lump	of	cast-iron	soap.	There	was	no	view.	The
window	looked	over	a	narrow	alley	to	a	brick	wall	opposite,	and	although	it	was
out	of	sight	and	some	distance	away,	the	River	Thames	had	permeated	the	place
with	its	dampness	and	smell.	Next	he	turned	his	attentions	to	the	dead	man	who
was	dressed	as	Carstairs	had	first	described	him,	in	a	frock	coat	that	came	down
to	his	knees,	a	thick	waistcoat	and	a	shirt	buttoned	to	the	neck.	All	of	these	were
saturated	with	blood.	The	knife	that	had	killed	him	had	buried	itself	up	to	the
hilt,	penetrating	the	carotid	arterty.	My	training	told	me	that	he	would	have	died
instantly.	Lestrade	searched	his	pockets	but	found	nothing.	Now	that	I	was	able
to	scrutinise	him	more	carefully,	I	saw	that	the	man	who	had	followed	Carstairs
to	Ridgeway	Hall	was	in	his	early	forties,	well	built,	with	thickset	shoulders	and
muscular	arms.	He	had	close-cropped	hair	that	had	begun	to	turn	grey.	Most
striking	of	all	was	the	scar	which	began	at	the	corner	of	his	mouth	and	slanted
over	his	cheekbone,	narrowly	missing	his	eye.	He	had	come	close	to	death	once.
He	had	been	less	fortunate	the	second	time.

‘Can	we	be	sure	that	this	is	the	same	man	who	imposed	himself	on	Mr	Edmund
Carstairs?’	Lestrade	asked.

‘Indeed	so.	Carstairs	was	able	to	identify	him.’

‘He	was	here?’

‘Briefly,	yes.	Sadly,	he	was	compelled	to	leave.’	Holmes	smiled	to	himself	and	I
recalled	how	we	had	been	compelled	to	bundle	Edmund	Carstairs	into	a	cab	and
send	him	on	his	way	to	Wimbledon.	He	had	barely	glimpsed	the	body	but	it	had
been	enough	to	send	him	into	a	fainting	fit	and	I	had	understood	how	he	must
have	been	on	board	the	Catalonia	following	his	experiences	with	the	Flat	Cap
Gang	in	Boston.	It	may	be	that	he	had	the	same	sensitivity	as	some	of	the	artists
whose	works	he	displayed.	It	was	certainly	the	case	that	the	blood	and	grime	of



Bermondsey	were	not	for	him.

‘Here	is	further	evidence	if	you	need	it.’	Holmes	gestured	at	a	flat	cap,	lying	on
the	bed.

Lestrade	had	meanwhile	turned	his	attention	to	a	packet	of	cigarettes	lying	on	a
table	nearby.	He	examined	the	label.	‘Old	Judge	…’

‘Manufactured,	I	think	you	will	find,	by	Goodwin	and	Company	of	New	York.	I
found	the	stub	of	one	such	cigarette	at	Ridgeway	Hall.’

‘Did	you	now?’	Lestrade	let	out	a	silent	exclamation.	‘Well,’	he	said,	‘I	suppose
we	can	discard	the	idea	that	our	American	friend	was	the	victim	of	a	random
attack?	Though	there	have	been	plenty	of	those	in	this	neighbourhood,	and	it	is
always	possible	that	this	fellow	returned	to	his	room	and	surprised	someone	as
they	were	ransacking	the	place.	A	fight	ensued.	A	knife	was	drawn.	And	there’s
the	end	of	it	…’

‘I	think	it	is	unlikely,’	Holmes	agreed.	‘It	would	seem	too	much	of	a	coincidence
that	a	man	who	arrived	recently	in	London	and	who	was	clearly	up	to	no	good
should	suddenly	meet	his	end	in	this	way.	What	happened	in	this	hotel	room	can
only	be	a	direct	result	of	his	activities	in	Wimbledon.	And	then	there	is	the
position	of	the	body	and	the	angle	at	which	the	knife	was	driven	into	his	neck.	It
seems	to	me	that	the	attacker	was	waiting	for	him	beside	the	door	in	the
darkened	room,	for	there	was	no	candle	burning	here	when	we	arrived.	He
walked	in	and	was	seized	from	behind.	Looking	at	him,	you	can	see	that	he	was
a	powerful	man,	capable	of	looking	after	himself.	But	in	this	instance	he	was
taken	by	surprise	and	killed	with	a	single	blow.’

‘Theft	might	still	be	the	motive,’	Lestrade	insisted.	‘There	are	the	fifty	pounds
and	the	necklace	to	be	accounted	for.	If	they	are	not	here,	where	are	they?’

‘I	have	every	reason	to	believe	you	will	find	the	necklace	in	a	pawnbroker	on
Bridge	Lane.	Our	man	had	just	come	from	there.	It	would	certainly	appear	that
whoever	killed	him	took	the	money,	but	I	would	suggest	that	was	not	the
primary	reason	for	the	crime.	Perhaps	you	should	ask	yourself	what	else	was
taken	from	the	room.	We	have	a	body	with	no	identity,	Lestrade.	You	would
think	that	a	visitor	from	America	might	have	a	passport	or	letters	of	introduction,
perhaps,	to	recommend	him	to	a	bank.	His	wallet,	I	notice,	is	absent.	You	know
what	name	he	used	on	entering	the	hotel?’



‘He	called	himself	Benjamin	Harrison.’

‘Which	is	of	course	the	current	American	president.’

‘The	American	president?	Of	course.	I	was	aware	of	that.’	Lestrade	scowled.
‘But	whatever	name	he	chose,	we	know	exactly	who	he	is.	He	is	Keelan
O’Donaghue,	late	of	Boston.	You	see	the	mark	on	his	face?	That’s	a	bullet
wound.	Don’t	tell	me	you’ll	argue	with	that!’

Holmes	turned	to	me	and	I	nodded.	‘It	is	certainly	a	gun	wound,’	I	said.	I	had
seen	many	similar	injuries	in	Afghanistan.	‘I	would	say	it	is	about	a	year	old.’

‘Which	ties	in	exactly	with	what	Carstairs	told	me,’	Lestrade	concluded,
triumphantly.	‘It	seems	to	me	that	we	have	come	to	the	end	of	this	whole	sorry
episode.	O’Donaghue	was	injured	in	the	shootout	at	the	Boston	tenement.	At	the
same	time,	his	twin	brother	was	killed	and	he	came	to	England	on	a	mission	of
revenge.	That	much	is	as	plain	as	a	pikestaff.’

‘To	my	eyes,	it	could	hardly	be	less	plain	if	a	pikestaff	had	been	used	as	the
murder	weapon,’	Holmes	demurred.	‘Perhaps	you	can	explain	to	us,	then,
Lestrade:	who	killed	Keelan	O’Donaghue	–	and	why?’

‘Well,	the	most	obvious	suspect	would	be	Edmund	Carstairs	himself.’

‘Except	that	Mr	Carstairs	was	with	us	at	the	time	of	the	murder.	Also,	having
been	witness	to	his	reaction	on	discovering	the	body,	I	really	don’t	think	he
would	have	had	the	nerve	or	the	willpower	to	strike	the	blow	himself.	Besides,
he	did	not	know	where	his	victim	was	staying.	As	far	as	we	know,	nobody	at
Ridgeway	Hall	had	that	information	for	we	ourselves	were	only	told	at	the	very
last	moment.	I	might	also	ask	you	why,	if	this	really	is	Keelan	O’Donaghue,	he
has	a	cigarette	case	marked	with	the	initials	WM?’

‘What	cigarette	case?’

‘It	is	on	the	bed,	partly	covered	by	the	sheet.	That	would	doubtless	explain	why
the	killer	missed	it,	too.’

Lestrade	found	the	object	in	question	and	briefly	examined	it.	‘O’Donaghue	was
a	thief,’	he	said.	‘There	is	no	reason	why	he	might	not	have	stolen	this.’

‘Is	there	any	reason	why	he	would	have	stolen	it?	It	is	not	a	valuable	item.	It	is
made	of	tin	with	the	letters	painted	on.’

Lestrade	had	opened	the	case.	It	was	empty.	He	snapped	it	shut.	‘This	is	all	the



merest	moonshine,’	he	said.	‘The	trouble	with	you,	Holmes,	is	that	you	have	a
way	of	complicating	things.	I	sometimes	wonder	if	you	don’t	do	it	deliberately.
It’s	as	if	you	need	the	crime	to	rise	to	the	challenge,	as	if	it	has	to	be	unusual
enough	for	it	to	be	worth	solving.	The	man	in	this	room	was	American.	He	had
been	wounded	in	a	gunfight.	He	was	seen	once	in	the	Strand	and	twice	in
Wimbledon.	If	he	did	visit	this	pawnshop	of	yours,	then	we	will	know	him	to	be
the	thief	who	broke	into	Carstairs’s	safe.	From	there,	it	is	easy	enough	to
construe	what	took	place	here.	Doubtless	O’Donaghue	would	have	had	other
criminal	contacts	here	in	London.	He	may	well	have	recruited	one	of	them	to
help	him	in	his	vendetta.	The	two	of	them	fell	out.	The	other	pulled	a	knife.	This
is	the	result!’

‘You	are	certain	of	that?’

‘I	am	as	certain	as	I	need	to	be.’

‘Well,	we	shall	see.	But	there	is	nothing	more	to	be	gained	from	discussing	the
matter	here.	Perhaps	the	owner	of	the	hotel	will	be	able	to	enlighten	us.’

But	Mrs	Oldmore,	who	was	now	waiting	in	the	small	office	that	had	formerly
been	occupied	by	the	Boots,	had	little	to	add.	She	was	a	grey-haired,	sour-faced
woman	who	sat	with	her	arms	wrapped	around	her	as	if	she	were	afraid	that	the
building	would	contaminate	her	unless	she	could	keep	herself	as	far	away	as
possible	from	its	walls.	She	was	wearing	a	small	bonnet	and	had	a	fur	stole
across	her	shoulders,	although	I	shuddered	to	think	what	animal	had	provided	it
nor	how	it	had	met	its	end.	Starvation	seemed	a	likely	option.

‘’e	took	the	room	for	the	week,’	she	said.	‘And	paid	me	a	guinea.	An	American
gentleman,	just	off	a	ship	at	Liverpool.	That	much	’e	told	me,	though	not	much
more.	It	was	’is	first	time	in	London.	He	didn’t	say	so,	but	I	could	tell	for	he	’ad
no	idea	’ow	to	find	’is	way	around.	He	said	there	was	someone	’e	’ad	come	to
see	in	Wimbledon	and	’e	asked	me	how	to	get	there.	“Wimbledon,”	I	said.
“That’s	a	posh	area	and	plenty	of	rich	Americans	with	fancy	homes,	and	no
mistake.”	Not	that	there	was	anything	fancy	about	him	–	he	had	little	luggage,
his	clothes	were	tatty,	and	then	there	was	that	nasty	wound	on	’is	face.	“I	will	go
there	tomorrow,”	he	said.	“For	there	is	someone	who	owes	me	something	and	I
mean	to	collect	it.”	From	the	way	’e	talked,	I	could	tell	’e	was	up	to	no	good	and
I	thought	to	myself	then	and	there	–	whoever	this	person	is,	maybe	he	should
look	out	for	’imself.	I	was	expecting	trouble,	but	what	can	you	do?	If	I	turned
away	every	suspicious-looking	customer	who	came	knocking	at	my	door,	I’d



have	no	business	at	all.	And	now	this	American,	Mr	Harrison,	is	murdered!	Well,
it’s	to	be	expected,	I	suppose.	It’s	the	world	we	live	in,	isn’t	it,	where	a
respectable	woman	can’t	run	a	hotel	without	having	blood	on	the	walls	and
corpses	spread	out	on	the	floorboards.	I	should	never	have	stayed	in	London.	It’s
an	’orrible	place.	Utterly	’orrible!’

We	left	her	sitting	in	misery	and	Lestrade	took	his	leave.	‘I’m	sure	we’ll	run	into
each	other	again,	Mr	Holmes,’	he	said.	‘And	if	you	need	me,	you	know	where	to
find	me.’

‘If	I	should	ever	find	myself	in	need	of	Inspector	Lestrade,’	Holmes	muttered
after	he	had	gone,	‘then	things	will	have	come	to	a	pretty	pass.	But	let	us	step
into	the	alleyway,	Watson.	My	case	is	complete	and	yet	there	is	still	one	small
point	which	must	be	addressed.’

We	went	out	of	the	front	of	the	hotel	into	the	main	street	and	then	entered	the
narrow,	litter-strewn	alleyway	that	ran	past	the	room	in	which	the	American	had
met	his	end.	The	window	was	clearly	visible	about	halfway	down,	with	a
wooden	crate	set	just	beneath	it.	It	was	evident	that	the	killer	had	used	this	as	a
step	to	gain	entrance.	The	window	itself	had	not	been	locked	and	would	have
opened	easily	from	outside.	Holmes	glanced	at	the	ground	in	a	perfunctory	way,
but	there	seemed	to	be	nothing	there	to	attract	his	attention.	Together	we
followed	the	alley	to	the	point	at	which	it	ended	with	a	high	wooden	fence	and
an	empty	yard	beyond.	From	there,	we	returned	to	the	main	road.	By	now,
Holmes	was	deep	in	thought	and	I	could	see	the	unease	in	his	pale,	elongated
face.

‘You	remember	the	boy	–	Ross	–	last	night,’	he	said.

‘You	thought	that	there	was	something	he	was	holding	back.’

‘And	now	I	am	certain	of	it.	From	where	he	was	standing,	he	had	a	clear	view	of
both	the	hotel	and	the	alleyway,	the	end	of	which,	as	we	have	both	seen,	is
blocked.	The	killer	can	only	have	entered,	therefore,	from	the	road,	and	Ross
may	well	have	had	a	sight	of	who	it	was.’

‘He	certainly	seemed	ill	at	ease.	But	if	he	saw	something,	Holmes,	why	did	he
not	tell	us?’

‘Because	he	had	some	plan	of	his	own,	Watson.	In	a	way,	Lestrade	was	right.
These	boys	live	on	their	wits	every	hour	of	their	lives.	They	must	learn	to	do	so



if	they	are	to	survive.	If	Ross	thought	that	there	was	money	to	be	made,	he
would	take	on	the	devil	himself!	And	yet	there	is	something	here	that	I	don’t
understand	at	all.	What	is	it	that	this	child	could	possibly	have	seen?	A	figure
caught	in	the	gaslight,	flitting	down	a	passageway	and	disappearing	from	sight,
perhaps	he	hears	a	cry	as	the	blow	is	struck.	Moments	later,	the	killer	appears	a
second	time,	hurrying	away	into	the	night.	Ross	remains	where	he	is	and	a	short
while	later	the	three	of	us	arrive.’

‘He	was	afraid,’	he	said.	‘He	mistook	Carstairs	for	a	police	officer.’

‘It	was	more	than	fear.	I	would	have	said	the	boy	was	in	the	grip	of	something
close	to	terror,	but	I	assumed	…’	He	struck	a	hand	against	his	brow.	‘We	must
find	him	again	and	speak	with	him.	I	hope	I	have	not	been	guilty	of	a	grave
miscalculation.’

We	stopped	at	a	post	office	on	the	way	back	to	Baker	Street	and	Holmes	sent
another	wire	to	Wiggins,	the	chief	lieutenant	of	his	little	army	of	irregulars.	But
twenty-four	hours	later,	Wiggins	had	still	not	reported	back	to	us.	And	it	was	a
short	while	after	that	that	we	heard	the	worst	possible	news.

Ross	had	disappeared.

	



SIX

Chorley	Grange	School	for	Boys

In	1890,	the	year	of	which	I	write,	there	were	some	five	and	a	half	million
people	in	the	six	hundred	square	miles	of	the	area	known	as	the	Metropolitan
Police	District	of	London	and	then,	as	always,	those	two	constant	neighbours,
wealth	and	poverty	were	living	uneasily	side	by	side.	It	sometimes	occurs	to	me
now,	having	witnessed	so	many	momentous	changes	across	the	years,	that	I
should	have	described	at	greater	length	the	sprawling	chaos	of	the	city	in	which	I
lived,	perhaps	in	the	manner	of	Gissing	–	or	Dickens	fifty	years	before.	I	can
only	say	in	my	own	defence	that	I	was	a	biographer,	not	a	historian	or	a
journalist,	and	that	my	adventures	invariably	led	me	to	more	rarefied	walks	of
life	–	fine	houses,	hotels,	private	clubs,	schools	and	offices	of	government.	It	is
true	that	Holmes’s	clients	came	from	all	classes,	but	(and	perhaps	someone
might	one	day	have	pause	to	consider	the	significance	of	this)	the	more
interesting	crimes,	the	ones	I	chose	to	relate,	were	nearly	always	committed	by
the	well-to-do.

However,	it	is	necessary	now	to	reflect	upon	the	lower	depths	of	the	great
cauldron	of	London,	what	Gissing	called	‘the	nether	world’,	to	understand	the
impossibility	of	the	task	that	faced	us.	We	had	to	find	one	child,	one	helpless
tatterdemalion	among	so	many	others,	and	if	Holmes	was	right,	if	there	was
danger	abroad,	we	had	no	time	to	spare.	Where	to	begin?	Our	enquiries	would	be
made	no	easier	by	the	restlessness	of	the	city,	the	way	its	inhabitants	moved	from
house	to	house	and	street	to	street	in	seemingly	perpetual	motion	so	that	few
knew	so	much	as	the	names	of	those	who	lived	next	door.	The	slum	clearances
and	the	spread	of	the	railways	were	largely	culpable,	although	many	Londoners
seemed	to	have	arrived	with	a	restlessness	of	spirit	that	simply	would	not	allow
them	to	settle	long.	They	moved	like	gypsies,	following	whatever	work	they
could	find;	fruit-picking	and	bricklaying	in	the	summer,	bunkering	down	and
scurrying	for	coal	and	scraps	once	the	cold	weather	arrived.	They	might	stay	a
while	in	one	place,	but	then,	once	their	money	had	run	out,	they	would	bolt	the



moon	and	be	off	again.

And	then	there	was	the	greatest	curse	of	our	age,	the	carelessness	that	had	put
tens	of	thousands	of	children	out	on	to	the	street;	begging,	pickpocketing,
pilfering	or,	if	they	were	not	up	to	the	mark,	quietly	dying	unknown	and
unloved,	their	parents	indifferent	if	indeed	those	parents	were	themselves	alive.
There	were	children	who	shared	threepenny	lodging	houses,	provided	they	could
find	their	share	of	the	night’s	rent,	crammed	together	in	conditions	barely	fit	for
animals.	Children	slept	on	rooftops,	in	pens	at	Smithfield	market,	down	in	the
sewers	and	even,	I	heard,	in	holes	scooped	out	of	the	dust-heaps	on	Hackney
Marshes.	There	were,	as	I	shall	soon	describe,	charities	that	set	out	to	help	them,
to	clothe	and	to	educate	them.	But	the	charities	were	too	few,	the	children	too
many	and	even	as	the	century	drew	to	a	close,	London	has	every	reason	to	be
ashamed.

Come,	Watson,	that’s	quite	enough	of	this.	Get	back	to	the	story.	Holmes	would
never	have	stood	for	it	had	he	been	alive!

Holmes	had	been	a	mood	of	constant	disquiet	from	the	moment	we	had	left	Mrs
Oldmore’s	Private	Hotel.	During	the	day,	he	had	paced	up	and	down	the	room
like	a	bear.	Although	he	had	smoked	incessantly,	he	had	barely	touched	his	lunch
or	dinner	and	I	was	concerned	to	see	him	glance	once	or	twice	at	the	smart
morocco	case	that	he	kept	on	his	mantelpiece.	It	housed,	I	knew,	a	hypodermic
syringe,	but	it	would	have	been	unheard	of	for	Holmes,	in	the	middle	of	a	case,
to	indulge	in	the	seven-per-cent	solution	of	cocaine	that	was,	without	doubt,	his
most	egregious	habit.	I	do	not	think	he	slept	at	all.	Late	into	the	night,	before	my
own	eyes	closed,	I	heard	him	picking	out	a	tune	on	his	Stradivarius,	but	the
music	was	ragged	and	full	of	discords	and	I	could	tell	that	his	heart	wasn’t	in	it.	I
understood	all	too	well	the	nervous	energy	that	afflicted	my	friend.	He	had
spoken	of	a	grave	miscalculation.	The	disappearance	of	Ross	suggested	that	he
had	been	proved	right	and,	if	this	were	the	case,	he	would	never	forgive	himself.

I	thought	we	might	go	back	to	Wimbledon.	From	what	he	had	said	at	the	hotel,
Holmes	had	made	it	clear	that	the	adventure	of	the	man	in	the	flat	cap	was	over,
the	case	solved	and	all	that	remained	was	for	him	to	launch	into	one	of	those
explanations	that	would	leave	me	wondering	how	I	could	have	been	so	obtuse	as
to	have	not	see	it	for	myself	from	the	start.	However,	breakfast	brought	a	letter
from	Catherine	Carstairs,	informing	us	that	she	and	her	husband	had	gone	away



for	a	few	days,	staying	with	friends	in	Suffolk.	Edmund	Carstairs,	with	his
fragile	nature,	needed	time	to	regain	his	composure	and	Holmes	would	never
reveal	what	he	knew	without	an	audience.	I	would	therefore	have	to	wait.

In	fact,	it	was	another	two	days	before	Wiggins	returned	to	221B	Baker	Street,
this	time	on	his	own.	He	had	received	Holmes’s	wire	(quite	how,	I	do	not	know,	I
never	learned	where	Wiggins	lived	or	in	what	circumstances)	and	since	then	he
had	been	searching	for	Ross,	but	without	success.

‘’e	came	to	London	at	the	end	of	the	summer,’	Wiggins	explained.

‘Came	to	London	from	where?’

‘I’ve	no	idea.	When	I	met	’im.	’e	was	sharing	a	kitchen	in	King’s	Cross	with	a
family	–	nine	of	them	in	two	rooms	–	and	I	spoke	to	them	but	they	ain’t	seen	’im
since	that	night	at	the	’otel.	No	one’s	seen	’im.	It	sounds	to	me	like	’e’s	lying
low.’

‘Wiggins,	I	want	you	to	tell	me	what	happened	that	night,’	Holmes	said,	sternly.
‘The	two	of	you	followed	the	American	from	the	pawnbroker	to	the	hotel.	You
left	Ross	watching	the	place	while	you	came	for	me.	He	must	have	been	alone
there	for	a	couple	of	hours.’

‘Ross	was	game.	I	didn’t	make	him.’

‘I’m	not	suggesting	that	for	a	moment.	Finally,	we	returned,	Mr	Carstairs,	Dr
Watson,	you	and	I.	Ross	was	still	there.	I	gave	you	both	money	and	dismissed
you.	You	left	together.’

‘We	didn’t	stay	together	long,’	Wiggins	replied.	‘’e	went	’is	way	and	I	went
mine.’

‘Did	he	say	anything	to	you?	Did	the	two	of	you	speak?’

‘Ross	was	in	a	strange	mood	and	no	mistake.	There	was	something	’e’d	seen	…’

‘At	the	hotel?	Did	he	tell	you	what	it	was?’

‘There	was	a	man.	That	was	all.	It	put	the	wind	up	’im.	Ross	is	only	thirteen	but
’e	normally	knows	what’s	what.	You	know?	Well,	’e	was	shook	to	the	core.’

‘He	saw	the	killer!’	I	exclaimed.

‘I	don’t	know	what	’e	saw	but	I	can	tell	you	what	’e	said.	“I	know	’im	and	I	can
make	something	from	’im.	More	than	the	guinea	I	got	from	bloody	Mr	’olmes.”



Forgive	me,	sir.	But	them	were	’is	words	exactly.	I	reckon	he	was	all	set	to	put
the	squeeze	on	someone.’

‘Anything	else?’

‘Only	that	’e	was	in	an	’urry	to	be	off.	’e	ran	into	the	night.	’e	didn’t	go	to	King’s
Cross.	I	don’t	know	where	’e	went.	The	only	thing	is	that	nobody	saw	’im	no
more.’

As	Holmes	listened	to	this,	he	was	as	grave	as	I	had	ever	seen	him.	Now	he
moved	closer	to	the	boy	and	crouched	down.	Wiggins	seemed	very	small	beside
him.	Malnourished	and	sickly,	with	matted	hair,	rheumy	eyes	and	skin	befouled
by	London	dirt,	it	would	have	been	impossible	to	distinguish	him	in	a	crowd.	It
may	be	that	this	was	why	it	was	so	easy	to	ignore	the	plight	of	these	children.
There	were	so	many	of	them.	They	all	looked	the	same.	‘Listen	to	me,	Wiggins,’
Holmes	said.	‘It	seems	to	me	that	Ross	could	be	in	great	danger—’

‘I	looked	for	’im!	I	searched	everywhere!’

‘I’m	sure	of	it.	But	you	must	tell	me	what	you	know	of	his	past.	Where	did	he
come	from	before	you	met	him.	Who	were	his	parents?’

‘’e	never	’ad	no	parents.	They	were	dead,	long	ago.	’e	never	said	where	’e	come
from	and	I	never	asked.	Where	do	you	think	any	of	us	come	from?	What	does	it
matter?’

‘Think,	boy.	If	he	found	himself	in	trouble,	is	there	anyone	he	would	turn	to,	any
place	where	he	might	seek	refuge?’

Wiggins	shook	his	head.	But	then	he	seemed	to	think	again.	‘Is	there	another
guinea	in	it	for	me?’	he	asked.

Holmes’s	eyes	narrowed	and	I	could	see	he	was	struggling	to	compose	himself.
‘Is	the	life	of	your	compatriot	worth	as	little	as	that?’	he	demanded.

‘I	don’t	understand	“compatriot”.	’e	was	nothing	to	me,	Mr	’olmes.	Why	would	I
care	if	’e	lived	or	died?	If	Ross	were	never	seen	again,	there	are	twenty	more
that	would	take	’is	place.’	Holmes	was	still	glaring	at	him	and	Wiggins	suddenly
softened.	‘All	right.	He	was	looked	after,	for	a	while	anyway.	There	was	a
charity	what	took	’im	in.	Chorley	Grange,	up	’amworth	way.	It’s	a	school	for
boys.	’e	told	me	once	that	’e’d	been	there	but	’e	’ated	it	and	ran	away.	That	was
when	’e	set	up	in	King’s	Cross.	But,	I	suppose,	if	’e	was	scared,	if	someone	was
after	’im,	maybe	he	could	have	gone	back.	Better	the	devil	you	know	…’



Holmes	straightened	up.	‘Thank	you,	Wiggins,’	he	said.	‘I	want	you	to	keep
looking	for	him.	I	want	you	to	ask	anyone	you	meet.’	He	took	out	a	coin	and
handed	it	over.	‘If	you	find	him,	you	must	bring	him	here	at	once.	Mrs	Hudson
will	feed	you	both	and	look	after	you	until	I	return.	Do	you	understand	me?’

‘Yes,	Mr	’olmes.’

‘Good.	Watson,	I	trust	you	will	you	accompany	me?	We	can	take	the	train	from
Baker	Street.’

One	hour	later,	a	cab	dropped	us	off	in	front	of	three	handsome	buildings	that
stood	next	to	one	another	on	the	edge	of	a	narrow	lane	which	climbed	steeply	for
at	least	half	a	mile	from	the	village	of	Roxeth	up	to	Hamworth	Hill.	The	largest
of	these,	the	one	at	the	centre,	resembled	an	English	gentleman’s	country	home
of	perhaps	a	hundred	years	ago,	with	a	red-tiled	roof	and	a	veranda	running	its
full	length	at	the	level	of	the	first	floor.	The	face	of	the	house	was	covered	in
vines	which	might	be	luxuriant	in	the	summer	but	which	were	bare	and	spindly
now,	and	the	entire	habitation	was	surrounded	by	farmland,	with	a	lawn	slanting
down	to	an	orchard	filled	with	ancient	apple	trees.	It	was	hard	to	believe	that	we
were	so	close	to	London,	for	the	air	was	fresh	and	the	surrounding	countryside
most	attractive,	or	it	would	have	been	had	the	weather	been	more	clement,	for	it
was	very	cold	again	and	had	begun	to	drizzle.	The	buildings	on	each	side	were
either	barns	or	brewhouses	but	had	presumably	been	adapted	to	the	school’s
needs.	There	was	a	fourth	structure	on	the	other	side	of	the	lane,	this	one
surrounded	by	an	ornate	metal	fence	with	an	open	gate.	It	gave	the	impression	of
being	empty	for	there	was	no	light	or	movement	there.	A	wooden	sign	read:
Chorley	Grange	Home	for	Boys.	Looking	across	the	fields,	I	noticed	a	small
group	of	boys	attacking	a	vegetable	patch	with	spades	and	hoes.

We	rang	the	front	bell	and	were	admitted	by	a	man	who	was	sombrely	dressed	in
a	dark	grey	suit	and	who	listened	in	silence	as	Holmes	explained	who	we	were
and	on	what	mission	we	had	come.	‘Very	good,	gentlemen.	If	you	would	like	to
wait	here	…’	He	admitted	us	into	the	building	and	left	us	standing	in	an	austere,
wood-panelled	hall	with	nothing	on	the	walls	apart	from	a	few	portraits,	so	faded
as	to	be	almost	indecipherable,	and	a	silver	cross.	A	long	corridor	with	several
doors	stretched	into	the	distance.	I	could	imagine	classrooms	on	the	other	side,
but	not	a	sound	came	from	within.	It	struck	me	that	the	place	was	more	like	a
monastery	than	a	school.

Then	the	servant,	if	that	was	what	he	was,	returned,	bringing	with	him	a	short,



round-faced	man	who	had	to	take	three	steps	for	every	one	of	his	companion’s
and	panted	loudly	in	his	efforts	to	keep	up.	Everything	about	this	new	arrival
was	circular.	In	shape,	he	reminded	me	of	the	snowmen	that	I	might	see	any	time
now	in	Regent’s	Park,	for	his	head	was	one	ball	and	his	body	another	and	there
was	a	simplicity	about	his	face	that	could	have	been	suggested	with	a	carrot	and
several	lumps	of	coal.	He	was	about	forty	years	old,	bald,	with	just	a	little	dark
hair	around	his	ears.	He	was	dressed	in	the	manner	of	a	clergyman,	complete
with	dog	collar,	which	formed	another	circle	around	his	neck.	As	he	walked
towards	us,	he	beamed	and	spread	his	arms	in	welcome.

‘Mr	Holmes!	You	do	us	a	great	honour.	I	have	of	course	read	of	your	exploits,
sir.	The	greatest	consulting	detective	in	the	country,	here	at	Chorley	Grange!	It	is
really	quite	remarkable.	And	you	must	be	Dr	Watson.	We	have	read	your	stories
in	class.	The	boys	are	delighted	by	them.	They	will	not	believe	that	you	are	here.
Might	you	have	time	to	address	them?	But	I	am	running	ahead	of	myself.	You
must	forgive	me,	gentlemen,	but	I	cannot	contain	my	excitement.	I	am	the
Reverend	Charles	Fitzsimmons.	Vosper	tells	me	that	you	are	here	on	serious
business.	Mr	Vosper	helps	to	administer	this	establishment	and	also	teaches
maths	and	reading.	Please,	come	with	me	to	my	study.	You	must	meet	my	wife
and	perhaps	we	can	offer	you	some	tea?’

We	followed	the	little	man	down	a	second	corridor	and	through	a	door	into	a
room	which	was	too	large	and	too	cold	to	be	comfortable	even	though	some
effort	had	been	made	with	bookcases,	a	sofa	and	several	chairs	arranged	around
a	fireplace.	A	large	desk,	piled	high	with	documents,	had	been	positioned	so	as
to	look	out	through	a	set	of	picture	windows	on	to	the	lawn	and	the	orchard
beyond.	It	had	been	cold	in	the	corridor,	and	it	was	colder	here,	despite	the	fire
in	the	grate.	The	red	glow	and	the	smell	of	burning	coal	gave	the	illusion	of
warmth	but	little	more.	The	rain	was	hammering	now	against	the	windows	and
running	down	the	glass.	It	had	drained	the	colour	out	of	the	fields.	Although	it
was	only	the	middle	of	the	afternoon,	it	could	just	as	well	have	been	night.

‘My	dear,’	exclaimed	our	host.	‘This	is	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	and	Dr	Watson.
They	have	come	to	ask	us	for	our	help.	Gentlemen,	may	I	present	my	wife,
Joanna?’

I	had	not	noticed	the	woman	who	had	been	sitting	in	an	armchair	in	the	darkest
corner	of	the	room,	reading	a	volume	of	several	hundred	pages	which	was
balanced	on	her	lap.	If	this	was	Mrs	Fitzsimmons,	then	the	two	of	them	made	an



odd	couple,	for	she	was	quite	remarkably	tall	and,	I	would	have	said,	several
years	older	than	him.	She	was	dressed	entirely	in	black,	an	old-fashioned	satin
dress	that	fitted	high	around	the	neck	and	tight	around	the	arms,	with	beaded
passementerie	across	the	shoulders.	Her	hair	was	tied	in	a	knot	behind	her	and
her	fingers	were	long	and	thin.	Were	I	a	boy,	I	might	have	thought	her	witch-
like.	Certainly,	looking	at	the	two	of	them,	I	had	the	perhaps	unworthy	thought
that	I	could	understand	why	Ross	had	chosen	to	run	away.	Had	I	been	in	his
shoes,	I	might	very	well	have	done	the	same.

‘Will	you	have	some	tea?’	the	lady	asked.	Her	voice	was	as	thin	as	the	rest	of
her,	her	accent	deliberately	refined.

‘We	will	not	inconvenience	you,’	Holmes	replied.	‘As	you	are	aware,	we	are
here	on	a	matter	of	some	urgency.	We	are	looking	for	a	boy,	a	street	urchin
whom	we	know	only	by	the	name	of	Ross.’

‘Ross?	Ross?’	The	reverend	searched	in	his	mind.	‘Ah	yes!	Poor,	young	Ross!
We	have	not	seen	him	for	quite	a	while,	Mr	Holmes.	He	came	to	us	from	a	very
difficult	background,	but	then	so	do	many	of	the	charges	in	our	care.	He	did	not
stay	with	us	long.’

‘He	was	a	difficult	and	a	disagreeable	child,’	his	wife	cut	in.	‘He	would	not	obey
the	rules.	He	disrupted	the	other	boys.	He	refused	to	conform.’

‘You	are	too	hard,	too	hard,	my	dear.	But	it	is	true,	Mr	Holmes,	that	Ross	was
never	grateful	for	the	help	that	we	tried	to	give	him	and	did	not	settle	into	our
ways.	He	had	only	been	here	for	a	few	months	before	he	ran	away.	That	was	last
summer	…	July	or	August.	I	would	have	to	consult	my	notes	to	be	sure.	May	I
ask	why	you	are	looking	for	him?	I	hope	he	has	not	done	something	amiss.’

‘Not	at	all.	A	few	nights	ago	he	was	the	witness	to	certain	events	in	London.	I
merely	wish	to	know	what	he	saw.’

‘It	sounds	most	mysterious,	does	it	not,	my	dear?	I	will	not	ask	you	to	elucidate
further.	We	do	not	know	where	he	came	from.	We	do	not	know	where	he	has
gone.’

‘Then	I	will	not	take	up	any	more	of	your	time.’	Holmes	turned	to	the	door,	then
seemed	to	change	his	mind.	‘Though	perhaps	before	we	leave,	you	might	like	to
tell	us	something	about	your	work	here.	Chorley	Grange	is	your	property?’

‘Not	at	all,	sir.	My	wife	and	I	are	employed	by	the	Society	for	the	Improvement



of	London’s	Children.’	He	pointed	at	a	portrait	of	an	aristocratic	gentleman,
leaning	against	a	pillar.	‘That	is	the	founder,	Sir	Crispin	Ogilvy,	now	deceased.
He	purchased	this	farm	fifty	years	ago,	and	it	is	thanks	to	his	bequest	that	we	are
able	to	maintain	it.	We	have	thirty-five	boys	here,	all	taken	from	the	streets	of
London	and	saved	from	a	future	picking	oakum	or	wasting	their	hours	on	the
treadmill.	We	give	them	food	and	shelter	and,	more	important	than	either,	a
good,	Christian	education.	In	addition	to	reading,	writing	and	basic	mathematics,
the	boys	are	taught	shoemaking,	carpentering	and	tailoring.	You	will	have
noticed	the	fields.	We	have	a	hundred	acres	and	grow	almost	all	our	own	food.	In
addition,	the	boys	learn	how	to	breed	pigs	and	poultry.	When	they	leave	here,
many	of	them	will	go	to	Canada,	Australia	and	America	to	begin	a	new	life.	We
are	in	contact	with	a	number	of	farmers	who	will	be	pleased	to	welcome	them
and	give	them	a	fresh	start.’

‘How	many	teachers	do	you	have?’

‘There	are	just	the	four	of	us,	along	with	my	wife,	and	we	divide	the
responsibilities	between	us.	You	met	Mr	Vosper	at	the	door.	He	is	the	porter	and
teaches	maths	and	reading,	as	I	think	I	said.	You	have	arrived	during	afternoon
lessons	and	my	other	two	teachers	are	in	class.’

‘How	did	Ross	come	to	be	here?’

‘Doubtless	he	would	have	been	picked	up	in	one	of	the	casual	wards	or	night
shelters.	The	society	has	volunteers	who	work	in	the	city	and	who	bring	the	boys
to	us.	I	can	make	enquiries	if	you	wish,	although	it	has	been	so	long	since	we
had	any	news	of	him	that	I	rather	doubt	we	can	be	of	any	help.’

‘We	cannot	force	the	boys	to	stay,’	Mrs	Fitzsimmons	said.	‘The	great	majority	of
them	will	choose	to	do	just	that,	and	will	grow	up	to	be	a	credit	to	themselves
and	to	the	school.	But	there	are	the	occasional	troublemakers,	boys	with	no
gratitude	whatsoever.’

‘We	have	to	believe	in	every	child,	Joanna.’

‘You	are	too	soft-hearted,	Charles.	They	take	advantage	of	you.’

‘Ross	cannot	be	blamed	for	what	he	was.	His	father	was	a	slaughterman	who
came	into	contact	with	a	diseased	sheep	and	died	very	slowly	as	a	result.	His
mother	turned	to	alcohol.	She’s	dead	too.	For	a	time	Ross	was	looked	after	by	an
elder	sister	but	we	don’t	know	what	became	of	her.	Ah	yes!	I	remember	now.



You	asked	how	he	came	here.	Ross	was	arrested	for	shoplifting.	The	magistrate
took	pity	on	him	and	handed	him	to	us.’

‘A	last	chance.’	Mrs	Fitzsimmons	shook	her	head.	‘I	shudder	to	think	what	will
become	of	him	now.’

‘So	you	have	no	idea	at	all	where	we	might	be	able	to	find	him.’

‘I	am	sorry	you	have	wasted	your	time,	Mr	Holmes.	We	do	not	have	the
resources	to	search	for	boys	who	have	chosen	to	leave	us,	and	in	truth,	what
would	be	the	point	of	it?	“Ye	have	forsaken	me	and	therefore	have	I	also	left
you.”	Can	you	tell	us	what	it	is	that	he	witnessed	and	why	it	is	so	important	for
you	to	find	him?’

‘We	believe	him	to	be	in	danger.’

‘All	these	homeless	boys	are	in	danger.’	Fitzsimmons	clapped	his	hands	together
as	if	struck	by	a	sudden	thought.	‘But	might	it	help	you	to	speak	to	some	of	his
former	classmates?	It	is	always	possible	that	he	may	have	told	one	of	them
something	that	he	would	have	preferred	to	keep	from	us.	And	if	you	would	like
to	accompany	me,	it	will	give	me	an	opportunity	to	show	you	the	school	and	to
explain	a	little	more	about	our	work.’

‘That	would	be	most	kind	of	you,	Mr	Fitzsimmons.’

‘The	pleasure	would	be	entirely	mine.’

We	left	the	study.	Mrs	Fitzsimmons	did	not	join	us	but	remained	in	her	seat	in
the	corner,	her	head	buried	in	her	weighty	tome.

‘You	must	forgive	my	wife,’	the	Reverend	Fitzsimmons	muttered.	‘You	may
think	her	a	little	severe	but	I	can	assure	you	that	she	lives	for	these	boys.	She
teaches	them	divinity,	helps	with	the	laundry,	nurses	them	when	they	are	ill.’

‘You	have	no	children	of	your	own?’	I	asked.

‘Perhaps	I	have	not	made	myself	clear,	Dr	Watson.	We	have	thirty-five	children
of	our	own,	for	we	treat	them	exactly	as	if	they	were	our	flesh	and	blood.’

He	took	us	back	down	the	corridor	I	had	first	noticed	and	into	one	of	the	rooms,
which	smelled	strongly	of	leather	and	new	hemp.	Here	were	eight	or	nine	boys,
all	clean	and	well	groomed,	dressed	in	aprons,	silently	concentrating	on	the
shoes	that	were	laid	out	in	front	of	them	while	the	man	we	had	met	at	the	door,
Mr	Vosper,	watched	over	them.	They	all	rose	as	we	came	in	and	stood	in



respectful	silence	but	Fitzsimmons	waved	them	down	cheerfully.	‘Sit	down,
boys!	Sit	down!	This	is	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	from	London	who	has	come	to	visit
us.	Let	us	show	him	how	industrious	we	can	be.’	The	boys	went	on	with	their
work.	‘All	well,	Mr	Vosper?’

‘Indeed	so,	sir.’

‘Good!	Good!’	Fitzsimmons	positively	beamed	with	approval.	‘They	have	two
more	hours	work	and	then	an	hour	of	leisure	before	tea.	Our	day	finishes	at	eight
o’clock	with	prayers	and	then	bed.’

He	set	off	again,	his	short	legs	working	hard	to	propel	himself	forward,	this	time
leading	us	upstairs	to	show	us	a	dormitory,	a	touch	spartan	but	decidedly	clean
and	airy,	with	beds	lined	up	like	soldiers,	each	one	a	few	feet	apart.	We	saw	the
kitchens,	the	dining	room,	a	workshop	and	finally	came	to	a	classroom	with	a
lesson	in	progress.	It	was	a	square	room	with	a	single,	small	stove	in	one	corner,
a	chalk	board	on	one	wall	and	an	embroidered	text	with	the	first	line	of	a	psalm
on	another.	There	were	a	few	books	neatly	stacked	on	shelves,	an	abacus	and	a
scattering	of	objects	–	pine	cones,	rocks	and	animal	bones	–	which	must	have
been	collected	from	field	trips.	A	young	man	sat	marking	a	copybook	while	a
twelve-year-old	boy,	acting	as	the	class	monitor,	stood	reading	to	his	fellows
from	a	well-worn	Bible.	The	boy	stopped	the	moment	we	walked	in.	Fifteen
students	had	been	sitting	in	three	rows,	listening	intently,	and	once	again	they
stood	up	respectfully,	gazing	at	us	with	pale,	serious	faces.

‘Sit	down,	please!’	exclaimed	the	reverend.	‘Forgive	the	interruption,	Mr	Weeks.
Was	that	the	Book	of	Job	I	heard	just	now,	Harry?	“Naked	I	came	out	of	my
mother’s	womb	and	naked	shall	I	return	…”	’

‘Yes,	sir.’

‘Very	good.	A	fine	choice	of	text.’	He	gestured	at	the	teacher	who	alone	had
remained	seated.	He	was	in	his	late	twenties,	with	a	strange,	twisted	face	and	a
tangle	of	brown	hair	that	sprawled	lopsidedly	on	one	side	of	his	head.	‘This	is
Robert	Weeks,	a	graduate	of	Balliol	College.	Mr	Weeks	was	building	a
successful	career	in	the	city	but	has	chosen	to	join	us	for	a	year	to	help	those	less
fortunate	than	himself.	Do	you	remember	the	boy,	Ross,	Mr	Weeks?’

‘Ross?	He	was	the	one	who	ran	away.’

‘This	gentleman	here	is	none	other	than	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes,	the	well-known



detective.’	This	caused	a	certain	tremor	of	recognition	among	some	of	the	boys.
‘He	is	afraid	that	Ross	may	have	got	himself	into	trouble.’

‘Not	surprising,’	muttered	Mr	Weeks.	‘He	was	not	an	easy	child.’

‘Were	you	a	companion	of	his,	Harry?’

‘No,	sir,’	the	monitor	replied.

‘Well,	surely	there	must	have	been	someone	in	this	room	who	befriended	him
and	who	perhaps	spoke	with	him	and	can	now	help	us	find	him?	You	will	recall,
boys,	that	we	talked	a	great	deal	after	Ross	left	here.	I	asked	you	all	where	he
might	have	gone	and	you	were	unable	to	tell	me	anything.	I	beseech	you	all	to
consider	the	matter	one	last	time.’

‘My	desire	is	only	to	help	your	friend,’	Holmes	added.

There	was	a	brief	silence.	Then	a	boy	in	the	back	row	put	up	his	hand.	He	was
fair-haired	and	very	fragile	and	I	guessed	about	eleven.	‘Are	you	the	man	in	the
stories?’	he	asked.

‘That’s	right.	And	this	is	the	man	who	writes	them.’	It	was	rare	for	me	to	hear
Holmes	introduce	me	in	this	manner	and	I	have	to	say	I	was	extremely	pleased
to	hear	it.	‘Do	you	read	them?’

‘No,	sir.	There	are	too	many	long	words.	But	sometimes	Mr	Weeks	reads	them	to
us.’

‘We	must	let	you	return	to	your	studies,’	Fitzsimmons	said	and	began	to	usher	us
towards	the	door.

But	the	boy	at	the	back	had	not	finished	yet.	‘Ross	has	a	sister,	sir,’	he	said.

Holmes	turned.	‘In	London?’

‘I	think	so.	Yes.	He	spoke	about	her	once.	Her	name	is	Sally.	He	said	that	she
worked	at	a	public	house,	The	Bag	of	Nails.’

For	the	first	time,	the	Reverend	Fitzsimmons	looked	angry,	a	dull	red	patch
spreading	into	the	round	of	his	cheeks.	‘This	is	very	wrong	of	you,	Daniel,’	he
said.	‘Why	did	you	not	tell	me	before?’

‘I	had	forgotten,	sir.’

‘Had	you	remembered,	we	might	have	been	able	to	find	him,	to	protect	him	from



whatever	trouble	has	come	his	way.’

‘I’m	sorry,	sir.’

‘We’ll	say	no	more	of	it.	Come,	Mr	Holmes.’

The	three	of	us	walked	back	towards	the	main	door	of	the	school.	Holmes	had
paid	the	cab	driver	to	wait	for	us	and	I	was	glad	to	see	he	was	there,	for	it	was
still	raining	heavily.

‘The	school	does	you	credit,’	Holmes	said.	‘I	find	it	remarkable	how	quiet	and
well	disciplined	the	boys	seem	to	be.’

‘I	am	very	grateful	to	you,’	returned	Fitzsimmons,	relaxing	once	again	into	his
more	congenial	self.	‘My	methods	are	very	simple,	Mr	Holmes.	The	stick	and
the	carrot	–	quite	literally	so.	When	the	boys	misbehave,	I	flog	them.	But	if	they
work	hard	and	abide	by	our	rules,	then	they	find	that	they	are	well	fed.	In	the	six
years	that	my	wife	and	I	have	been	here,	two	boys	have	died,	one	with
congenital	heart	disease,	the	other	of	tuberculosis.	But	Ross	is	the	only	one	who
has	run	away.	When	you	find	him,	for	I	am	sure	that	you	will,	I	hope	you	will
prevail	upon	him	to	return.	Life	here	is	not	as	austere	as	it	may	seem	in	this	vile
weather.	When	the	sun	shines	and	the	boys	can	run	wild	in	the	open	air,	Chorley
Grange	can	be	a	cheerful	place	too.’

‘I	am	sure	of	it.	One	last	question,	Mr	Fitzsimmons.	The	building	opposite.	That
is	part	of	the	school?’

‘Indeed	so,	Mr	Holmes.	When	we	first	came	here	it	was	coach-builder’s	factory
but	we	have	adapted	it	to	our	own	needs	and	now	use	it	for	public	performances.
Did	I	mention	to	you	that	every	boy	in	the	school	is	a	member	of	a	band?’

‘You	have	had	a	performance	recently.’

‘Only	two	nights	ago.	You	have	doubtless	noticed	the	many	wheel	tracks.	I
would	be	honoured	if	you	came	to	our	next	recital,	Mr	Holmes	–	and	you	too,	Dr
Watson.	Indeed,	might	you	consider	becoming	benefactors	of	the	school?	We	do
the	best	we	can,	but	we	also	need	all	the	help	that	is	available.’

‘I	will	certainly	consider	it.’	We	shook	hands	and	left.	‘We	must	go	straight	to
The	Bag	of	Nails,	Watson,’	Holmes	said	the	moment	we	had	climbed	into	the
cab.	‘There	is	not	a	second	to	be	lost.’

‘You	really	think	…?’



‘The	boy,	Daniel,	told	us	what	he	had	refused	to	tell	his	masters	but	only	because
he	knew	who	we	were	and	thought	we	could	save	his	friend.	For	once,	Watson,	I
am	being	guided	by	my	instinct	and	not	by	my	intellect.	What	is	it,	I	wonder,
that	gives	me	such	cause	for	alarm?	Whip	the	horses,	driver,	and	take	us	to	the
station!	And	let	us	just	pray	that	we’re	not	too	late.’

	



SEVEN

The	White	Ribbon

How	differently	things	might	have	turned	out	had	there	not	been	two	public
houses	in	London	with	the	name	The	Bag	of	Nails.	We	knew	of	one	in	Edge
Lane	in	the	heart	of	Shoreditch	and,	believing	this	to	be	a	likely	place	of
employment	for	the	orphaned	sister	of	a	penniless	street	child,	made	our	way
directly	there.	It	was	a	small,	squalid	place	on	a	corner,	with	the	stink	of	old	beer
and	cigarette	smoke	seeping	out	of	the	very	woodwork,	and	yet	the	landlord	was
amicable	enough,	wiping	his	huge	hands	on	a	soiled	apron	as	he	examined	us
across	the	bar.

‘There’s	no	Sally	working	in	this	place,’	he	said,	after	we	had	introduced
ourselves.	‘Nor	has	there	ever	been.	What	makes	you	gentlemen	think	you	might
find	her	here?’

‘We’re	looking	for	her	brother,	a	boy	called	Ross.’

He	shook	his	head.	‘I	know	no	Ross,	neither.	You’re	sure	you’ve	been	directed	to
the	right	place?	There’s	a	Bag	of	Nails	over	in	Lambeth,	I	believe.	Maybe	you
should	try	your	luck	there.’

We	were	back	out	in	the	street	immediately	and	soon	crossing	London	in	a
hansom,	but	already	it	was	late	in	the	day	and	by	the	time	we	reached	the	lower
quarter	of	Lambeth	it	was	almost	dark.	The	second	Bag	of	Nails	was	more
welcoming	than	the	first,	but	conversely,	its	landlord	was	less	so,	a	surly,
bearded	fellow	with	a	broken	nose	that	had	set	badly	and	a	scowl	to	match.

‘Sally?’	he	demanded.	‘What	Sally	would	that	be?’

‘We	know	only	her	first	name,’	Holmes	responded.	‘And	the	fact	that	she	has	a
younger	brother,	Ross.’

‘Sally	Dixon?	Is	that	the	girl	you	want?	She	has	a	brother.	You’ll	find	her	round
the	back	but	you’ll	tell	me	what	you	want	with	her	first.’



‘We	wish	only	to	speak	with	her,’	Holmes	replied.	Once	again,	I	could	feel	the
tension	burning	within	him,	the	unremitting	sense	of	energy	and	drive	that
propelled	him	through	his	every	case.	There	was	never	a	man	who	felt	it	more
when	circumstances	conspired	to	frustrate	him.	He	slid	a	few	coins	onto	the	bar.
‘This	is	to	recompense	you	for	her	time.’

‘There’s	no	need	for	that,’	returned	the	landlord	but	he	took	the	money	anyway.
‘Very	well.	She’ll	be	in	the	yard.	But	I	doubt	you’ll	get	very	much	from	her.
She’s	not	the	most	talkative	of	girls.	I’d	get	better	company	employing	a	mute.’

There	was	a	courtyard	behind	the	building,	its	stones	still	wet	and	glistening
from	the	rain.	It	was	filled	with	scrap	of	every	description,	the	different	pieces
rising	high	up	the	walls	that	surrounded	the	place,	and	I	could	not	help	but
wonder	how	it	had	come	here.	I	saw	a	broken	piano,	a	child’s	rocking	horse,	a
birdcage,	several	bicycles,	half-chairs,	half-tables	…	all	manner	of	furniture,	but
nothing	whole.	A	pile	of	broken	crates	stood	on	one	side,	old	coal	bags	stuffed
with	Lord	knows	what	on	the	other.	There	was	smashed	glass,	great	piles	of
paper,	twisted	fragments	of	metal	and,	in	the	middle	of	it,	barefoot	and	in	a	dress
too	thin	for	this	weather,	a	girl	of	about	sixteen,	sweeping	what	space	was	still
available,	as	if	it	would	make	any	difference.	I	recognised	in	her	the	same	looks
as	her	younger	brother.	Her	hair	was	fair,	her	eyes	blue	and,	but	for	the
circumstances	in	which	she	found	herself,	I	would	have	said	she	was	pretty.	But
the	cruel	touch	of	poverty	and	hardship	was	also	evident	in	the	sharp	line	of	her
cheekbones,	the	arms	as	thin	as	sticks	and	the	grime	embedded	in	her	hands	and
cheeks.	When	she	looked	up,	her	face	showed	only	suspicion	and	contempt.
Sixteen!	And	what	had	her	life	been	to	bring	her	here?

We	stood	in	front	of	her,	but	she	continued	with	her	work,	ignoring	us	both.

‘Miss	Dixon?’	Holmes	asked.	The	brushes	of	the	broom	swept	back	and	forth,
the	rhythm	unbroken.	‘Sally?’

She	stopped	and	slowly	raised	her	head,	examining	us.	‘Yes?’	I	saw	that	her
hands	had	closed	around	the	broom	handle,	clutching	it	as	if	it	were	a	weapon.

‘We	don’t	wish	to	alarm	you,’	Holmes	said.	‘We	mean	you	no	harm.’

‘What	do	you	want?’	Her	eyes	were	fierce.	Neither	of	us	was	standing	close	to
her.	We	would	not	dare	to.

‘We	wish	to	speak	to	your	brother,	to	Ross.’



Her	hands	tightened.	‘Who	are	you?’

‘We	are	his	friends.’

‘Are	you	from	the	House	of	Silk?	Ross	is	not	here.	He	has	never	been	here	–	and
you	will	not	find	him.’

‘We	want	to	help	him.’

‘Of	course	you	would	say	that.	Well,	I’m	telling	you,	he’s	not	here.	You	can	both
go	away!	You	make	me	sick.	Go	back	where	you	came	from.’

Holmes	glanced	at	me	and,	hoping	to	be	of	service,	I	took	one	step	towards	the
girl.	I	had	thought	I	would	reassure	her	but	I	had	made	a	grievous	mistake.	I	am
still	not	sure	what	happened.	I	saw	the	broom	fall	and	heard	Holmes	cry	out.
Then	the	girl	seemed	to	punch	the	air	in	front	of	me	and	I	felt	something	white
hot	slice	across	my	chest.	I	staggered	back,	pressing	my	hand	against	the	front	of
my	coat.	When	I	looked	down,	I	saw	blood	trickling	between	my	fingers.	So
shocked	was	I,	it	took	me	a	moment	to	realise	that	I	had	been	stabbed,	either
with	a	knife	or	a	shard	of	glass.	For	a	moment,	the	girl	stood	in	front	of	me,	not	a
child	at	all	but	snarling	like	an	animal,	her	eyes	ablaze,	her	lips	drawn	back	in	a
ferocious	grimace.	Holmes	rushed	to	my	side.	‘My	dear	Watson!’	Then	there	was
a	movement	behind	me.

‘What’s	going	on	here?’	The	landlord	had	appeared.	The	girl	let	out	a	single,
guttural	howl,	then	turned	and	fled	through	a	narrow	archway	leading	out	into
the	street.

I	was	in	pain,	but	I	already	knew	that	I	had	not	been	seriously	injured.	The
thickness	of	my	coat	and	my	jacket	underneath	had	protected	me	from	the	worst
of	what	the	blade	might	have	achieved,	and	later	that	evening	I	would	dress	and
disinfect	a	relatively	minor	wound.	Thinking	back	now,	I	remember	that	there
would	be	another	occasion,	ten	years	later,	when	I	would	be	hurt	while	in	the
company	of	Sherlock	Holmes	and,	strange	though	it	may	sound,	I	felt	almost	a
sense	of	gratitude	towards	both	my	attackers	who	demonstrated	that	my	physical
well-being	did	at	least	mean	something	to	the	great	man	and	that	he	was	not	as
coldly	disposed	towards	me	as	he	sometimes	pretended.

‘Watson?’

‘It’s	nothing.	Holmes.	A	scratch.’

‘What’s	happened?’	the	landlord	demanded.	He	was	staring	at	my	bloodstained



hands.	‘What	did	you	do	to	her?’

‘You	might	ask	what	she	has	done	to	me,’	I	grunted,	although	even	in	the	shock
of	the	moment	I	was	unable	to	feel	any	rancour	towards	this	poor,	malnourished
child	who	had	struck	out	at	me	in	fear	and	incomprehension	and	who	had	not
really	wished	me	any	harm.

‘The	girl	was	frightened,’	Holmes	said.	‘Are	you	sure	you	are	not	hurt,	Watson?
Come	inside.	You	need	to	sit	down.’

‘No,	Holmes.	I	assure	you,	it	is	not	as	bad	as	it	seems.’

‘Thank	heaven	for	that.	We	must	call	at	once	for	a	hansom.	Landlord,	it	was	the
girl’s	brother	that	we	came	here	to	find.	A	boy	of	thirteen,	fair-haired	also,
shorter	than	her	and	better	fed.’

‘You	mean	Ross?’

‘You	know	him?’

‘I	told	you.	He	has	been	working	here	with	her.	You	should	have	asked	for	him
in	the	first	place.’

‘Is	he	here	now?’

‘No.	He	came	a	few	days	ago,	needing	a	roof	above	his	head.	I	said	he	could
share	with	his	sister	in	return	for	work	in	the	kitchen.	Sally	has	a	room	beneath
the	stairs	and	he	went	in	with	her.	But	the	boy	was	more	trouble	than	he	was
worth,	never	around	when	he	was	needed.	I	don’t	know	what	he	was	up	to,	but
he	had	some	sort	of	business	in	his	mind,	that	I	can	tell	you.	He	hurried	out	just
before	you	arrived.’

‘Do	you	have	any	idea	where	he	went?’

‘No.	The	girl	might	have	told	you.	But	now	she’s	gone	too.’

‘I	must	see	to	my	friend.	But	should	either	of	them	return,	it	is	urgent	that	you
send	a	message	to	my	lodgings	at	221B	Baker	Street.	Here	is	further	money	for
your	pains.	Come,	Watson.	Lean	on	me.	I	think	I	hear	an	approaching	cab	…’

And	so	the	day’s	adventure	ended	with	the	two	of	us	sitting	close	by	the	fire,	I
with	a	restorative	brandy	and	soda,	Holmes	smoking	furiously.	I	took	a	moment
to	reflect	on	the	circumstances	that	had	brought	us	to	this	point,	for	it	seemed	to
me	that	we	had	strayed	a	great	distance	from	our	original	quarry,	the	man	with



the	flat	cap	or	indeed	the	identity	of	the	person	who	had	killed	him.	Was	this	the
person	that	Ross	had	seen	outside	Mrs	Oldmore’s	Private	Hotel,	and	if	so,	how
could	the	boy	have	possibly	recognised	him?	Somehow,	that	chance	encounter
had	led	him	to	believe	that	he	could	make	some	money	for	himself,	and	since
then	he	had	vanished	from	sight.	He	must	have	told	his	sister	something	of	his
intentions,	for	she	had	been	afraid	on	his	behalf.	It	was	almost	as	if	she	had	been
expecting	us.	Why	else	would	she	have	been	carrying	a	weapon?	And	then	there
were	those	words	of	hers.	‘Are	you	from	the	House	of	Silk?’	On	our	return
Holmes	had	searched	through	his	index	and	the	various	encyclopaedias	that	he
kept	on	his	shelves	but	we	were	none	the	wiser	as	to	what	she	had	meant.	We	did
not	speak	of	any	of	this	together.	I	was	exhausted,	and	I	could	see	that	my	friend
was	preoccupied	with	his	own	thoughts.	We	would	just	have	to	wait	and	see
what	the	next	day	would	bring.

What	it	brought	was	a	police	constable,	knocking	at	our	door	just	after	breakfast.

‘Inspector	Lestrade	sends	his	compliments,	sir.	He	is	at	Southwark	Bridge	and
would	be	most	grateful	if	you	could	join	him.’

‘On	what	business,	officer?’

‘Murder,	sir.	And	a	very	nasty	one.’

We	put	on	our	coats	and	left	at	once,	taking	a	cab	over	Southwark	Bridge,
crossing	the	three	great	cast-iron	arches	that	spanned	the	river	from	Cheapside.
Lestrade	was	waiting	for	us	on	the	south	bank,	standing	with	a	group	of
policemen	who	were	clustered	around	what	looked,	from	a	distance,	like	a	small
heap	of	discarded	rags.	The	sun	was	shining,	but	it	was	once	again	bitterly	cold
and	the	Thames	water	had	never	been	crueller,	the	grey	waves	beating
monotonously	at	the	shore.	We	descended	a	spiral	staircase	of	grey	metal	that
twisted	down	from	the	road,	and	walked	over	the	mud	and	shingle.	It	was	low
tide	and	the	river	seemed	to	have	shrunk	back,	as	if	in	distaste	at	what	had
happened	here.	There	was	a	steamboat	pier	jutting	out	a	short	distance	away	with
a	few	passengers	waiting,	stamping	their	hands,	their	breath	frosting	in	the	air.
They	seemed	utterly	divorced	from	the	scene	that	presented	itself	to	us.	They
belonged	to	life.	Here	there	was	only	death.

‘Is	he	the	one	you	were	looking	for?’	Lestrade	asked.	‘The	boy	from	the	hotel?’

Holmes	nodded.	Perhaps	he	did	not	trust	himself	to	speak.



The	boy	had	been	beaten	brutally.	His	ribs	had	been	smashed,	his	arms,	his	legs,
each	one	of	his	fingers.	Looking	at	those	dreadful	injuries,	I	knew	at	once	that
they	had	all	been	been	inflicted	methodically,	one	at	a	time,	and	that	death,	for
Ross,	would	have	been	one	long	tunnel	of	pain.	Finally,	at	the	end	of	it	all,	his
throat	had	been	cut	so	savagely	that	his	head	had	almost	been	separated	from	his
neck.	I	had	seen	dead	bodies	before,	both	with	Holmes	and	during	my	time	as	an
army	surgeon,	but	I	had	never	seen	anything	as	dreadful	as	this,	and	I	found	it	far
beyond	understanding	that	any	human	being	could	have	done	this	to	a	thirteen-
year-old	boy.

‘It’s	a	bad	business,’	Lestrade	said.	‘What	can	you	tell	me	about	him,	Holmes?
Was	he	in	your	employ?’

‘His	name	was	Ross	Dixon,’	Holmes	replied.	‘I	know	very	little	about	him,
Inspector.	You	might	ask	at	the	Chorley	Grange	School	for	Boys	in	Hamworth,
but	there	may	not	be	much	that	they	are	able	to	add.	He	was	an	orphan,	but	he
has	a	sister	who	worked	until	recently	at	The	Bag	of	Nails	public	house	in
Lambeth.	You	may	yet	find	her	there.	Have	you	examined	the	body?’

‘We	have.	His	pockets	were	empty.	But	there	is	something	strange	that	you
should	see,	though	heaven	knows	what	it	signifies.	It	made	me	sickish	–	I’ll	tell
you	that	much.’

Lestrade	nodded	and	one	of	the	policemen	knelt	down	and	took	hold	of	one	of
the	small,	broken,	arms.	The	sleeve	of	his	shirt	fell	back	to	reveal	a	white	ribbon,
knotted	around	the	boy’s	wrist.	‘The	fabric	is	new,’	Lestrade	said.	‘It’s	a	good
quality	silk	from	the	look	of	it.	And	see	–	it	is	untouched	by	blood	or	by	any	of
this	Thames	filth.	I	would	say,	therefore,	that	it	was	placed	on	the	boy	after	he
was	killed,	as	some	sort	of	sign.’

‘The	House	of	Silk!’	I	exclaimed.

‘What’s	that?’

‘Do	you	know	of	it,	Lestrade?’	Holmes	asked.	‘Does	it	mean	anything	to	you?’

‘No.	The	House	of	Silk?	Is	it	a	factory?	I’ve	never	heard	of	it.’

‘But	I	have.’	Holmes	stared	into	the	distance,	his	eyes	filled	with	horror	and	self-
reproach.	‘The	white	ribbon,	Watson!	I	have	seen	it	before.’	He	turned	back	to
Lestrade.	‘Thank	you	for	calling	me	out	and	for	informing	me	of	this.’

‘I	hoped	you	might	be	able	to	shed	some	light	on	the	matter.	It	may	be,	after	all,



that	this	is	your	fault.’

‘Fault?’	Holmes	jerked	round	as	though	he	had	been	stung.

‘I	warned	you	about	about	mixing	with	these	children.	You	employed	the	boy.
You	set	him	on	the	trail	of	a	known	criminal.	I	grant	you,	he	may	have	had	his
own	ideas	and	they	may	have	been	the	ruin	of	him.	But	this	is	the	result.’

I	cannot	say	if	Lestrade	was	being	deliberately	provocative	but	his	words	had	an
effect	on	Holmes	that	I	was	able	to	witness	for	myself	on	the	journey	back	to
Baker	Street.	He	had	sunk	into	the	corner	of	the	hansom	and	for	much	of	the
way	he	sat	in	silence,	refusing	to	meet	my	eyes.	His	skin	seemed	to	have
stretched	itself	over	his	cheekbones	and	he	appeared	more	gaunt	than	ever,	as	if
he	had	been	struck	down	by	some	virulent	disease.	I	did	not	try	to	speak	to	him.
I	knew	he	needed	no	consolation	from	me.	Instead,	I	watched	and	waited	as	he
brought	that	enormous	intellect	of	his	to	bear	on	the	terrible	turn	that	this
adventure	had	taken.

‘It	may	be	that	Lestrade	was	right,’	he	said	at	length.	‘Certainly,	I	have	used	my
Baker	Street	Irregulars	without	much	thought	or	consideration.	It	amused	me	to
have	them	lined	up	in	front	of	me,	to	give	them	a	shilling	or	two,	but	I	have
never	wantonly	put	them	in	harm’s	way,	Watson.	You	know	that.	And	yet	I	stand
accused	of	dilettantism	and	must	plead	guilty.	Wiggins,	Ross	and	the	rest	of
them	were	nothing	to	me,	just	as	they	are	nothing	to	the	society	that	has
abandoned	them	to	the	streets,	and	it	never	occurred	to	me	that	this	horror	might
be	the	result	of	my	actions.	Do	not	interrupt	me!	Would	I	have	allowed	a	young
boy	to	stand	alone	outside	a	hotel	in	the	darkness	had	it	been	your	son	or	mine?
And	the	logic	of	what	has	taken	place	seems	inescapable.	The	child	saw	the
killer	enter	the	hotel.	We	both	saw	how	it	afflicted	him.	Even	so,	he	thought	he
could	turn	the	situation	to	his	advantage.	He	attempted	to	do	so	and	he	died.	For
that	I	must	hold	myself	responsible.

‘And	yet!	And	yet!	How	does	the	House	of	Silk	fit	into	this	conundrum	and	what
are	we	to	make	of	the	strip	of	silk	around	the	boy’s	wrist?	That	is	the	crux	of	the
matter	and	once	again	I	am	blameworthy.	I	was	warned!	That’s	the	truth	of	it.
Honestly,	Watson,	there	are	times	when	I	wonder	if	I	shouldn’t	leave	this
profession	and	seek	my	fortune	elsewhere.	There	are	a	few	monographs	I	would
still	like	to	write.	I	have	always	had	a	fancy	to	keep	bees.	Certainly,	on	the
strength	of	my	achievements	so	far	in	the	investigation	of	this	case,	I	have	no
right	to	call	myself	a	detective.	A	child	is	dead.	You	saw	what	they	did	to	him.



How	am	I	to	live	with	that?’

‘My	dear	chap	…’

‘Say	nothing.	There	is	something	I	must	show	you.	I	was	forewarned.	I	could
have	prevented	it	…’

We	had	arrived	back.	Holmes	plunged	into	the	building,	taking	the	stairs	two	at	a
time.	I	followed	more	slowly,	for	although	I	had	said	nothing,	the	wound	I	had
sustained	the	day	before	was	hurting	far	more	than	it	had	at	the	time	it	was
inflicted.	As	I	arrived	in	our	sitting	room,	I	saw	him	lean	forward	and	seize	hold
of	an	envelope.	It	was	one	of	my	friend’s	many	singularities	that,	although	he
lived	in	surroundings	of	extreme	clutter	and	even	chaos,	with	letters	and
documents	piled	up	everywhere,	he	could	find	whatever	he	was	looking	for
without	a	second	thought.	‘Here	it	is!’	he	announced.	‘The	envelope	tells	us
nothing.	My	name	is	written	on	the	front	but	not	the	address.	It	was	hand
delivered.	Whoever	sent	it	made	no	attempt	to	disguise	his	handwriting	and	I
would	certainly	recognise	it	again.	You	will	notice	the	Greek	e	in	Holmes.	That
unusual	top	flourish	will	not	slip	my	mind	easily.’

‘And	what	is	inside	it?’	I	asked.

‘You	can	see	for	yourself,’	replied	Holmes,	and	passed	me	the	envelope.

I	opened	it	and,	with	a	shiver	that	I	could	not	disguise,	drew	out	a	short	length	of
white,	silk	ribbon.	‘What	is	the	meaning	of	this,	Holmes?’	I	asked.

‘I	asked	myself	the	same	when	I	received	it.	In	retrospect,	it	would	seem	to	have
been	a	warning.’

‘When	was	it	sent?’

‘Seven	weeks	ago.	At	the	time	I	was	involved	in	a	bizarre	affair	that	involved	a
pawnbroker,	Mr	Jabez	Wilson,	who	had	been	invited	to	join—’

‘—the	red-headed	league!’	I	interrupted,	for	I	remembered	the	case	well	and	had
been	fortunate	enough	to	see	it	to	its	conclusion.

‘Exactly.	That	was	a	three-pipe	problem	if	ever	there	was	one,	and	when	this
envelope	arrived,	my	mind	was	elsewhere.	I	examined	the	contents	and	tried	to
work	out	their	significance	but,	being	otherwise	engaged,	I	set	it	aside	and	forgot
it.	Now,	as	you	can	see,	it	has	come	back	to	haunt	me.’

‘But	who	would	have	sent	it	to	you?	And	to	what	purpose?’



‘I	have	no	idea,	but	for	the	sake	of	that	murdered	child,	I	intend	to	find	out.’
Holmes	reached	out	and	took	the	strip	of	silk	from	me.	He	laced	it	through	his
skeletal	fingers	and	held	it	in	front	of	him,	examining	it	in	the	way	that	a	man
might	a	poisonous	snake.	‘If	this	was	directed	to	me	as	a	challenge,	it	is	one	I
now	accept,’	he	said.	He	punched	at	the	air,	his	fist	closing	on	the	white	ribbon.
‘And	I	tell	you,	Watson,	that	I	shall	make	them	rue	the	day	that	it	was	sent.’

	



EIGHT

A	Raven	and	Two	Keys

Sally	had	not	returned	to	her	place	of	work	that	night	nor	the	following	morning.
This	was	hardly	surprising,	given	that	she	had	attacked	me	and	would	surely	be
in	fear	of	the	consequences.	In	addition,	the	death	of	her	brother	had	now	been
reported	in	the	newspapers	and	although	his	name	had	not	been	mentioned,	it
was	quite	possible	that	she	would	know	it	was	he	who	had	been	found	beneath
Southwark	Bridge,	for	that	was	how	it	was	in	those	days,	particularly	in	the
poorer	parts	of	the	city.	Bad	news	had	a	way	of	spreading	like	smoke	from	a	fire,
trickling	its	way	through	every	crowded	room,	every	squalid	basement,	soft	and
insistent,	smearing	everything	it	touched.	The	landlord	of	The	Bag	of	Nails	knew
that	Ross	was	dead	–	he	had	already	been	visited	by	Lestrade	and	he	was	even
less	pleased	to	see	us	than	he	had	been	the	day	before.

‘Have	you	not	caused	enough	trouble	already?’	he	demanded.	‘That	girl	may	not
have	amounted	to	much	but	she	was	still	a	good	pair	of	hands	and	I’m	sorry	to
have	lost	her.	And	it’s	not	good	for	business,	having	the	law	about	the	place!	I
wish	the	two	of	you	had	never	shown	up.’

‘It	was	not	we	who	brought	the	trouble,	Mr	Hardcastle,’	Holmes	replied,	for	he
had	read	the	landlord’s	name	–	Ephraim	Hardcastle	–	above	the	door.	‘It	was
here	already	and	we	merely	followed.	It	seems	likely	that	you	were	the	last
person	to	see	the	boy	alive.	Did	he	tell	you	nothing	before	he	left?’

‘Why	would	he	speak	to	me	or	I	to	him?’

‘But	you	said	that	he	had	some	business	on	his	mind.’

‘I	knew	nothing	of	that.’

‘He	was	tortured	to	death,	Mr	Hardcastle,	his	bones	broken	one	at	a	time.	I	have
sworn	to	find	his	killer	and	bring	him	to	justice.	I	cannot	do	so	if	you	refuse	to
help.’



The	landlord	nodded	slowly	and	when	he	spoke	again	it	was	in	more	measured
tones.	‘Very	well.	The	boy	turned	up	three	nights	ago	with	some	story	about
having	fallen	out	with	his	neighbours	and	needing	a	crib	until	he	could	sort
himself	out.	Sally	asked	my	permission	and	I	gave	my	assent.	Why	not?	You’ve
seen	the	yard.	There’s	a	whole	load	of	rubbish	to	be	cleared	out	and	I	thought	he
could	help.	He	did	a	little	work	too,	on	that	first	day,	but	in	the	afternoon	he	went
out,	and	when	he	came	back,	I	saw	he	was	very	pleased	with	himself.’

‘Did	his	sister	know	what	he	was	doing?’

‘She	might	have,	but	she	said	nothing	to	me.’

‘Pray	continue.’

‘I	have	little	more	to	add,	Mr	Holmes.	I	saw	him	only	one	more	time	and	that
was	in	the	minutes	before	you	arrived.	He	came	into	the	public	bar	while	I	was
carrying	up	the	casks	and	asked	me	the	time,	which	only	showed	how	ill-
educated	he	was,	because	you	can	read	it	as	clear	as	day	on	the	church	across	the
road.’

‘Then	he	was	on	his	way	to	a	fixed	appointment.’

‘I	suppose	it’s	possible.’

‘It’s	certain.	What	use	would	a	child	such	as	Ross	have	with	the	time	unless	he
had	been	asked	to	present	himself	in	a	certain	place	at	a	certain	time?	You	said
that	he	spent	three	nights	here	with	his	sister.’

‘He	shared	her	room.’

‘I	would	like	to	see	it.’

‘The	police	have	already	been	there.	They	searched	it	and	found	nothing.’

‘I	am	not	the	police.’	Holmes	placed	a	few	shillings	on	the	bar.	‘This	is	for	your
inconvenience.’

‘Very	well.	But	I	will	not	take	your	money	this	time.	You	are	on	the	trail	of	a
monster	and	it	will	be	enough	if	you	do	as	you	say	and	make	sure	he	can’t	hurt
anyone	else.’

He	showed	us	round	the	back	and	along	a	narrow	corridor	between	the	taproom
and	the	kitchen.	A	flight	of	stairs	led	down	to	the	cellars	and,	lighting	a	candle,
the	landlord	led	us	to	a	dismal	little	room	that	was	tucked	away	beneath	them,



small	and	windowless,	with	a	bare	wooden	floor.	This	was	where	Sally,
exhausted	after	her	long	day’s	labours,	would	have	taken	herself,	sleeping	on	a
mattress	on	the	floor,	covered	by	a	single	blanket.	Two	objects	lay	in	the	middle
of	this	makeshift	bed.	One	was	a	knife,	the	other	a	doll	which	she	must	have
rescued	from	some	rubbish	tip.	Looking	at	its	broken	limbs	and	stark	white	face,
I	could	not	help	but	think	of	her	brother	who	had	been	discarded	just	as	casually.
A	chair	and	a	small	table	with	a	candle	stood	in	one	corner.	It	would	not	have
taken	the	police	long	to	search	the	place	for,	the	doll	and	the	knife	aside,	Sally
had	no	possessions,	nothing	she	could	call	her	own	beyond	her	name.

Holmes	swept	his	eyes	across	the	room.	‘Why	the	knife?’	he	murmured.

‘To	protect	herself,’	I	suggested.

‘The	weapon	that	she	used	to	protect	herself	she	carried	with	her,	as	you	know
better	than	anyone.	She	will	have	taken	that	with	her.	This	second	knife	is	almost
blunt.’

‘And	stolen	from	the	kitchen!’	Hardcastle	murmured.

‘The	candle,	I	think,	is	of	interest.’	It	was	the	unlit	candle	on	the	table	to	which
Holmes	referred.	He	picked	it	up,	then	crouched	down	and	began	to	shuffle
along	the	floor.	It	took	me	a	moment	to	realise	that	he	was	following	a	trail	of
melted	wax	droplets	which	were	almost	invisible	to	the	human	eye.	He,	of
course,	had	seen	them	at	once.	They	led	him	to	the	corner	furthest	away	from	the
bed	‘She	carried	it	to	this	far	corner	…	again	to	what	purpose?	Unless	…	The
knife	please,	Watson.’	I	handed	it	to	him	and	he	pressed	the	blade	into	one	of	the
cracks	between	the	wooden	floorboards.	One	of	the	boards	was	loose	and	he
used	the	knife	to	prise	it	up,	then	reached	inside	and	withdrew	a	bunched-up
handkerchief.	‘If	you	could	be	so	kind,	Mr	Hardcastle	…’

The	landlord	brought	over	his	own,	lit	candle.	Holmes	unfolded	the
handkerchief,	and	by	the	light	of	the	flickering	flame,	we	saw	that	there	were
several	coins	inside	–	three	farthings,	two	florins,	a	crown,	a	gold	sovereign	and
five	shillings.	For	two	destitute	children,	it	was	a	veritable	treasure	trove,	but	to
which	of	them	had	the	money	belonged?

‘This	is	Ross’s,’	Holmes	said,	as	if	reading	my	thoughts.	‘The	sovereign,	I	gave
him.’

‘My	dear	Holmes!	How	can	you	be	sure	it’s	the	same	sovereign?’



Holmes	held	it	to	the	light.	‘The	date	is	the	same.	But	look	also	at	the	design.
Saint	George	rides	his	horse	but	has	a	gash	across	his	leg.	I	noticed	it	as	I	handed
it	over.	This	is	part	of	the	guinea	that	Ross	earned	for	his	work	with	the
Irregulars.	But	what	of	the	rest	of	it?’

‘He	got	it	from	his	uncle,’	Hardcastle	muttered.	Holmes	turned	to	him.	‘When	he
came	here	and	asked	to	stay	the	night,	he	said	he	could	pay	for	the	room.	I
laughed	at	him	and	he	said	that	he	had	been	given	money	by	his	uncle	but	I
didn’t	believe	him	and	said	he	could	work	in	the	yard	instead.	If	I’d	known	the
boy	had	as	much	as	this,	I’d	have	offered	him	decent	lodgings	upstairs.’

‘The	thing	takes	shape.	It	becomes	coherent.	The	boy	decides	to	use	the
information	that	he	has	gleaned	from	his	presence	at	Mrs	Oldmore’s	Hotel.	He
goes	out	once,	presents	himself	and	makes	his	demands.	He	is	invited	to	a
meeting	…	a	certain	place	at	a	certain	time.	It	is	at	this	meeting	that	he	will	be
killed.	But	he	has	at	least	taken	some	precautions,	leaving	all	his	wealth	behind
with	his	sister.	She	hides	it	beneath	the	floorboards.	How	wretched	she	must	now
be,	knowing	that	she	was	unable	to	retrieve	it	when	you	and	I	chased	her	away,
Watson.	One	last	question	for	you,	Mr	Hardcastle,	and	then	we	will	be	on	our
way.	Did	Sally	ever	mention	the	House	of	Silk	to	you?’

‘The	House	of	Silk?	No,	Mr	Holmes.	I	have	never	heard	of	it.	What	am	I	to	do
with	these	coins?’

‘Keep	them.	The	girl	has	lost	her	brother.	She	has	lost	everything.	Perhaps	one
day	she	will	come	back	to	you,	needing	help,	and	at	the	very	least	you	will	be
able	to	give	them	back.’

From	The	Bag	of	Nails	we	followed	the	sweep	of	the	Thames,	heading	back
towards	Bermondsey.	I	wondered	aloud	if	Holmes	intended	to	revisit	the	hotel.
‘Not	the	hotel,	Watson,’	he	said.	‘But	nearby.	We	must	find	the	source	of	the
boy’s	wealth.	It	may	prove	central	to	the	reason	he	was	killed.’

‘He	got	it	from	his	uncle,’	I	said.	‘But	if	his	parents	are	dead,	how	are	we	to	find
any	other	of	his	relatives?’

Holmes	laughed.	‘You	surprise	me,	Watson.	Are	you	really	so	unfamiliar	with
the	language	of	at	least	half	the	population	in	London?	Every	week	thousands	of
labourers	and	itinerant	workers	visit	their	uncles,	by	which	they	mean	the
pawnbrokers.	That	is	where	Ross	received	his	ill-gotten	gains.	The	only	question
is	–	what	did	he	sell	to	receive	his	florins	and	shillings?’



‘And	where	did	he	sell	it?’	I	added.	‘There	must	be	hundreds	of	pawnbrokers	in
this	part	of	London	alone.’

‘That	is	certainly	the	case.	On	the	other	hand,	you	will	recall	that	Wiggins
followed	our	mysterious	assailant	from	a	pawnbroker	in	Bridge	Lane	to	the	hotel
and	mentioned	that	Ross	was	frequently	in	and	out	of	it	himself.	Perhaps	that	is
where	his	“uncle”	is	to	be	found.’

What	a	place	of	broken	promises	and	lost	hopes	the	pawnbroker	proved	to	be!
Every	class,	every	profession,	every	walk	of	life	was	represented	in	its	grubby
windows,	the	detritus	of	so	many	lives	pinned	like	butterflies	behind	the	glass.
Overhead,	a	wooden	sign	with	three	red	balls	on	a	blue	background	hung	on
rusty	chains,	refusing	to	swing	in	the	breeze	as	if	to	assert	that	nothing	here
would	ever	move,	that	once	the	owners	had	lost	their	possessions,	they	would
never	see	them	again.	‘Money	advanced	on	plate,	jewels,	wearing	apparel	and
every	description	of	property’	read	the	notice	below	and	so	it	was,	for	even
Aladdin	in	his	cave	would	have	been	unlikely	to	stumble	upon	such	a	treasure
trove.	Garnet	brooches	and	silver	watches,	china	cups	and	vases,	pen	holders,
teaspoons	and	books,	fought	for	space	on	the	shelves	with	such	disparate	objects
as	a	clockwork	soldier	and	a	stuffed	jay.	Linen	squares	from	tiny	handkerchiefs
to	tableclothes	and	brightly	embroidered	bedcovers	dangled	at	the	sides.	A	whole
army	of	chessmen	stood	guard	over	a	battlefield	of	rings	and	bracelets	laid	out
on	green	baize.	What	workman	had	sacrificed	his	chisels	and	saws	for	beer	and
sausages	at	the	weekend?	What	little	girl	managed	without	her	Sunday	dress
while	her	parents	struggled	to	find	food	for	the	table?	The	window	was	not	just	a
display	of	human	degradation.	It	was	a	celebration.	And	it	was	here,	perhaps,
that	Ross	had	come.

I	had	seen	pawnbrokers	in	the	West	End	and	knew	that	it	was	customary	for
them	to	provide	a	side	door	through	which	it	was	possible	to	enter	without	being
seen,	but	that	was	not	the	case	here,	for	the	people	who	lived	around	Bridge
Lane	had	no	such	scruples.	There	was	one	main	door	and	it	was	open.	I	followed
Holmes	into	a	darkened	interior	where	a	single	man	perched	on	a	stool,	reading	a
book	with	one	hand,	while	the	other	rested	on	the	counter,	the	fingers	rolling
slowly	inwards	as	if	turning	some	invisible	object	over	in	his	palm.	He	was	a
slim,	delicate-looking	man	of	about	fifty,	thin	of	face,	wearing	a	shirt	buttoned	to
the	neck,	a	waistcoat	and	a	scarf.	There	was	something	neat	and	meticulous	in
his	manner	that	put	me	in	mind	of	a	watchmaker.



‘And	how	may	I	help	you,	gentlemen?’	he	enquired,	his	eyes	barely	leaving	the
page.	But	he	must	have	scrutinised	us	as	we	came	in	for	he	continued:	‘It	looks
to	me	as	if	you	are	here	on	official	business.	Are	you	from	the	police?	If	so,	I
cannot	help	you.	I	know	nothing	about	my	customers.	It	is	my	practice	never	to
ask	questions.	If	you	have	something	you	wish	to	leave	with	me,	I	will	offer	you
a	fair	price.	Otherwise	I	must	wish	you	a	good	day.’

‘My	name	is	Sherlock	Holmes.’

‘The	detective?	I	am	honoured.	And	what	brings	you	here,	Mr	Holmes?	Perhaps
it	has	something	to	do	with	a	gold	necklace,	set	with	sapphires,	a	nice	little
piece?	I	paid	five	pounds	for	it	and	the	police	took	it	back	again,	so	I	gained
nothing	at	all.	Five	pounds	and	it	might	have	brought	me	twice	that	if	it	were	not
redeemed.	But	there	you	are.	We’re	all	on	the	road	to	ruin	but	some	are	further
ahead	than	others.’

I	knew	that	in	at	least	one	respect	he	was	lying.	Whatever	Mrs	Carstairs’s
necklace	was	worth,	he	would	have	given	Ross	only	a	few	pence	for	it.	Perhaps
the	farthings	that	we	had	found	had	come	from	here.

‘We	have	no	interest	in	the	necklace,’	said	Holmes.	‘Nor	in	the	man	who	brought
it	here.’

‘Which	is	just	as	well,	for	the	man	who	brought	it	here,	an	American,	is	dead,	or
so	the	police	tell	me.’

‘We	are	interested	in	another	of	your	customers.	A	child	by	the	name	of	Ross.’

‘I	hear	that	Ross	has	also	left	this	vale	of	tears.	Poor	odds,	would	you	not	say,	to
lose	two	pigeons	in	so	short	a	space	of	time?’

‘You	paid	Ross	money,	recently.’

‘Who	told	you	so?’

‘Do	you	deny	it?’

‘I	do	not	deny	it	nor	do	I	affirm	it.	I	merely	say	that	I	am	busy	and	would	be
most	grateful	if	you	would	leave.’

‘What	is	your	name?’

‘Russell	Johnson.’

‘Very	well,	Mr	Johnson.	I	will	make	you	a	proposition.	Whatever	Ross	brought



to	you,	I	will	purchase	and	I	will	pay	you	a	good	price,	but	only	on	the	condition
that	you	play	fair	with	me.	I	know	a	great	deal	about	you,	Mr	Johnson,	and	if
you	attempt	to	lie	to	me,	I	will	see	it	and	I	will	return	with	the	police	and	take
what	I	want	and	you	will	find	you	have	made	no	profit	at	all.’

Johnson	smiled	but	it	seemed	to	me	that	his	face	was	filled	with	melancholy.
‘You	know	nothing	about	me	at	all,	Mr	Holmes.’

‘No?	I	would	say	you	were	brought	up	in	a	wealthy	family	and	were	well
educated.	You	might	have	been	a	successful	pianist	for	such	was	your	ambition.
Your	downfall	was	due	to	an	addiction,	probably	gambling,	quite	possibly	dice.
You	were	in	prison	earlier	this	year	for	receiving	stolen	goods	and	were
considered	troublesome	by	the	warders.	You	served	a	sentence	of	at	least	three
months	but	were	released	in	October	and	since	then	you	have	done	brisk
business.’

For	the	first	time,	Johnson	gave	Holmes	his	full	attention.	‘Who	told	you	all
this?’

‘I	did	not	need	to	be	told,	Mr	Johnson.	It	is	all	painfully	apparent.	And	now,	if
you	please,	I	must	ask	you	again.	What	did	Ross	bring	you?’

Johnson	considered,	then	nodded	slowly.	‘I	met	this	boy,	Ross,	two	months	ago,’
he	said.	‘He	was	newly	arrived	in	London,	living	up	in	King’s	Cross,	and	was
brought	here	by	a	couple	of	other	street	boys.	I	remember	very	little	about	him,
except	that	he	seemed	well	fed	and	better	dressed	than	the	others	and	that	he
carried	with	him	a	gentleman’s	pocket	watch,	stolen	I	have	no	doubt.	He	came	in
a	few	more	times	after	that,	but	he	never	brought	in	anything	as	good	again.’	He
went	over	to	a	cabinet,	rummaged	about	and	produced	a	watch	on	a	chain,	set	in
a	gold	casing.	‘This	is	the	watch,	and	I	gave	the	boy	just	five	shillings	for	it
although	it’s	worth	at	least	ten	pounds.	You	can	have	it	for	what	I	paid.’

‘And	in	return?’

‘You	must	tell	me	how	you	know	so	much	about	me.	You	are	a	detective,	I
know,	but	I	will	not	believe	you	can	have	plucked	so	much	out	of	the	air	on	the
basis	of	this	one	brief	meeting.’

‘It	is	a	matter	of	such	simplicity	that	if	I	explain	it	to	you,	you	will	see	you	have
made	a	bad	bargain.’

‘But	if	you	don’t,	I’ll	never	sleep.’



‘Very	well,	Mr	Johnson.	The	fact	of	your	education	is	obvious	from	the	manner
of	your	speech.	I	also	note	the	copy	of	Flaubert’s	letters	to	George	Sand,
untranslated,	which	you	were	reading	as	we	came	in.	It	is	a	wealthy	family	that
gives	a	child	a	solid	grounding	in	French.	You	also	practised	long	hours	at	the
piano.	The	fingers	of	a	pianist	are	easily	recognised.	That	you	should	find
yourself	working	in	this	place	suggests	some	catastrophe	in	your	life	and	the
rapid	loss	of	your	wealth	and	position.	There	are	not	so	many	ways	that	could
have	happened;	alcohol,	drugs,	a	poor	business	speculation	perhaps.	But	you
speak	of	odds	and	refer	to	your	customers	as	pigeons,	a	name	often	given	to
novice	gamblers,	so	that	is	the	world	that	springs	to	mind.	You	have	a	nervous
habit,	I	notice.	The	way	you	roll	your	hand	–	it	suggests	the	dice	table.’

‘And	the	prison	sentence?’

‘You	have	been	given	what	I	believe	is	called	a	terrier	crop,	a	prison	haircut,
although	you	are	displaying	a	further	growth	of	about	eight	weeks,	suggesting
that	you	were	released	in	September.	This	is	confirmed	by	the	colour	of	your
skin.	Last	month	was	unusually	warm	and	sunny	and	it	is	evident	that	you	were
at	liberty	at	that	time.	There	are	marks	on	both	your	wrists	that	tell	me	you	wore
shackles	while	you	were	in	jail	and	that	you	struggled	against	them.	The	receipt
of	stolen	goods	is	the	most	obvious	crime	for	a	pawnbroker.	As	to	this	shop,	the
fact	that	you	have	been	absent	for	a	lengthy	period	is	immediately	apparent	from
the	books	in	the	window	which	have	faded	in	the	sunlight,	and	from	the	layer	of
dust	on	the	shelves.	At	the	same	time,	I	notice	many	objects	–	this	watch	among
them	–	which	are	dust-free	and	so	have	been	added	recently,	indicating	a	brisk
trade.’

Johnson	handed	over	the	prize.	‘Thank	you,	Mr	Holmes,’	he	said.	‘You	are	quite
correct	in	every	respect.	I	come	from	a	good	family	in	Sussex	and	did	hope	once
to	be	a	pianist.	When	that	failed,	I	went	into	the	law	and	might	well	have
prospered	except	that	I	found	it	so	damnably	dull.	Then,	one	evening,	a	friend
introduced	me	to	the	Franco-German	Club	in	Charlotte	Street.	I	don’t	suppose
you	know	it.	There’s	nothing	French	or	German	about	it;	the	place	is	actually	run
by	a	Jew.	Well,	the	moment	I	saw	it	–	the	unmarked	door	with	its	little	grating,
the	windows	painted	out,	the	dark	staircase	leading	to	the	brightly	lit	rooms
above	–	I	was	doomed.	Here	was	the	excitement	that	was	so	missing	from	my
life.	I	paid	my	two	and	sixpence	subscription	and	was	introduced	to	baccarat,	to
roulette,	to	hazard	and,	yes,	to	dice.	I	found	myself	slogging	through	the	day
simply	to	arrive	at	the	enticements	of	the	night.	Suddenly	I	was	surrounded	by



brilliant	new	friends,	all	of	them	delighted	to	see	me	and	all	of	them,	of	course,
bonnets,	which	is	to	say	they	were	paid	by	the	proprietor	to	entice	me	to	play.
Sometimes	I	won.	More	often	I	lost.	Five	pounds	one	night.	Ten	pounds	the	next.
Need	I	tell	you	more?	My	work	became	careless.	I	was	sacked	from	my	job.
With	the	last	of	my	savings	I	set	myself	up	in	these	premises,	thinking	that	a	new
profession,	no	matter	how	low	and	wretched,	would	occupy	my	mind.	Not	a	bit
of	it!	I	still	go	back,	night	after	night.	I	cannot	prevent	myself	and	who	knows
what	the	future	holds	for	me?	I	am	ashamed	to	think	what	my	parents	would	say
if	they	could	see	me.	Fortunately,	they	are	both	dead.	I	have	no	wife	or	children.
If	I	have	one	consolation,	it	is	that	nobody	in	this	world	cares	about	me.	I
therefore	have	no	reason	to	be	ashamed.’

Holmes	paid	him	the	money	and	together	we	returned	to	Baker	Street.	However,
if	I	had	thought	we	had	come	to	the	end	of	our	day’s	labours,	I	was	very	much
mistaken.	Holmes	had	examined	the	watch	in	the	cab.	It	was	a	handsome	piece,
a	minute	repeater	with	a	white	enamel	face	in	a	gold	case	manufactured	by
Touchon	&	Co	of	Geneva.	There	was	no	other	name	or	inscription,	but	on	the
reverse	he	found	an	engraved	image:	a	bird	perching	on	a	pair	of	crossed	keys.

‘A	family	crest?’	I	suggested.

‘Watson,	you	are	scintillating,’	replied	he.	‘That	is	exactly	what	I	believe	it	to	be.
And	hopefully	my	encyclopaedia	will	enlighten	us	further.’

Sure	enough,	the	pages	revealed	a	raven	and	two	keys	to	be	the	crest	of	the
Ravenshaws,	one	of	the	oldest	families	in	the	kingdom	with	a	manor	house	just
outside	the	village	of	Coln	St	Aldwyn	in	Gloucestershire.	Lord	Ravenshaw,	who
had	been	a	distinguished	Foreign	Minister	in	the	current	Administration,	had
recently	died	at	the	age	of	eighty-two.	His	son,	the	Honourable	Alec	Ravenshaw,
was	his	only	heir	and	had	now	inherited	both	the	title	and	the	family	estate.
Somewhat	to	my	dismay,	Holmes	insisted	on	leaving	London	at	once,	but	I	knew
him	only	too	well,	and,	in	particular,	the	restlessness	that	was	so	much	part	of	his
character.	I	did	not	attempt	to	argue.	Nor,	for	that	matter,	would	I	have
considered	staying	behind.	Now	that	I	come	to	think	of	it,	I	was	as	assiduous	in
my	duties	as	his	biographer	as	he	was	in	the	pursuit	of	his	various	investigations.
Perhaps	that	was	why	the	two	of	us	got	on	so	well.

I	just	had	time	to	pack	a	few	things	for	an	overnight	stay,	and	by	the	time	the	sun
set	we	found	ourselves	in	a	pleasant	inn,	dining	on	a	leg	of	lamb	with	mint	sauce
and	a	pint	of	quite	decent	claret.	I	forget	now	what	we	talked	about	over	the



meal.	Holmes	asked	after	my	practice	and	I	think	I	described	to	him	some	of
Metchinkoff’s	interesting	work	on	cellular	theory.	Holmes	always	took	a	keen
interest	in	matters	to	do	with	medicine	or	science,	although,	as	I	have	related
elsewhere,	he	was	careful	not	to	clutter	his	mind	with	information	which,	in	his
opinion,	had	no	material	value.	Heaven	protect	the	man	who	tried	to	have	a
conversation	with	him	about	politics	or	philosophy.	A	ten-year-old	child	would
know	more.	One	thing	I	can	say	about	that	evening:	at	no	time	did	we	discuss
the	business	at	hand	and,	though	the	time	passed	in	the	easy	conviviality	that	the
two	of	us	had	so	often	enjoyed,	I	could	tell	that	this	was	quite	purposeful.
Inwardly,	he	was	still	uneasy.	The	death	of	Ross	preyed	on	him	and	would	not	let
him	rest.

Before	he	had	even	taken	breakfast,	Holmes	had	sent	his	card	up	to	Ravenshaw
Hall,	asking	for	an	audience,	and	the	reply	came	soon	enough.	The	new	Lord
Ravenshaw	had	some	business	to	take	care	of,	but	would	be	pleased	to	see	us	at
ten	o’clock.	We	were	there	as	the	local	church	struck	the	hour,	walking	up	the
driveway	to	a	handsome	Elizabethan	manor	house	built	of	Cotswold	stone	and
surrounded	by	lawns	that	sparkled	with	the	morning	frost.	Our	friend,	the	raven
with	two	keys,	appeared	in	the	stonework	beside	the	main	gate	and	again	in	the
lintel	above	the	front	door.	We	had	come	on	foot,	a	short	and	pleasant	walk	from
our	inn,	but	as	we	approached	we	noticed	that	there	was	a	carriage	parked
outside,	and	suddenly	a	man	came	hurrying	out	of	the	house,	climbed	into	it	and
swung	the	door	shut	behind	him.	The	coachman	whipped	on	the	horses	and	a
moment	later	he	was	gone,	rattling	past	us	on	the	drive.	But	I	had	already
recognised	him.	‘Holmes,’	I	said.	‘I	know	that	man!’

‘Indeed	so,	Watson.	It	was	Mr	Tobias	Finch,	was	it	not?	The	senior	partner	in	the
picture	gallery	Carstairs	and	Finch	of	Albemarle	Street.	A	very	singular
coincidence,	do	you	not	think?’

‘It	certainly	seems	very	strange.’

‘We	should	perhaps	broach	the	subject	with	a	certain	delicacy.	If	Lord
Ravenshaw	is	finding	it	necessary	to	sell	off	some	of	his	family’s	heirlooms—’

‘He	could	be	buying.’

‘That	is	also	a	possibility.’

We	rang	the	doorbell	and	were	admitted	by	a	footman	who	led	us	through	the
hall	and	into	a	drawing	room	of	truly	baronial	proportions.	The	walls	were	partly



wood-panelled	with	family	portraits	hanging	above,	and	a	ceiling	so	high	that	no
visitor	would	dare	raise	his	voice	for	fear	of	the	echo.	The	windows	were
mullioned	and	looked	out	onto	a	rose	garden	with	a	deer	park	beyond.	Some
chairs	and	sofas	had	been	arranged	around	a	massive	stone	fireplace	–	there	was
the	raven	once	again,	carved	into	the	lintel	–	with	green	logs	crackling	in	the
flames.	Lord	Ravenshaw	was	standing	there,	warming	his	hands.	My	first
impression	was	not	entirely	favourable.	He	had	silver	hair,	combed	back,	and	a
ruddy,	unattractive	face.	His	eyes	protruded	quite	conspicuously	and	it	struck	me
that	this	might	be	due	to	some	abnormality	of	the	thyroid	gland.	He	was	wearing
a	riding	coat	and	leather	boots	and	carried	a	crop	tucked	under	his	arm.	Even
before	we	had	introduced	ourselves,	he	seemed	impatient	and	keen	to	be	on	his
way.

‘Mr	Sherlock	Holmes,’	he	said.	‘Yes,	yes.	I	think	I	have	heard	of	you.	A
detective?	I	cannot	imagine	any	circumstances	in	which	your	business	would
connect	with	mine.’

‘I	have	something	that	I	believe	may	belong	to	you,	Lord	Ravenshaw.’	We	had
not	been	invited	to	sit	down.	Holmes	took	out	the	watch	and	carried	it	over	to	the
master	of	the	estate.

Ravenshaw	took	it.	For	a	moment	he	weighed	it	in	his	hand,	as	if	uncertain	it
was	even	his.	Slowly,	it	dawned	on	him	that	he	recognised	it	it.	He	wondered
how	Holmes	had	found	it.	Nonetheless,	he	was	pleased	to	have	it	back.	He	spoke
not	a	word	but	all	these	emotions	passed	across	his	face	and	even	I	found	them
easy	to	read.	‘Well,	I	am	very	much	obliged	to	you,’	he	said,	at	length.	‘I	am	very
fond	of	this	watch.	It	was	given	to	me	by	my	sister.	I	never	thought	I	would	see	it
again.’

‘I	would	be	interested	to	know	how	you	lost	it,	Lord	Ravenshaw.’

‘I	can	tell	you	exactly,	Mr	Holmes.	It	happened	in	London	during	the	summer;	I
was	there	for	the	opera.’

‘Can	you	remember	the	month?’

‘It	was	June.	As	I	climbed	out	of	my	carriage,	a	young	street	urchin	ran	into	me.
He	couldn’t	have	been	more	than	twelve	or	thirteen.	I	thought	nothing	of	it	at	the
time,	but	during	the	interval	I	looked	to	see	the	time	and	of	course	discovered
that	I	had	been	pickpocketed.’



‘The	watch	is	a	handsome	one,	and	you	obviously	value	it.	Did	you	report	the
incident	to	the	police?’

‘I	do	not	quite	understand	the	purpose	of	these	questions,	Mr	Holmes.	For	that
matter,	I’m	rather	surprised	that	a	man	of	your	reputation	should	have	troubled	to
have	come	all	this	way	from	London	to	return	it.	I	take	it	you	are	hoping	for	a
reward?’

‘Not	at	all.	The	watch	is	part	of	a	wider	investigation	and	I	hoped	you	might	be
able	to	help.’

‘Well,	I’m	afraid	I	must	disappoint	you.	I	know	nothing	more.	And	I	didn’t
report	the	theft,	knowing	that	there	are	thieves	and	scoundrels	on	every	street
corner	and	doubting	that	there	was	anything	the	police	would	be	able	to	do,	and
so	why	waste	their	time?	I	am	very	grateful	to	you	for	returning	the	watch	to	me,
Mr	Holmes,	and	I	am	perfectly	happy	to	pay	you	for	your	travel	expenses	and
time.	But	other	than	that,	I	think	I	must	wish	you	a	good	day.’

‘I	have	just	one	last	question,	Lord	Ravenshaw,’	Holmes	said,	with	equanimity.
‘There	was	a	man	leaving	here	as	we	arrived.	Unfortunately,	we	just	missed	him.
I	wonder	if	I	was	right	in	recognising	an	old	friend	of	mine,	Mr	Tobias	Finch?’

‘A	friend?’	As	Holmes	had	suspected,	Lord	Ravenshaw	was	not	pleased	to	have
been	discovered	in	the	company	of	the	art	dealer.

‘An	acquaintance.’

‘Well,	since	you	ask,	yes,	it	was	he.	I	do	not	enjoy	discussing	family	business,
Mr	Holmes,	but	you	might	as	well	know	that	my	father	had	execrable	taste	in	art
and	it	is	my	intention	to	rid	myself	of	at	least	part	of	his	collection.	I	have	been
speaking	to	several	galleries	in	London.	Carstairs	and	Finch	is	the	most	discreet.’

‘And	has	Mr	Finch	ever	mentioned	to	you	the	House	of	Silk?’

Holmes	asked	the	question	and	the	silence	that	ensued	happened	to	coincide	with
the	snapping	of	a	log	in	the	fire	so	that	the	sound	came	almost	as	a	punctuation
mark.

‘You	said	you	had	one	question,	Mr	Holmes.	That	is	a	second	and	I	have	had
enough,	I	think,	of	your	impertinence.	Am	I	to	call	for	my	servant	or	will	you
now	leave?’

‘I	am	delighted	to	have	met	you,	Lord	Ravenshaw.’



‘I	am	grateful	to	you	for	returning	my	watch,	Mr	Holmes.’

I	was	glad	to	be	out	of	that	room,	for	I	had	felt	almost	trapped	in	the	midst	of	so
much	wealth	and	privilege.	As	we	stepped	onto	the	path	and	began	to	walk	back
down	to	the	gate,	Holmes	chuckled.	‘Well	there’s	another	mystery	for	you,
Watson.’

‘He	seemed	unusually	hostile,	Holmes.’

‘I	refer	to	the	theft	of	the	watch.	If	it	was	taken	in	June,	Ross	could	not	have
been	responsible	for,	as	far	as	we	know,	he	was	at	the	Chorley	Grange	School	for
Boys	at	that	time.	According	to	Jones,	it	was	pawned	a	few	weeks	ago,	in
October.	So	what	had	happened	to	it	in	the	four	months	in-between?	If	it	was
Ross	who	stole	it,	why	did	he	hold	on	to	it	for	so	long?’

We	had	almost	reached	the	gate	when	a	black	bird	flew	overhead,	not	a	raven	but
a	crow.	I	followed	it	with	my	eye	and	as	I	did	so,	something	made	me	turn	and
glance	back	at	the	hall.	And	there	was	Lord	Ravenshaw,	standing	at	the	window,
watching	us	leave.	His	hands	were	on	his	hips	and	his	round,	bulging	eyes	were
fixed	on	us.	And	although	I	could	have	been	mistaken	for	we	were	some
distance	away,	his	face,	it	seemed	to	me,	was	filled	with	hate.

	



NINE

The	Warning

‘There	is	no	helping	it,’	Holmes	said	with	a	sigh	of	irritation.	‘We	are	going	to
have	to	call	upon	Mycroft.’

I	had	first	met	Mycroft	Holmes	when	he	had	asked	for	help	on	the	behalf	of	a
neighbour	of	his,	a	Greek	interpreter	who	had	fallen	in	with	a	vicious	pair	of
criminals.	Until	that	moment,	I	had	not	the	remotest	idea	that	Holmes	had	a
brother	seven	years	older	than	himself.	Indeed,	I	had	never	thought	of	him	as
having	any	family	at	all.	It	may	seem	strange	that	a	man	whom	I	could	quite
reasonably	call	my	closest	friend	and	one	in	whose	company	I	had	spent	many
hundreds	of	hours	had	never	once	mentioned	his	childhood,	his	parents,	the
place	where	he	was	born	or	anything	else	relating	to	his	life	before	Baker	Street.
But,	of	course,	that	was	his	nature.	He	never	celebrated	his	birthday	and	I	only
discovered	the	date	when	I	read	it	in	his	obituaries.	He	once	mentioned	to	me
that	his	ancestors	had	been	country	squires	and	that	one	of	his	relations	was	a
quite	well-known	artist	but	in	general	he	preferred	almost	to	pretend	that	his
family	had	never	existed,	as	if	a	prodigy	such	as	himself	had	sprung	unaided
onto	the	world	stage.

When	I	first	heard	that	Holmes	had	a	brother,	it	humanised	him	–	or	at	least,	it
did	until	I	met	the	brother.	Mycroft	was,	in	many	ways,	as	peculiar	as	he:
unmarried,	unconnected,	existing	in	a	small	world	of	his	own	creation.	This	was
largely	defined	by	the	Diogenes	Club	in	Pall	Mall	where	he	was	to	be	found
every	day	from	a	quarter	to	five	until	eight	o’clock.	I	believe	he	had	an
apartment	somewhere	close	by.	The	Diogenes	Club,	as	is	well	known,	catered	to
the	most	unsociable	and	unclubbable	men	in	town.	Nobody	ever	spoke	to	each
other.	In	fact,	talking	was	not	allowed	at	all,	except	in	the	Stranger’s	Room,	and
even	there	the	conversation	hardly	flowed.	I	remember	reading	in	a	newspaper
that	the	hall	porter	had	once	wished	a	member	good	evening	and	had	been
promptly	dismissed.	The	dining	room	had	all	the	warmth	and	conviviality	of	a



Trappist	monastery,	although	the	food	was	at	least	superior	as	the	club	employed
a	French	chef	of	some	renown.	That	Mycroft	enjoyed	his	food	was	evident	from
his	frame,	which	was	quite	excessively	corpulent.	I	can	still	see	him	wedged	into
a	chair	with	a	brandy	on	one	side	and	a	cigar	on	the	other.	It	was	always
disconcerting	to	meet	him,	for	I	would	glimpse	in	him,	just	for	a	moment,	some
of	the	features	of	my	friend:	the	light	grey	eyes,	the	same	sharpness	of
expression,	but	they	would	seem	strangely	out	of	place,	translated,	as	it	were,	to
this	animated	mountain	of	flesh.	Then	Mycroft	would	turn	his	head	and	he
would	be	a	complete	stranger	to	me,	the	sort	of	man	who	somehow	warned	you
to	keep	your	distance.	I	did	sometimes	wonder	what	the	two	of	them	might	have
been	like	as	boys.	Had	they	ever	fought	together,	read	together,	kicked	a	ball
between	them?	It	was	impossible	to	imagine,	for	they	had	grown	up	to	become
the	sort	of	men	who	would	like	you	to	think	that	they	had	never	been	boys	at	all.

When	Holmes	first	described	Mycroft	to	me,	he	had	said	that	he	was	an	auditor,
working	for	a	number	of	government	departments.	But	actually	this	was	only
half	the	truth	and	I	later	learned	that	his	brother	was	much	more	important	and
influential.	I	refer,	of	course,	to	the	adventure	of	the	Bruce-Partington	plans
when	the	blueprints	for	a	top	secret	submarine	were	stolen	from	the	Admiralty.	It
was	Mycroft	who	was	charged	with	getting	them	back,	and	that	was	when
Holmes	admitted	to	me	that	he	was	a	vital	figure	in	government	circles,	a	human
repository	of	arcane	facts,	the	man	that	every	department	consulted	when
something	needed	to	be	known.	It	was	Holmes’s	opinion	that,	had	he	chosen	to
be	a	detective	he	might	have	been	his	equal	or	even,	I	was	astonished	to	hear
him	admit,	his	superior.	But	Mycroft	Holmes	suffered	from	a	singular	character
flaw.	He	had	a	streak	of	indolence	so	ingrained	that	it	would	have	rendered	him
unable	to	solve	any	crime,	for	the	simple	reason	that	he	would	have	been	unable
to	interest	himself	in	it.	He	is	still	alive,	by	the	way.	When	I	last	heard,	he	had
been	knighted	and	was	the	chancellor	of	a	well-known	university,	but	he	has
since	retired.

‘Is	he	in	London?’	I	asked.

‘He	is	seldom	anywhere	else.	I	will	inform	him	that	we	intend	to	visit	the	club.’

The	Diogenes	was	one	of	the	smaller	clubs	on	Pall	Mall,	designed	rather	like	a
Venetian	palazzo	in	the	Gothic	style,	with	highly	ornate,	arched	windows	and
small	balustrades.	This	had	the	effect	of	making	the	interior	rather	gloomy.	The
front	door	led	to	an	atrium	which	rose	the	full	length	of	the	building	with	a



domed	window	high	above	but	the	architect	had	cluttered	the	place	with	too
many	galleries,	columns	and	staircases	and	the	result	was	that	very	little	light
was	able	to	disseminate	its	way	through.	Visitors	were	permitted	only	on	the
ground	floor.	According	to	the	rules,	there	were	two	days	of	the	week	when	they
could	accompany	a	member	to	the	dining	room	above,	but	in	the	seventy	years
since	the	club	had	been	founded,	this	had	never	yet	occurred.	Mycroft	received
us,	as	always,	in	the	Stranger’s	Room,	with	its	oak	bookshelves	bowing	under
the	weight	of	so	many	books,	its	various	marble	busts,	its	bow	window	with
views	across	Pall	Mall.	There	was	a	portrait	of	the	Queen	above	the	fireplace,
painted,	it	was	said,	by	a	member	of	the	club	who	had	insulted	her	by	including	a
stray	dog	and	a	potato,	although	I	was	never	able	to	grasp	the	significance	of
either.

‘My	dear	Sherlock!’	Mycroft	exclaimed	as	he	waddled	in.	‘How	are	you?	You
have	recently	lost	weight,	I	notice.	But	I’m	glad	to	see	you	restored	to	your	old
self.’

‘And	you	have	recovered	from	influenza.’

‘A	very	mild	bout.	I	enjoyed	your	monograph	on	tattoos.	Written	during	the
hours	of	the	night,	evidently.	Have	you	been	troubled	by	insomnia?’

‘The	summer	was	unpleasantly	warm.	You	did	not	tell	me	you	had	acquired	a
parrot.’

‘Not	acquired,	Sherlock.	Borrowed.	Dr	Watson,	a	pleasure.	Although	it	has	been
almost	a	week	since	you	saw	your	wife,	I	trust	she	is	well.	You	have	just
returned	from	Gloucestershire.’

‘And	you	from	France.’

‘Mrs	Hudson	has	been	away?’

‘She	returned	last	week.	You	have	a	new	cook.’

‘The	last	one	resigned.’

‘On	account	of	the	parrot.’

‘She	always	was	highly	strung.’

This	exchange	took	place	with	such	rapidity	that	I	felt	myself	to	be	a	spectator	at
a	tennis	tournament,	my	head	swivelling	from	one	to	the	other.	Mycroft	waved
us	to	the	sofa	and	settled	his	own	bulk	on	a	chaise	longue.	‘I	was	very	sorry	to



hear	of	the	death	of	the	boy,	Ross,’	he	said,	suddenly	more	serious.	‘You	know,	I
have	advised	you	against	the	use	of	these	street	children,	Sherlock.	I	hope	you
didn’t	place	him	in	harm’s	way.’

‘It	is	too	early	to	say	with	any	certainty.	You	read	the	newspaper	reports?’

‘Of	course.	Lestrade	is	handling	the	investigation.	He’s	not	such	a	bad	man.	This
business	of	the	white	ribbon,	though.	I	find	that	most	disturbing.	I	would	say
that,	allied	with	the	extremely	painful	and	protracted	manner	of	the	death,	it	was
placed	there	as	a	warning.	The	principal	question	you	should	be	asking	yourself
is	whether	that	warning	was	a	general	one,	or	whether	it	was	directed	towards
you.’

‘I	was	sent	a	piece	of	white	ribbon	seven	weeks	ago.’	Holmes	had	brought	the
envelope	with	him.	He	produced	it	and	handed	it	to	his	brother	who	examined	it.

‘The	envelope	tells	us	little,’	he	said.	‘It	was	pushed	through	your	letter	box	in	a
hurry	for	you	see	the	end	is	scuffed.	Your	name	written	by	a	right-handed,
educated	man.’	He	drew	out	the	ribbon.	‘This	silk	is	Indian.	Doubtless	you	will
have	seen	that	for	yourself.	It	has	been	exposed	to	sunlight,	for	the	fabric	has
weakened.	It	is	exactly	nine	inches	in	length,	which	is	interesting.	It	was
purchased	from	a	milliner’s	and	then	cut	into	two	pieces	of	equal	length,	for
although	one	end	has	been	cut	professionally	with	a	pair	of	sharp	scissors,	the
other	was	sliced,	roughly,	with	a	knife.	I	cannot	add	very	much	more	than	that,
Sherlock.’

‘Nor	did	I	expect	you	to,	brother	Mycroft.	But	I	did	wonder	if	you	might	be	able
to	tell	me	what	it	signifies.	Have	you	heard	of	a	place	or	an	organisation	called
the	House	of	Silk?’

Mycroft	shook	his	head.	‘The	name	means	nothing	to	me.	It	sounds	like	a	shop.
Indeed,	now	I	think	of	it,	I	seem	to	remember	there	being	a	gentleman’s	outfitter
of	that	name	in	Edinburgh.	Could	it	not	be	where	this	ribbon	was	purchased?’

‘That	seems	unlikely,	given	the	circumstances.	We	heard	it	first	mentioned	by	a
girl	who	had	most	probably	lived	her	whole	life	in	London.	It	filled	her	with
such	fear	that	she	struck	out	at	Dr	Watson	here,	inflicting	a	knife	wound	on	his
chest.’

‘Goodness!’

‘I	mentioned	it	also	to	Lord	Ravenshaw—’



‘The	son	of	the	former	Foreign	Minister?’

‘The	very	same.	His	reaction,	I	thought,	was	one	of	alarm,	although	he	did	his
best	not	to	show	it.’

‘Well,	I	can	ask	a	few	questions	for	you,	Sherlock.	Would	it	trouble	you	to	call
on	me	at	the	same	time	tomorrow?	In	the	meantime,	I	will	hang	on	to	this.’	He
gathered	the	white	ribbon	into	his	pudgy	hand.

But	in	fact	we	did	not	have	to	wait	twenty-four	hours	for	the	result	of	Mycroft’s
enquiries.	The	following	morning,	at	about	ten	o’clock,	we	heard	the	rattle	of
approaching	wheels	and,	Holmes,	who	happened	to	be	standing	at	the	window,
glanced	outside.	‘It’s	Mycroft!’	he	said.

I	came	over	and	joined	him	in	time	to	see	Holmes’s	brother	being	helped	down
from	a	landau.	I	realised	at	once	that	this	was	a	remarkable	occurrence,	for
Mycroft	had	never	visited	us	at	Baker	Street	before	and	only	ever	came	once
again.	Holmes	himself	had	fallen	silent	and	there	was	a	very	sombre	expression
on	his	face,	from	which	I	understood	that	something	quite	sinister	must	have
introduced	itself	into	the	affair	to	have	caused	such	a	momentous	event.	We	had
to	wait	some	time	for	Mycroft	to	join	us	in	the	room.	The	front	stairs	were
narrow	and	steep,	doubly	unsuited	to	a	man	of	his	bulk.	Eventually	he	appeared
in	the	doorway,	took	one	look	around	him	and	sat	down	in	the	nearest	chair.
‘This	is	where	you	live?’	he	asked.

Holmes	nodded.

‘It	is	exactly	as	I	imagined	it.	Even	the	position	of	the	fire	–	you	sit	on	the	right
and	your	friend	on	the	left,	of	course.	Strange,	is	it	not,	how	we	fall	into	these
patterns,	how	we	are	dictated	to	by	the	space	that	surrounds	us.’

‘Can	I	offer	you	some	tea?’

‘No,	Sherlock.	I	do	not	intend	to	stay	long.’	Mycroft	took	out	the	envelope	and
handed	it	to	him.	‘This	is	yours.	I	am	returning	it	to	you	with	some	advice	which
I	very	much	hope	you	will	take.’

‘Pray	continue.’

‘I	do	not	have	the	answer	to	your	question.	I	do	not	have	any	idea	what	the
House	of	Silk	is	or	where	it	may	be	found.	Believe	me	when	I	say	that	I	wish	it
were	otherwise,	for	then	you	might	have	more	reason	to	accept	what	I	am	about
to	say.	You	must	drop	this	investigation	immediately.	You	must	make	no	further



enquiries.	Forget	the	House	of	Silk,	Sherlock.	Never	mention	those	words
again.’

‘You	know	I	cannot	do	that.’

‘I	know	your	character.	It	is	the	reason	why	I	have	crossed	London	and	come	to
you	personally.	It	occurred	to	me	that,	if	I	tried	to	warn	you,	it	would	only	make
you	turn	this	into	a	personal	crusade	and	I	hoped	that	my	coming	here	would
underline	the	seriousness	of	what	I	say.	I	could	have	waited	until	this	evening
and	then	informed	you	that	my	enquiries	had	led	me	nowhere	and	left	you	to	get
on	with	it.	But	I	could	not	do	that	because	I	am	concerned	that	you	are	putting
yourself	into	the	gravest	danger,	you	and	Dr	Watson	too.	Let	me	explain	to	you
what	has	happened	since	our	meeting	at	the	Diogenes	Club.	I	approached	one	or
two	people	that	I	knew	in	certain	government	departments.	At	the	time,	I
assumed	that	this	House	of	Silk	must	refer	to	some	sort	of	criminal	conspiracy
and	I	only	wished	to	discover	if	anyone	in	the	police	or	one	of	the	intelligence
services	was	investigating	it.	The	people	I	spoke	to	were	unable	to	help.	At	least,
that	is	what	they	said.

‘What	happened	next,	however,	came	as	a	very	unpleasant	surprise.	As	I	left	my
lodgings	this	morning,	I	was	greeted	by	a	carriage	and	taken	to	an	office	in
Whitehall	where	I	met	a	man	whom	I	cannot	identify,	but	whose	name	would	be
known	to	you	and	who	works	in	close	association	with	the	prime	minister
himself.	I	should	add	that	this	is	a	person	whom	I	know	well	and	whose	wisdom
and	judgement	I	would	never	question.	He	was	not	at	all	pleased	to	see	me	and
came	straight	to	the	point,	asking	me	why	I	had	been	asking	about	the	House	of
Silk	and	what	I	meant	by	it.	His	manner,	I	have	to	say,	Sherlock,	was	singularly
hostile	and	I	had	to	think	very	carefully	before	I	replied.	I	decided	at	once	not	to
mention	your	name	–	otherwise	it	might	not	be	me	who	was	now	knocking	at
your	door.	Having	said	that,	it	may	make	no	difference	anyway,	for	my
relationship	with	you	is	well	known	and	you	may	already	be	suspected.	At	any
event,	I	told	him	merely	that	one	of	my	informers	had	mentioned	it	in	relation	to
a	murder	in	Bermondsey,	and	that	it	had	piqued	my	curiosity.	He	asked	for	the
name	of	the	informer	and	I	made	something	up,	trying	to	give	the	impression
that	it	was	a	trivial	affair	and	that	my	original	enquiry	had	been	nothing	more
than	casual.

‘He	seemed	to	relax	a	little,	although	he	continued	to	weigh	his	words	with	great
caution.	He	told	me	that	the	House	of	Silk	was	indeed	the	subject	of	a	police



investigation,	and	it	was	for	this	reason	that	my	sudden	request	had	been	referred
to	him.	Things	were	at	a	delicate	stage	and	any	intervention	from	an	outside
party	could	do	untold	damage.	I	don’t	think	a	single	word	of	this	was	true,	but	I
pretended	to	acquiesce,	regretting	that	my	chance	enquiry	should	have	prompted
such	alarm.	We	spoke	for	a	few	minutes	more	and,	after	an	exchange	of
pleasantries	and	a	final	apology	from	myself	for	wasting	this	gentleman’s	time,	I
took	my	leave.	But	the	point	is,	Sherlock,	that	politicians	at	this	very	senior	level
have	a	way	of	saying	a	lot	whilst	giving	away	very	little	and	this	particular
gentleman	managed	to	impress	upon	me	what	I	am	now	trying	to	tell	you.	You
must	leave	it	alone!	The	death	of	a	street	child,	as	tragic	as	it	may	be,	is
completely	insignificant	when	set	against	the	wider	picture.	Whatever	the	House
of	Silk	is,	it	is	a	matter	of	national	importance.	The	government	is	aware	of	it
and	is	dealing	with	it	and	you	have	no	idea	of	the	damage	you	may	do	and	the
scandal	you	may	cause	if	you	continue	to	be	involved.	Do	you	understand	me?’

‘You	could	not	have	been	more	lucid.’

‘And	will	you	heed	what	I	have	said?’

Holmes	reached	for	a	cigarette.	He	held	it	for	a	moment	as	if	wondering	whether
to	light	it.	‘I	cannot	promise	that,’	he	said.	‘While	I	feel	myself	responsible	for
the	death	of	the	child,	I	owe	it	to	him	to	do	all	I	can	to	bring	his	killer	–	or	killers
–	to	justice.	His	task	was	simply	to	watch	over	a	man	in	a	hotel.	But	if	this
inadvertently	drew	him	into	some	wider	conspiracy,	then	I	fear	I	have	no	choice
but	to	pursue	the	matter.’

‘I	thought	you	might	say	that,	Sherlock,	and	I	suppose	your	words	do	you	credit.
But	let	me	add	this.’	Mycroft	got	to	his	feet.	He	was	anxious	to	be	on	his	way.	‘If
you	do	ignore	my	advice	and	go	ahead	with	this	investigation,	and	if	it	does	lead
you	into	peril,	which	I	believe	it	may,	you	cannot	come	back	to	me	for	there	will
be	nothing	I	can	do	to	help	you.	The	very	fact	that	I	have	exposed	myself	by
asking	questions	on	your	behalf	means	that	my	hands	are	now	tied.	At	the	same
time,	I	urge	you	once	more	to	think	again.	This	is	not	one	of	your	petty	puzzles
of	the	police	court.	If	you	upset	the	wrong	people,	it	could	be	the	end	of	your
career	…	and	worse.’

There	was	nothing	more	to	be	said.	Both	brothers	recognised	it.	Mycroft	bowed
slightly	and	left.	Holmes	leant	over	the	gasogene	and	lit	his	cigarette.	‘Well,
Watson,’	he	exclaimed.	‘What	do	you	make	of	that?’



‘I	very	much	hope	you	will	consider	what	Mycroft	had	to	say,’	I	ventured.

‘I	have	already	considered	it.’

‘I	rather	feared	as	much.’

Holmes	laughed.	‘You	know	me	too	well,	my	boy.	And	now	I	must	leave	you.	I
have	an	errand	to	run	and	must	hurry	if	I	am	to	make	the	evening	editions.’

He	rushed	out,	leaving	me	alone	with	my	misgivings.	At	lunchtime	he	returned
but	did	not	eat,	a	sure	sign	that	he	was	engaged	upon	some	stimulating	line	of
enquiry.	I	had	seen	him	so	often	like	this	before.	He	put	me	in	mind	of	a
foxhound,	running	upon	breast-high	scent,	for	just	as	an	animal	will	devote	its
entire	being	to	one	activity,	so	could	he	allow	events	to	absorb	him	to	the	extent
that	even	the	most	basic	human	needs	–	food,	water,	sleep	–	could	be	set	aside.
The	arrival	of	the	evening	newspaper	showed	me	what	he	had	done.	He	had
placed	an	advertisement	in	the	personal	columns.

£20	REWARD	–	Information	relating	to	The	House	of	Silk.	To	be	treated
in	the	strictest	confidence.	Apply	221B	Baker	Street.

‘Holmes!’	I	exclaimed.	‘You	have	done	the	very	opposite	of	what	your	brother
suggested.	If	you	were	going	to	pursue	your	investigation,	and	I	can	understand
your	desire	to	do	so,	you	could	at	least	have	proceeded	with	discretion.’

‘Discretion	will	not	help	us,	Watson.	It	is	time	to	seize	the	initiative.	Mycroft
inhabits	a	world	of	whispering	men	in	darkened	rooms.	Well,	let	us	see	how	they
react	to	a	little	provocation.’

‘You	believe	you	will	receive	an	answer?’

‘Time	will	tell.	But	we	have	at	least	set	our	calling	card	on	this	affair,	and	even	if
nothing	comes	of	it,	no	harm	has	been	done.’

Those	were	his	words.	But	Holmes	had	no	idea	of	the	type	of	people	with	whom
he	was	dealing	nor	the	lengths	to	which	they	would	go	to	protect	themselves.	He
had	entered	a	veritable	miasma	of	evil,	and	harm,	in	the	worst	possible	way,	was
to	come	to	us	all	too	soon.
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Bluegate	Fields

‘Ha,	Watson!	It	would	appear	that	our	bait,	cast	though	it	was	over	unknown
waters,	may	have	brought	in	a	catch!’

So	spoke	Holmes	a	few	mornings	later,	standing	at	our	bow	window	in	his
dressing	gown,	his	hands	thrust	deep	into	his	pockets.	I	joined	him	at	once	and
looked	down	into	Baker	Street,	at	the	crowds	passing	on	either	side.

‘Who	do	you	mean?’	I	asked.

‘Do	you	not	see	him?’

‘I	see	a	great	many	people.’

‘Yes.	But	in	this	cold	weather	very	few	of	them	wish	to	linger.	There	is	one	man,
however,	who	is	doing	precisely	that.	There!	He	is	looking	our	way.’

The	man	in	question	was	wrapped	in	a	coat	and	a	scarf	with	a	broad-brimmed,
black	felt	hat	and	hands	tucked	beneath	his	arms	so	that	beyond	the	fact	that	he
was	a	man,	and	did	indeed	seem	to	be	rooted	to	the	spot,	unsure	whether	to
continue	or	not,	there	was	very	little	of	him	that	I	could	see	to	describe	with	any
degree	of	accuracy.	‘You	think	he	has	come	in	response	to	our	advertisement?’	I
asked.

‘It	is	the	second	time	he	has	passed	our	front	door,’	Holmes	replied.	‘I	noticed
him	the	first	time	fifteen	minutes	ago,	walking	up	from	the	Metropolitan
Railway.	He	then	returned,	and	since	then	he	has	barely	moved.	He	is	making
sure	that	he	is	not	observed.	Finally,	he	has	made	up	his	mind!’	As	we	watched
him,	standing	back	so	that	he	could	not	see	us	himself,	the	man	crossed	the	road.
‘He	should	be	with	us	in	a	moment,’	Holmes	said,	returning	to	his	seat.

Sure	enough,	the	door	opened	and	Mrs	Hudson	introduced	our	new	visitor,	who
peeled	off	the	hat,	the	scarf	and	the	coat	to	reveal	a	strange-looking	young	man
whose	face	and	physique	displayed	so	many	contradictions	that	I	was	sure	even



Holmes	would	find	it	difficult	to	pin	him	down.	I	say	he	was	young	–	he	could
not	have	been	past	thirty	–	and	he	was	built	like	a	prizefighter	and	yet	his	hair
was	thin,	his	skin	grey	and	his	lips	cracked,	all	of	which	made	him	seem	much
older.	His	clothes	were	expensive	and	fashionable	but	they	were	also	dirty.	He
seemed	nervous	to	be	here,	yet	regarded	us	with	a	bullish	self-confidence	that
was	almost	aggressive.	I	stood	waiting	for	him	to	speak,	for	until	then	I	would	be
unsure	whether	I	was	in	the	presence	of	an	aristocrat	or	a	ruffian	of	the	lowest
sort.

‘Please	take	a	seat,’	said	Holmes,	at	his	most	congenial.	‘You	have	been	outside
for	a	while	and	I	would	hate	to	think	that	you	have	caught	a	chill.	Would	you
like	some	hot	tea?’

‘I’d	prefer	a	tot	of	rum,’	he	replied.

‘We	have	none.	But	some	brandy?’	Holmes	nodded	at	me	and	I	poured	a	good
measure	into	a	glass	and	handed	it	over.

The	man	drained	it	at	once.	A	little	colour	returned	to	his	face	and	he	sat	down.
‘Thank	you,’	he	said.	His	voice	was	hoarse	but	educated.	‘I’ve	come	here	for	the
reward.	I	shouldn’t	have.	The	people	that	I	deal	with	would	cut	my	throat	if	they
knew	I	was	here,	but	I	need	the	money,	that’s	the	long	and	the	short	of	it.	Twenty
pounds	will	keep	the	demons	away	for	a	good	while	and	that’s	worth	sticking	my
neck	out	for.	Do	you	have	it	here?’

‘You	will	have	the	payment	when	we	have	your	information,’	Holmes	replied.	‘I
am	Sherlock	Holmes.	And	you	…?’

‘You	may	call	me	Henderson,	which	is	not	my	real	name	but	it	will	do	as	well	as
any	other.	You	see,	Mr	Holmes,	I	have	to	be	careful.	You	placed	an
advertisement	asking	for	information	about	the	House	of	Silk,	and	from	that
moment	this	house	will	have	been	watched.	Anyone	coming,	anyone	leaving
will	have	been	noted,	and	it	may	well	be	that	one	day	you	will	be	asked	to
provide	the	names	of	all	your	visitors.	I	made	sure	that	my	face	was	hidden
before	I	crossed	your	threshold.	You	will	understand	if	I	do	the	same	for	my
identity.’

‘You	will	still	have	to	tell	us	something	about	yourself	before	I	part	with	any
money.	You	are	a	teacher	are	you	not?’

‘What	makes	you	say	that?’



‘There	is	chalk	dust	on	the	edge	of	your	cuff	and	I	notice	a	red	ink	stain	on	the
inside	of	your	third	finger.’

Henderson,	if	that	was	what	I	was	to	call	him,	smiled	briefly,	showing	stained,
uneven	teeth.	‘I	am	sorry	to	have	to	correct	you,	but	I	am	in	fact	a	tidewaiter,
although	I	do	use	chalk	to	mark	the	packages	before	they	are	unloaded	and	enter
the	numbers	in	a	ledger	using	red	ink.	I	used	to	work	with	the	customs	officer	at
Chatham	but	came	to	London	two	years	ago.	I	thought	a	change	of	scene	would
be	good	for	my	career,	but	in	fact	it	has	almost	ruined	me.	What	else	can	I	tell
you	about	myself?	I	come	originally	from	Hampshire	and	my	parents	live	there
still.	I	am	married	but	have	not	seen	my	wife	for	a	while.	I	am	a	wretch	of	the
very	worst	sort,	and	although	I	would	like	to	blame	others	for	my	misfortune,	I
know	that	at	the	end	of	the	day	it	is	entirely	my	own	doing.	Worse	still,	there	is
no	turning	back.	I	would	sell	my	mother	for	your	twenty	pounds,	Mr	Holmes.
There	is	nothing	I	would	not	do.’

‘And	what	is	the	cause	of	your	undoing,	Mr	Henderson?’

‘Will	you	give	me	another	brandy?’	I	poured	him	a	second	glass	and	this	time	he
examined	it	briefly.	‘Opium,’	he	said,	before	swallowing	it	down.	‘That	is	my
secret.	I	am	addicted	to	opium.	I	used	to	take	it	because	I	liked	it.	Now	I	cannot
live	without	it.

‘Here	is	my	story.	I	left	my	wife	in	Chatham	until	I	had	established	myself	and
took	up	lodgings	in	Shadwell	to	be	close	to	my	new	place	of	work.	Do	you	know
the	area?	It	is	inhabited	by	seamen,	of	course,	as	well	as	dock	workers,
Chinamen,	lascars	and	blacks.	Oh,	it’s	a	colourful	neighbourhood	and	there	are
enough	temptations	–	pubs	and	dancing	saloons	–	to	part	any	fool	and	his
money.	I	could	tell	you	I	was	lonely	and	missed	my	family.	I	could	simply	say
that	I	was	too	stupid	to	know	any	better.	What	difference	does	it	make?	It	was
twelve	months	ago	that	I	paid	my	first	fourpence	for	the	little	pellet	of	brown
wax	to	be	drawn	from	the	gallipot.	How	low	the	price	seemed	then!	How	little
did	I	know!	The	pleasure	it	gave	me	was	beyond	anything	I	had	experienced.	It
was	as	if	I	had	never	truly	lived.	Of	course	I	went	back.	First	a	month	later,	then
a	week	later,	then	suddenly	it	was	every	day	and	soon	it	was	if	I	had	to	be	there
every	hour.	I	could	no	longer	think	about	my	work.	I	made	mistakes	and	flew
into	an	incoherent	rage	when	I	was	criticised.	My	true	friends	fell	away.	My
false	ones	encouraged	me	to	smoke	more	and	more.	It	wasn’t	very	long	before
my	employers	recognised	the	state	into	which	I	had	fallen	and	they	have



threatened	to	dismiss	me,	but	I	no	longer	care.	The	desire	for	opium	fills	my
every	waking	moment	and	does	so	even	now.	It’s	been	three	days	since	I’ve	had
a	smoke.	Give	me	the	reward	so	that	I	can	again	lose	myself	in	the	mists	of
oblivion.’

I	looked	on	the	man	with	horror	and	pity,	and	yet	there	was	something	about	him
that	scorned	my	sympathy,	that	seemed	almost	proud	of	what	he	had	become.
Henderson	was	sick.	He	was	being	destroyed,	slowly,	from	within.

Holmes	was	also	grave.	‘The	place	where	you	go	to	take	this	drug	–	is	it	the
House	of	Silk?’	he	asked.

Henderson	laughed.	‘Do	you	really	think	I	would	have	been	so	afraid	or	taken	so
many	precautions	if	the	House	of	Silk	were	merely	an	opium	den?’	he	cried.	‘Do
you	know	how	many	opium	dens	there	are	in	Shadwell	and	Limehouse?	Fewer,
they	say,	than	ten	years	ago.	But	you	can	still	stand	at	a	crossroads	and	find	one
whichever	direction	you	take.	There’s	Mott’s	and	Mother	Abdullah’s	and	Creer’s
Place	and	Yahee’s.	I’m	told	you	can	buy	the	stuff	if	you	want	to	at	night-houses
in	the	Haymarket	and	Leicester	Square.’

‘Then	what	is	it?’

‘The	money!’

Holmes	hesitated,	then	passed	across	four	five-pound	notes.	Henderson	snatched
them	up	and	caressed	them.	A	dull	gleam	had	come	into	his	eyes	as	his
addiction,	the	lingering	beast	within	him,	awoke	again.	‘Where	do	you	think	the
opium	comes	from	that	supplies	London	and	Liverpool	and	Portsmouth	and	all
the	other	outlets	in	England	–	and	Scotland	and	Ireland	for	that	matter?	Where
do	Creer	or	Yahee	go	when	their	stocks	run	low?	Where	is	the	centre	of	the	web
that	stretches	across	the	entire	country?	That	is	the	answer	to	your	question,	Mr
Holmes.	They	go	to	the	House	of	Silk!

‘The	House	of	Silk	is	a	criminal	enterprise	that	operates	on	a	massive	scale	and	I
have	heard	it	said	–	rumour,	only	rumour	–	that	it	has	friends	in	the	very	highest
places,	that	its	tentacles	have	spread	out	to	ensnare	government	ministers	and
police	officers.	We	are	talking	of	an	import	and	export	business,	if	you	like,	but
one	worth	many	thousands	of	pounds	a	year.	The	opium	comes	in	from	the	east.
It	is	transported	to	this	central	depot	and	from	there	it	is	distributed	but	at	a	much
inflated	price.’



‘Where	is	it	to	be	found?’

‘In	London.	I	do	not	know	exactly	where.’

‘Who	runs	it?’

‘I	cannot	say.	I	have	no	idea.’

‘Then	you	have	hardly	helped	us,	Mr	Henderson.	How	can	we	even	be	sure	that
what	you	say	is	true?’

‘Because	I	can	prove	it.’	He	coughed	unpleasantly	and	I	recalled	that	cracked
lips	and	a	dry	mouth	were	both	symptoms	of	the	long-term	use	of	the	drug.	‘I
have	long	been	a	customer	at	Creer’s	Place.	It’s	done	up	to	be	Chinese,	with	a
few	tapestries	and	fans,	and	I	see	a	few	Orientals	in	there	sometimes,	coiled	up
together	on	the	floor.	But	the	man	who	runs	it	is	as	English	as	you	or	I	and	a
more	vicious	and	uncharitable	sort	you	wouldn’t	want	to	meet.	Black	eyes	and	a
head	like	a	dead	man’s	skull.	Oh,	he’ll	smile	and	call	you	his	friend	when	you
have	your	fourpence,	but	you	ask	favours	from	him	or	try	to	cross	him	and	he’ll
have	you	beaten	and	thrown	in	a	ditch	without	a	second	thought.	Even	so,	he	and
I	rub	along	well	enough.	Don’t	ask	me	why.	He	has	a	little	office	off	the	main
room	and	sometimes	he’ll	invite	me	in	to	smoke	with	him	–	tobacco	not	opium.
He	likes	to	hear	stories	about	life	down	at	the	docks.	Well,	it	was	while	sitting
with	him	that	I	first	heard	the	House	of	Silk	mentioned.	He	uses	boys	to	bring	in
his	supplies	and	also	to	search	out	new	customers	in	the	saw	mills	and	the	coal
yards—’

‘Boys?’	I	interrupted.	‘Did	you	ever	meet	any	of	them?	Was	one	of	them	called
Ross?’

‘They	have	no	names	and	I	don’t	speak	to	any	of	them.	But	listen	to	what	I’m
saying!	I	was	there	a	few	weeks	ago	and	one	of	these	lads	came	in,	evidently
late.	Creer	had	been	drinking	and	was	in	an	ill-humour.	He	grabbed	the	boy,
struck	him	and	knocked	him	to	the	ground.	“Where	have	you	been?”	he
demanded.

‘“The	House	of	Silk,”	the	boy	replied.

‘“And	what	do	you	have	for	me?”	’

‘The	boy	handed	over	a	packet	and	slunk	out	of	the	room.	“What	is	the	House	of
Silk?”	I	asked.



‘That	was	when	Creer	told	me	what	I	have	told	you	now.	Had	it	not	been	for	the
whisky,	he	would	not	have	been	so	loose-tongued,	and	when	he	had	finished	he
realised	what	he	had	done	and	suddenly	turned	ugly.	He	opened	a	little	bureau
beside	his	desk	and	the	next	thing	I	knew,	he	was	pointing	a	gun	at	me.	“Why	do
you	want	to	know?”	he	cried.	“Why	do	you	ask	me	these	questions?”

‘“I	have	no	interest	at	all,”	I	assured	him,	both	startled	and	afraid.	“I	was	making
idle	conversation.	That’s	all.”

‘“Idle	conversation?	There	is	nothing	idle	about	it,	my	friend.	You	ever	repeat	a
word	of	what	I	have	just	said	to	anyone,	they’ll	be	hauling	your	remains	out	of
the	Thames.	Do	you	understand	me?	If	I	don’t	kill	you,	they	will.”	Then	he
seemed	to	think	a	second	time.	He	lowered	the	gun,	and	when	he	spoke	again	it
was	in	a	softer	tone	of	voice.	“You	can	take	your	pipe	with	no	payment	tonight,”
says	he.	“You’re	a	good	customer.	We	know	each	other	well,	you	and	I.	We	have
to	look	after	you.	Forget	I	ever	spoke	to	you	and	never	mention	the	subject
again.	Do	you	hear	me?”

‘And	that	was	the	end	of	it.	I	had	almost	forgotten	the	incident,	but	then	I	saw
your	advertisement	and	of	course	it	brought	it	back	to	mind.	If	he	knew	I	had
come	to	you,	I	have	no	doubt	he	would	be	as	good	as	his	word.	But	if	you	are
seeking	the	House	of	Silk,	you	must	begin	with	his	office	for	he	can	lead	you
there.

‘Where	is	it	to	be	found?’

‘In	Bluegate	Fields.	The	house	itself	is	on	the	corner	of	Milward	Street;	a	low,
dirty	place	with	a	red	light	burning	in	the	doorway.’

‘Will	you	be	there	tonight?’

‘I	am	there	every	night,	and	thanks	to	your	beneficence	I	will	be	there	for	many
nights	to	come.’

‘Does	this	man,	Creer,	ever	leave	his	office?’

‘Frequently.	The	den	is	cramped	and	smoke-filled.	He	goes	out	to	take	the	air.’

‘Then	you	may	see	me	tonight.	And	if	all	goes	well	and	I	find	what	I	am	looking
for,	I	will	double	your	reward.’

‘Do	not	say	you	know	me.	Do	not	acknowledge	my	presence.	Do	not	expect	any
further	assistance	if	things	go	awry.’



‘I	understand.’

‘Then	good	luck	to	you,	Mr	Holmes.	I	wish	you	success	–	for	my	sake,	not	for
yours.’

We	waited	until	Henderson	had	left,	then	Holmes	turned	to	me	with	a	gleam	in
his	eyes.	‘An	opium	den!	And	one	that	does	business	with	the	House	of	Silk.
What	do	you	think,	Watson?’

‘I	don’t	like	the	sound	of	it	one	bit,	Holmes.	I	think	you	should	stay	well	away.’

‘Pshaw!	I	think	I	can	look	after	myself.’	Holmes	strode	over	to	his	desk,	opened
a	drawer	and	took	out	a	pistol.	‘I’ll	go	armed.’

‘Then	I	shall	go	with	you.’

‘My	dear	Watson,	I	cannot	possibly	allow	it.	As	much	as	I	am	grateful	to	you	for
your	consideration,	I	have	to	say	that	the	two	of	us	together	would	look	anything
but	the	sort	of	customers	who	might	be	seeking	out	an	East	London	opium	den
on	a	Thursday	night.’

‘Nonetheless,	Holmes,	I	insist.	I	will	remain	outside,	if	you	wish.	We	must
surely	be	able	to	find	somewhere	nearby.	Then,	if	you	are	in	need	of	assistance,	a
single	shot	will	bring	me	to	the	scene.	Creer	may	have	other	thugs	working	for
him.	And	can	we	trust	Henderson	not	to	betray	you?’

‘You	have	a	point.	Very	well.	Where	is	your	revolver?’

‘I	did	not	bring	it	with	me.’

‘No	matter.	I	have	another.’	Holmes	smiled	and	I	saw	the	relish	in	his	face.
‘Tonight	we	shall	pay	Creer’s	Place	a	visit	and	we	shall	see	what	we	shall	see.’

There	was	another	fog	that	night,	the	worst	one	of	the	month	so	far.	I	would	have
urged	Holmes	to	postpone	his	visit	to	Bluegate	Fields	if	I	had	thought	it	would
do	any	good	but	I	could	see	from	his	pale	and	hawk-like	face	that	he	would	not
be	deterred	from	the	course	of	action	to	which	he	had	committed	himself.
Although	he	had	not	said	as	much,	I	knew	that	it	was	the	death	of	the	child,
Ross,	that	compelled	him.	For	as	long	as	he	held	himself	even	partly	responsible
for	what	had	occurred,	he	would	not	rest	and	all	thoughts	of	his	own	safety	he
would	willingly	set	aside.



And	yet	how	oppressed	I	felt	as	the	cab	dropped	us	beside	an	alleyway	near	the
Limehouse	Basin.	The	fog,	thick	and	yellow,	was	unfolding	through	the	streets,
deadening	every	sound.	Vile,	it	seemed,	like	some	evil	animal	snuffling	through
the	darkness	in	search	of	its	prey	and	as	we	made	our	way	forward	it	was	as	if
we	were	delivering	ourselves	into	its	very	jaws.	We	passed	through	the	alley,
trapped	between	red	brick	walls	dripping	with	moisture	and	rising	up	so	high
that,	but	for	the	faint	silvering	of	the	moon,	they	might	have	completely	blotted
out	the	sky.	At	first,	our	own	footsteps	were	the	only	sounds	we	heard,	but	then
the	passage	widened	and	the	whinny	of	a	horse,	the	soft	rumble	of	a	steam
engine,	the	rippling	of	water	and	the	shrill	cry	of	a	sleepless	baby	echoed	out
from	different	directions,	each	in	its	own	way	defining	the	obscurity	all	around.
We	were	by	a	canal.	A	rat,	or	some	other	creature,	scuttled	in	front	of	us	and
slipped	over	the	edge	of	the	footpath,	falling	into	the	black	water	with	a	splash.
A	dog	barked.	We	walked	past	a	barge,	tied	to	one	side,	chinks	of	light	just
visible	behind	the	curtained	windows,	smoke	billowing	out	of	its	chimney.
Beyond	was	a	dry	dock,	a	tangle	of	ships	barely	visible,	hanging	like	prehistoric
skeletons,	their	ropes	and	rigging	trailing	down,	awaiting	repairs.	We	turned	a
corner	and	all	of	this	was	swallowed	up	immediately	by	the	fog	which	fell	like	a
curtain	behind	us,	so	that	when	I	turned	round	it	was	as	if	I	had	just	emerged
from	nowhere.	Ahead,	too,	there	was	nothing,	and	if	we	had	been	about	to	step
off	the	edge	of	the	world,	we	would	have	been	no	wiser.	But	then	we	heard	the
jangle	of	a	piano,	one	finger	picking	out	a	tune.	A	woman	suddenly	loomed	up	in
front	of	us	and	I	glimpsed	a	wrinkled	face,	hideously	painted,	a	gaudy	hat	and	a
feathered	scarf.	I	caught	her	scent	which	reminded	me	of	flowers	dying	in	a
vase.	She	laughed	briefly	and	then	was	gone.	And	finally,	in	front	of	us,	I	saw
lights;	the	windows	of	a	public	house.	This	was	from	where	the	music	was
coming.

It	was	called	The	Rose	and	Crown.	We	could	only	read	the	name	when	we	were
standing	directly	beneath	its	sign.	It	was	a	strange	little	place,	a	construction	of
bricks	held	together	by	a	patchwork	of	wooden	planks	but	which	still	tottered
awkwardly	as	if	about	to	collapse.	None	of	the	windows	was	quite	straight.	The
door	was	so	low	that	we	would	have	to	bend	down	to	go	in.

‘We	are	here,	Watson,’	Holmes	whispered	and	I	could	see	his	breath	frosting	in
front	of	his	lips.	He	pointed.	‘There	is	Milward	Street,	and	I	would	imagine	that
to	be	Creer’s	Place.	You	see	the	red	light	in	the	doorway.’

‘Holmes,	I	beg	of	you	one	last	time	to	let	me	accompany	you.’



‘No,	no.	It	is	better	for	one	of	us	to	remain	on	the	outside	for	if	it	turns	out	that	I
am	expected,	you	will	be	in	the	stronger	position	to	come	to	my	aid.’

‘You	think	Henderson	was	lying	to	you?’

‘His	story	struck	me	as	in	every	way	improbable.’

‘Then,	for	heaven’s	sake,	Holmes—’

‘I	cannot	be	entirely	certain,	Watson,	not	without	entering.	It	is	just	possible	that
Henderson	spoke	the	truth.	But	if	this	is	a	trap,	we	will	spring	it	and	see	where	it
takes	us.’	I	opened	my	mouth	to	protest	but	he	continued:	‘We	have	touched
something	very	deep,	old	friend.	This	is	a	business	of	the	greatest	singularity	and
we	will	not	get	to	the	bottom	of	it	if	we	refuse	to	take	risks.	Wait	for	me	one
hour.	I	would	suggest	you	avail	yourself	of	what	comfort	this	public	house	has	to
offer.	If	I	have	not	reappeared	by	then,	you	must	come	after	me	but	take	the
greatest	care.	And	if	you	hear	gunfire,	then	come	at	once.’

‘Whatever	you	say,	Holmes.’

But	it	was	still	with	the	gravest	misgivings	that	I	watched	him	cross	the	road,
momentarily	disappearing	from	sight	as	the	fog	and	the	darkness	embraced	him.
He	emerged	on	the	other	side,	standing	in	the	glow	of	the	red	light,	framed	by
the	doorway.	In	the	far	distance,	I	heard	a	clock	strike	the	hour,	the	bell	sounding
eleven	times.	Before	the	first	chime	had	faded,	Holmes	had	gone.

Even	in	my	greatcoat	it	was	too	cold	to	stand	outside	for	an	hour,	and	I	felt	ill	at
ease,	out	in	the	street	in	the	middle	of	the	night,	particularly	in	a	neighbourhood
whose	inhabitants	were	well	known	to	be	of	the	lowest	class,	vicious,	and	semi-
criminal.	I	pushed	open	the	door	of	The	Rose	and	Crown	and	found	myself	in	a
single	room	divided	into	two	halves	by	a	narrow	bar	punctuated	by	ale	taps	with
handles	of	painted	porcelain	and	two	shelves	with	an	array	of	bottles.	To	my
surprise,	between	fifteen	and	twenty	people	had	braved	the	weather	to	gather	in
this	small	space.	They	were	huddled	together	at	tables,	playing	cards,	drinking
and	smoking.	The	air	was	thick	with	cigarette	and	pipe	smoke	and	smelled
strongly	also	of	the	burning	peat	which	came	from	a	battered	cast-iron	stove	in
the	corner.	Apart	from	a	few	candles,	this	was	the	only	source	of	light	in	the
room	but	it	seemed	to	be	having	almost	the	opposite	effect	for,	looking	at	the	red
glow	behind	the	thick,	glass	window,	it	was	almost	as	if	the	fire	was	somehow
sucking	the	light	into	itself,	consuming	it,	and	then	spewing	black	smoke	and
ashes	up	the	chimney	and	into	the	night.	A	worn-out	piano	stood	next	to	the	door



and	there	was	a	woman	sitting	in	front	of	it,	idly	prodding	the	keys.	This	was	the
music	I	had	heard	outside.

I	crossed	to	the	bar	where	an	old,	grizzled	man	with	cataracts	on	his	eyes	poured
me	a	glass	of	ale	for	a	couple	of	pence	and	I	stood	there,	not	drinking,	ignoring
my	own	worst	imaginings,	trying	not	to	think	about	Holmes.	The	majority	of	the
men	around	me	were	sailors	and	dockworkers	and	many	of	them	were	foreign	–
Spanish	and	Maltese.	None	of	them	took	any	notice	of	me,	and	for	that	I	was
glad.	In	fact,	they	barely	spoke	to	each	other,	and	the	only	real	sound	in	the	room
was	that	made	by	the	card	players.	A	clock	on	the	wall	showed	the	passing	hour
and	it	seemed	to	me	that	the	minute	hand	was	deliberately	dragging	itself,
ignoring	the	laws	of	time.	I	had	often	waited,	with	and	without	Holmes,	for	a
villain	to	show	himself,	whether	it	was	on	the	moors	near	Baskerville	Hall,	on
the	banks	of	the	Thames	or	in	the	gardens	of	many	a	suburban	home.	But	I	will
never	forget	the	fifty-minute	vigil	that	I	spent	in	that	little	room	with	the	slap,
slap,	slap	of	the	cards	against	the	table,	the	out-of-tune	notes	picked	out	on	the
piano,	the	dark	faces	gazing	into	their	glasses	as	if	all	the	answers	to	the	mystery
of	life	might	there	be	found.

Fifty	minutes	exactly,	for	it	was	at	ten	to	midnight	that	the	still	of	the	night	was
suddenly	shattered	by	two	gunshots	and,	almost	immediately,	by	the	shrill	cry	of
a	police	whistle	and	the	sound	of	voices	shouting	out	in	alarm.	I	was	instantly
out	in	the	street,	bursting	through	the	doors,	sick	with	myself	and	angry	that	I
had	ever	let	Holmes	talk	me	into	this	dangerous	scheme.	That	he	had	fired	the
shots	himself	I	never	doubted.	But	had	he	fired	them	as	a	warning,	for	me,	or
was	he	in	some	sort	of	peril,	forced	to	defend	himself?	The	fog	had	lifted	slightly
and	I	hurled	myself	across	the	street	and	up	to	the	entrance	of	Creer’s	Place.	I
turned	the	handle.	The	door	was	unlocked.	Drawing	my	own	weapon	from	my
pocket,	I	rushed	in.

The	dry,	burning	smell	of	opium	greeted	my	nostrils	and	at	once	brought
irritation	to	my	eyes	and	a	sharp,	stabbing	pain	to	my	head,	to	the	extent	that	I
was	unwilling	to	breathe	for	fear	of	falling	under	the	spell	of	the	drug	myself.	I
was	standing	in	a	dank,	gloomy	room	that	had	been	decorated	in	the	Chinese
style	with	patterned	rugs,	red	paper	lampshades	and	silk	hangings	on	the	walls,
just	as	Henderson	had	described.	Of	the	man	himself	there	was	no	sign.	Four
men	lay	stretched	out	on	mattresses	with	their	japan	trays	and	opium	lamps	on
low	tables	nearby.	Three	of	them	were	unconscious	and	could	indeed	have	been
corpses.	The	last	was	resting	his	chin	on	one	hand,	gazing	at	me	with	unfocused



eyes.	One	mattress	was	empty.

A	man	came	rushing	towards	me	and	I	knew	that	this	must	be	Creer	himself.	He
was	completely	bald,	his	skin	paper-white	and	stretched	so	tightly	over	his	bones
that,	with	his	black,	deep-set	eyes	he	seemed	to	have	a	dead	man’s	skull	instead
of	a	living	head.	I	could	see	that	he	was	about	to	speak,	to	challenge	me,	but	then
he	saw	my	revolver	and	fell	back.

‘Where	is	he?’	I	demanded.

‘Who?’

‘You	know	who	I	mean!’

My	eyes	travelled	past	him	to	an	open	doorway	at	the	far	end	of	the	room	and	a
corridor,	lit	by	a	gas	lamp,	beyond.	Ignoring	Creer,	anxious	to	be	out	of	this
dreadful	place	before	the	fumes	overcame	me,	I	pushed	my	way	forward.	One	of
the	wretches	lying	on	the	mattresses	called	out	to	me	and	reached	out	with	a
begging	hand,	but	I	ignored	him.	There	was	another	door	at	the	far	end	of	the
corridor	and,	as	Holmes	could	not	have	possibly	left	by	the	front,	he	must	surely
have	come	this	way.	I	forced	it	open	and	felt	the	rush	of	cold	air.	I	was	at	the
back	of	the	house.	I	heard	more	shouting,	the	clatter	of	a	horse	and	carriage,	the
blast	of	a	police	whistle.	I	knew	already	that	we	had	been	tricked,	that	everything
had	gone	wrong.	But	still	I	had	no	idea	what	to	expect.	Where	was	Holmes?	Had
he	been	hurt?

I	ran	down	a	narrow	street,	through	an	archway,	around	a	corner	and	into	a
courtyard.	A	small	crowd	had	gathered	here.	Where	could	they	all	have	come
from	at	this	time	of	the	night?	I	saw	a	man	in	evening	dress,	a	police	constable,
two	others.	They	were	all	staring	at	a	tableau	that	presented	itself	in	front	of
them,	none	of	them	daring	to	move	forward	and	take	charge.	I	pushed	my	way
through	them.	And	never	will	I	forget	what	I	then	saw.

There	were	two	figures.	One	was	a	young	girl	whom	I	recognised	at	once	–	and
with	good	cause,	for	she	had	tried	to	kill	me	only	a	few	days	before.	It	was	Sally
Dixon,	the	older	sister	of	Ross,	who	had	been	working	at	The	Bag	of	Nails.	She
had	been	shot	twice,	in	the	chest	and	in	the	head.	She	was	lying	on	the
cobblestones	in	a	pool	of	liquid	which	showed	black	in	the	darkness	but	which	I
knew	to	be	blood.	I	also	knew	the	man	who	lay	unconscious	in	front	of	her,	one
hand	stretched	out,	still	holding	the	gun	that	had	shot	her.



It	was	Sherlock	Holmes.

	



ELEVEN

Under	Arrest

I	have	never	forgotten	that	night	and	its	consequences.

Sitting	here	on	my	own,	twenty-five	years	later,	I	still	have	every	detail	of	it
printed	on	my	mind	and	although	I	sometimes	have	to	strain	through	the
distorting	lens	of	time	to	recall	the	features	of	friends	and	foemen	alike,	I	have
only	to	blink	and	there	they	all	are:	Harriman,	Creer,	Ackland	and	even	the
constable	…	what	was	his	name?	Perkins!	The	fact	is	that	I	had	many	adventures
with	Sherlock	Holmes	and	frequently	saw	him	in	dire	straits.	There	were	times
when	I	thought	him	dead.	Only	a	week	before,	indeed,	I	had	observed	him
helpless	and	delirious,	supposedly	the	victim	of	a	coolie	disease	from	Sumatra.
Then	there	was	that	time	at	Poldhu	Bay	in	Cornwall	where,	had	I	not	dragged
him	from	the	room,	he	would	certainly	have	succumbed	to	madness	and	self-
destruction.	I	recall	my	vigil	with	him	in	Surrey	when	a	deadly	swamp	adder
came	slithering	out	of	the	darkness.	And	how	could	I	complete	this	brief	list
without	reminding	myself	of	the	utter	despair,	the	sense	of	emptiness	that	I	felt
when	I	returned,	alone,	from	the	Reichenbach	Falls?	And	yet,	all	of	these	pale	in
comparison	with	that	night	in	Bluegate	Fields.	Poor	Holmes.	I	see	him	now,
recovering	consciousness	to	find	himself	surrounded,	under	arrest	and	quite
unable	to	explain	to	himself	or	to	anyone	else	what	had	just	taken	place.	It	was
he	who	had	chosen,	willingly,	to	walk	into	a	trap.	This	was	the	unhappy	result.

A	constable	had	arrived.	I	did	not	know	from	where.	He	was	young	and	nervous
but	all	in	all	he	went	about	his	business	with	commendable	efficiency.	First,	he
checked	that	the	girl	was	dead,	then	turned	his	attention	to	my	friend.	Holmes
looked	dreadful.	His	skin	was	as	white	as	paper	and	although	his	eyes	were	open
he	seemed	unable	to	see	clearly	…	he	certainly	didn’t	recognise	me.	Matters
were	not	helped	by	the	crowd,	and	once	again	I	asked	myself	who	they	were	and
how	they	could	possibly	have	chosen	such	a	night	to	congregate	here.	There
were	two	women,	similar	to	the	dreadful	old	crone	who	had	passed	us	by	the



canal,	and	with	them	two	sailors,	leaning	against	each	other	and	reeking	of	ale.	A
negro	stared	with	wide	eyes.	A	couple	of	my	Maltese	drinking	companions	from
The	Rose	and	Crown	stood	next	to	him.	And	even	a	few	children	had	appeared,
ragged	and	barefoot,	watching	the	spectacle	as	if	it	were	being	played	out	for
their	benefit.	As	I	took	this	all	in,	a	tall	man,	red-faced	and	elegantly	dressed,
called	out	and	gesticulated	with	his	stick.

‘Take	him	up,	officer!	I	saw	him	shoot	the	girl.	I	saw	it	with	my	own	eyes.’	He
had	a	thick	Scottish	accent	that	sounded	almost	incongruous,	as	if	this	were	all	a
play	and	he	a	member	of	the	audience	who	had,	unbidden,	wandered	on	to	the
stage.	‘God	help	her,	the	poor	creature.	He	killed	her	in	cold	blood.’

‘Who	are	you?’	the	constable	demanded.

‘My	name	is	Thomas	Ackland.	I	was	on	my	way	home.	I	saw	exactly	what
happened.’

I	could	not	stand	on	the	sidelines	any	longer	but	pushed	my	way	forward	and
knelt	beside	my	stricken	friend.	‘Holmes!’	I	cried.	‘Holmes,	can	you	hear	me?
For	God’s	sake	tell	me	what	has	happened.’

But	Holmes	was	still	incapable	of	reply	and	now	I	found	the	constable
examining	me.	‘You	know	this	man?’	he	demanded.

‘Indeed	I	do.	He	is	Sherlock	Holmes.’

‘And	you?’

‘My	name	is	John	Watson	and	I	am	a	doctor.	Officer,	you	must	allow	me	to
attend	upon	my	friend.	However	black	and	white	the	facts	may	appear,	I	can
assure	you	that	he	is	innocent	of	any	crime.’

‘That	is	not	true.	I	saw	him	shoot	the	girl.	I	saw	the	bullet	fired	by	his	own	hand.’
Ackland	took	a	step	forward.	‘I,	too,	am	a	doctor,’	he	continued.	‘And	I	can	tell
you	at	once	that	this	man	is	under	the	influence	of	opium.	It	is	evident	from	his
eyes	and	from	his	breath	and	you	need	seek	no	further	motive	for	this	vile	and
senseless	crime.’

Was	he	right?	Holmes	lay	there,	unable	to	speak.	He	was	certainly	in	the	grip	of
some	sort	of	narcotic	and,	given	that	he	had	been	in	Creer’s	Place	for	the	past
hour,	it	was	absurd	to	suggest	that	anything	was	responsible	other	than	the	drug
that	the	doctor	had	named.	And	yet	there	was	something	about	the	diagnosis	that
puzzled	me.	I	looked	closely	at	Holmes’s	eyes	and	although	I	would	have	had	to



agree	that	the	pupils	were	dilated,	they	lacked	the	ugly	pinpricks	of	light	which	I
would	have	expected	to	find.	I	felt	his	pulse	and	found	it	almost	too	sluggish,
suggesting	that	he	had	just	been	aroused	from	a	deep	sleep	rather	than	involved
in	the	strenuous	activity	of	first	chasing	and	then	shooting	down	his	victim.	And
since	when	had	opium	ever	caused	an	event	such	as	this?	Its	effects	might
include	euphoria,	total	relaxation,	freedom	from	physical	pain.	But	never	had	I
heard	of	a	user	being	driven	to	acts	of	violence,	and	even	had	Holmes	been	in
the	grip	of	the	most	profound	paranoia,	what	possible	motive	could	his	muddled
consciousness	have	come	up	with	for	killing	the	one	girl	he	had	been	most	eager
to	find	and	protect?	How,	for	that	matter,	had	she	come	to	be	here?	Finally,	I
doubted	that	Holmes	would	have	been	able	to	shoot	with	any	accuracy	had	he
been	under	the	influence	of	opium.	He	would	have	had	difficulty	even	holding
the	gun	steady.	I	set	this	all	out	here	as	though	I	was	able	to	deliberate	at	length
on	the	evidence	in	front	of	me,	and	yet,	in	actual	fact,	it	was	the	work	of	but	a
second	born	out	of	my	many	years	in	the	medical	profession	and	my	intimate
knowledge	of	the	man	accused.

‘Did	you	accompany	this	person	here	tonight?’	the	constable	asked	me.

‘Yes.	But	we	were	briefly	apart.	I	was	at	The	Rose	and	Crown.’

‘And	he?’

‘He	…’	I	stopped	myself.	The	one	thing	I	could	not	do	was	reveal	where	Holmes
had	been.	‘My	friend	is	a	celebrated	detective	and	he	was	in	pursuit	of	a	case.
You	will	discover	that	he	is	well	known	to	Scotland	Yard.	Call	for	Inspector
Lestrade	who	will	vouch	for	him.	As	bad	as	this	looks,	there	must	be	another
explanation.’

‘There	is	no	other	explanation,’	Dr	Ackland	interjected.	‘He	came	staggering
from	round	that	corner.	The	girl	was	in	the	street,	begging.	He	took	out	a	gun
and	he	shot	her.’

‘There	is	blood	on	his	clothing,’	the	constable	agreed,	although	he	seemed	to
speak	with	a	degree	of	reluctance.	‘He	was	evidently	close	to	her	when	she	was
killed.	And	when	I	arrived	in	this	courtyard,	there	was	nobody	else	in	sight.’

‘Did	you	see	the	shot	fired?’	I	asked.

‘No.	But	I	arrived	moments	later.	And	nobody	ran	from	the	scene.’

‘He	did	it!’	somebody	shouted	in	the	crowd	and	this	was	followed	by	a	murmur



of	assent,	taken	up	by	the	children	who	were	all	delighted	to	find	themselves	in
the	front	row	for	this	spectacle.

‘Holmes!’	I	cried,	kneeling	beside	him	and	attempting	to	support	his	head	in	my
hands.	‘Can	you	tell	me	what	happened	here?’

Holmes	made	no	response	and	a	moment	later,	I	became	aware	of	another	man
who	had	approached	silently	and	was	now	standing	over	me,	next	to	the	Scottish
doctor.	‘Please	will	you	get	to	your	feet,’	he	demanded,	in	a	voice	as	cold	as	the
night	itself.

‘This	man	is	my	friend—’	I	began.

‘And	this	is	the	scene	of	a	crime	in	which	you	have	no	business	to	interfere.
Stand	up	and	move	back.	Thank	you.	Now,	if	anyone	here	saw	anything,	give
your	name	and	place	of	address	to	the	officer.	Otherwise,	return	to	your	homes.
You	children,	get	out	of	here	before	I	put	the	whole	lot	of	you	under	arrest.
Officer?	What’s	your	name?	Perkins!	Are	you	in	charge	here?’

‘Yes,	sir.’

‘This	is	your	beat?’

‘It	is,	sir.’

‘Well,	you	seem	to	have	done	reasonably	good	work	so	far.	Can	you	tell	me	what
you	saw	and	what	you	know?	Try	to	keep	it	concise.	It’s	a	damned	cold	night
and	the	sooner	we	have	it	wrapped	up,	the	sooner	we	can	be	in	bed.’	He	stood	in
silence	as	the	constable	gave	his	version	of	events	which	added	up	to	little	more
than	I	already	knew.	He	nodded.	‘Very	well,	Constable	Perkins.	Look	after	these
people.	Write	down	the	details	in	your	notebook.	I’ll	take	charge	of	this	now.’

I	have	not	yet	described	this	new	arrival	and	find	it	difficult	to	do	so	even	now
for	he	was	quite	simply	one	of	the	most	reptilian	men	I	have	ever	encountered,
with	eyes	too	small	for	his	face,	thin	lips	and	skin	so	smooth	as	to	be	almost
featureless.	His	most	prominent	feature	was	a	thick	mane	of	hair	of	a	most
unnatural	white,	which	is	to	say	that	it	really	was	completely	colourless	and
might	never	had	any	colour	at	all.	It	was	not	as	if	he	was	old	–	he	could	not	have
been	more	than	thirty	or	thirty-five.	The	hair	was	in	complete	contrast	to	his
wardrobe,	which	consisted	of	black	overcoat,	black	gloves	and	black	scarf.
Although	he	was	not	a	large	man,	he	had	a	certain	presence,	even	an	arrogance,
which	I	had	already	witnessed	in	the	way	he	had	taken	command	of	the



situation.	He	spoke	softly,	but	his	voice	had	an	edge	that	left	you	in	no	doubt	that
he	was	used	to	being	obeyed.	But	it	was	his	mercurial	quality	that	most	unnerved
me,	his	refusal	to	connect	emotionally	with	anyone	at	all.	That	was	what	put	me
in	mind	of	the	snake.	From	the	moment	I	had	first	spoken	to	him,	I	had	felt	him
slithering	around	me.	He	was	the	sort	of	person	who	looked	through	you	or
behind	you	but	who	would	never	look	at	you.	I	had	never	met	anyone	quite	so	in
command	of	themselves,	living	in	a	world	in	which	the	rest	of	us	could	be	only
trespassers,	forbidden	to	come	near.

‘So	your	name	is	Dr	Watson?’	he	said.

‘Yes.’

‘And	this	is	Sherlock	Holmes!	Well,	I	rather	doubt	we’ll	be	reading	of	this	in	one
of	your	famous	chronicles,	will	we,	unless	it	comes	under	the	heading	of	The
Adventure	of	the	Psychotic	Opium	Addict.	Your	colleague	was	at	Creer’s	Place
tonight?’

‘He	was	pursuing	an	investigation.’

‘Pursuing	it	with	a	pipe	and	a	needle	it	would	seem.	A	rather	unorthodox	method
of	detection,	I	would	have	said.	Well,	you	can	leave,	Dr	Watson.	There	is
nothing	more	you	can	do	tonight.	A	pretty	business	we	have	here!	This	girl	can’t
be	more	than	sixteen	or	seventeen	years	old.’

‘Her	name	is	Sally	Dixon.	She	was	working	at	a	public	house	called	The	Bag	of
Nails	in	Shoreditch.’

‘She	was	known	to	her	assailant?’

‘Mr	Holmes	was	not	her	assailant!’

‘So	you	would	have	us	think.	Unfortunately,	there	are	witnesses	who	have	a
different	point	of	view.’	He	glanced	at	the	Scottish	man.	‘You	are	a	doctor?’

‘Yes,	sir.’

‘And	you	saw	what	happened	here	tonight?’

‘I	already	told	the	constable,	sir.	The	girl	was	begging	in	the	street.	This	man
came	from	that	building	over	there.	I	thought	he	was	drunk	or	out	of	his	mind.
He	followed	the	girl	into	this	square	and	he	killed	her	with	a	revolver.	It’s	as
plain	as	that.’



‘In	your	opinion,	is	Mr	Holmes	well	enough	to	travel	with	me	to	Holborn	police
station?’

‘He	cannot	walk.	But	there	is	no	reason	why	he	should	not	travel	in	a	cab.’

‘There	is	one	on	the	way.’	The	white-haired	man,	who	had	still	not	given	me	his
name,	walked	slowly	over	to	Holmes	who	still	lay	on	the	ground,	a	little
recovered,	fighting	to	regain	his	composure.	‘Can	you	hear	me,	Mr	Holmes?’

‘Yes.’	It	was	the	first	word	he	had	spoken.

‘My	name	is	Inspector	Harriman.	I	am	arresting	you	for	the	murder	of	this	young
woman,	Sally	Dixon.	You	are	not	obliged	to	say	anything	unless	you	desire	to	do
so,	but	whatever	you	do	say	I	shall	take	down	in	writing	and	it	may	be	used	as
evidence	against	you	hereafter.	Do	you	understand?’

‘This	is	monstrous!’	I	cried.	‘I	am	telling	you	that	Sherlock	Holmes	had	nothing
whatsoever	to	do	with	this	crime.	Your	witness	is	lying.	This	is	some	conspiracy
—’

‘If	you	do	not	wish	to	find	yourself	arrested	for	obstruction	and	also	quite
possibly	sued	for	slander,	then	I	suggest	you	try	to	find	the	wisdom	to	remain
silent.	You	will	have	your	chance	to	speak	when	this	comes	to	court.	In	the
meantime,	I	will	ask	you	again	to	step	aside	and	leave	me	to	get	on	with	my
business.’

‘Do	you	have	no	idea	who	this	is	and	to	what	extent	the	police	force	in	this	city
and,	indeed,	in	this	country,	are	indebted	to	him?’

‘I	know	very	well	who	he	is	and	I	cannot	say	that	it	makes	any	difference	to	the
situation	as	I	find	it.	We	have	a	dead	girl.	The	murder	weapon	is	in	his	hand.	We
have	a	witness.	I	think	that’s	enough	to	be	getting	on	with.	It	is	almost	twelve
and	I	cannot	be	squabbling	with	you	all	night.	If	you	have	any	reason	to
complain	about	my	behaviour,	you	can	do	so	in	the	morning.	I	hear	a	cab
approaching.	Let	us	get	this	man	into	a	cell	and	this	poor	little	mite	to	the
morgue.’

There	was	nothing	more	I	could	do	except	stand	and	watch	as	Constable	Perkins
returned	and,	with	the	help	of	the	doctor,	lifted	Holmes	to	his	feet	and	dragged
him	away.	The	gun	that	he	had	been	carrying	was	wrapped	in	cloth	and	taken
with	him.	At	the	last	minute,	as	he	was	being	helped	into	the	cab,	his	head	turned
and	our	eyes	met	and	I	was	relieved	at	least	to	see	that	some	of	the	life	had



returned	to	them	and	that	whatever	drug	he	had	taken	–	or	been	given	–	must	be
wearing	off.	More	policemen	had	arrived	and	I	saw	Sally	covered	with	a	blanket
and	carried	away	on	a	stretcher.	Dr	Ackland	shook	hands	with	Harriman,	handed
him	a	business	card,	and	walked	off.	Before	I	knew	it,	I	was	on	my	own	–	and	in
a	hostile,	insalubrious	part	of	London.	I	suddenly	remembered	that	I	still	had	the
revolver	that	Holmes	had	given	me,	in	my	coat	pocket.	My	hand	closed	on	it	and
the	mad	thought	came	to	me	that	perhaps	I	should	have	used	it	to	rescue	Holmes,
seizing	hold	of	him	and	carrying	him	with	me	whilst	keeping	Harriman	and	the
crowd	at	bay.	But	such	an	attempt	would	have	helped	neither	of	us.	There	were
other	ways	to	fight	back	and,	with	that	in	mind	and	cold	steel	in	my	hand,	I
turned	away	and	hurriedly	made	for	home.

I	had	a	visitor,	early	the	next	morning.	It	was	the	one	man	I	most	wanted	to	see	–
Inspector	Lestrade.	As	he	came	striding	in,	interrupting	me	at	my	breakfast,	my
first	thought	was	that	he	brought	news	that	Holmes	had	already	been	released
and	would	be	arriving	shortly,	too.	One	look	at	his	face,	however,	was	enough	to
dash	my	hopes.	He	was	grim	and	unsmiling	and,	from	the	look	of	him,	had	either
risen	very	early	or	perhaps	had	not	slept	at	all.	Without	asking	permission,	he	sat
down	so	heavily	at	the	table	that	I	might	have	wondered	if	he	would	ever	find
the	strength	to	rise.

‘Will	you	have	some	breakfast,	Inspector?’	I	ventured.

‘That	would	be	most	kind	of	you,	Dr	Watson.	I	am	certainly	in	need	of
something	to	restore	me.	This	business!	Frankly,	it	beggars	belief.	Sherlock
Holmes,	for	goodness	sake!	Have	these	people	forgotten	how	much	of	a	good
turn	we	owe	him	at	Scotland	Yard?	That	they	should	think	him	guilty!	And	yet,
it	doesn’t	look	good,	Dr	Watson.	It	doesn’t	look	good.’

I	poured	him	a	cup	of	tea,	filling	the	cup	which	Mrs	Hudson	had	set	out	for
Holmes	–	she	was,	of	course,	unaware	of	what	had	taken	place	the	night	before.
Lestrade	sipped	noisily.	‘Where	is	Holmes?’	I	asked.

‘They	held	him	overnight	at	Bow	Street.’

‘Have	you	seen	him?’

‘They	wouldn’t	let	me!	As	soon	as	I	heard	what	had	happened	last	night,	I	went
straight	round.	But	this	man,	Harriman,	he’s	a	queer	one	and	no	mistake.	Most	of
us	at	Scotland	Yard,	those	of	us	of	the	same	rank,	we	muddle	along	together	as



best	we	can.	But	not	him.	Harriman	has	always	kept	his	own	council.	He	has	no
friends	and	no	family	that	I	know	of.	He	does	a	good	job,	I’ll	give	him	that,	but
although	we’ve	passed	in	the	corridor,	I’ve	never	spoken	more	than	a	few	words
to	him	and	he’s	never	answered	back.	As	it	happens,	I	saw	him	briefly	this
morning	and	asked	to	visit	Mr	Holmes,	thinking	it	was	the	very	least	I	could	do,
but	he	just	walked	right	past	me.	A	little	common	courtesy	wouldn’t	have	hurt,
but	that’s	the	man	we’re	up	against.	He’s	with	Holmes	now,	interviewing	him.
I’d	give	my	eye	teeth	to	be	in	the	room	with	them,	for	that	would	be	a	battle	of
wits	if	ever	there	was	one.	As	far	as	I	can	tell,	Harriman’s	already	made	up	his
mind,	but	of	course	it’s	all	nonsense	and	so	I’ve	come	here,	hoping	you	can	shed
some	light	on	this	matter.	You	were	there	last	night?’

‘I	was	in	Bluegate	Fields.’

‘And	is	it	true	that	Mr	Holmes	visited	an	opium	den?’

‘He	went	there,	but	not	to	indulge	in	that	hateful	practice.’

‘No?’	Lestrade’s	eyes	travelled	to	the	mantelpiece	and	to	the	morocco	case	that
contained	a	hypodermic	syringe.	I	wondered	how	he	had	learned	of	Holmes’s
occasional	habit.

‘You	know	Holmes	too	well	to	think	otherwise,’	I	chided	him.	‘He	is	still
investigating	the	deaths	of	the	man	in	the	flat	cap	and	the	child,	Ross.	That	was
what	took	him	to	East	London.’

Lestrade	took	out	his	notebook	and	opened	it.	‘I	think	you	had	better	tell	me
what	progress	you	and	Mr	Holmes	had	made,	Dr	Watson.	If	I	am	going	to	fight
on	his	behalf,	and	it	may	well	be	that	we	have	a	battle	royal	on	our	hands,	then
the	more	I	know	the	better.	I	ask	you	to	leave	nothing	out.’

It	was	strange,	really,	for	Holmes	had	always	thought	himself	in	competition
with	the	police	and	would,	in	normal	circumstances,	have	told	them	none	of	the
details	of	his	investigation.	On	this	occasion,	though,	I	had	no	choice	but	to
acquaint	Lestrade	with	everything	that	had	happened	both	before	and	after	the
child	had	been	killed,	starting	with	our	visit	to	Chorley	Grange	School	for	Boys,
which	had	led	us	to	Sally	Dixon	and	The	Bag	of	Nails.	I	told	him	of	her	attack
on	me,	our	discovery	of	the	stolen	pocket	watch,	our	unhelpful	interview	with
Lord	Ravenshaw,	and	Holmes’s	decision	to	place	an	advertisement	in	the
evening	papers.	Finally,	I	described	the	visit	of	the	man	who	called	himself
Henderson	and	how	he	had	led	us	to	Creer’s	Place.



‘He	was	a	tidewaiter?’

‘That	was	what	he	said,	Lestrade,	but	I	fear	he	was	dissimulating,	as	in	the	rest
of	his	story.’

‘He	may	be	innocent.	You	cannot	say	what	happened	at	Creer’s	Place.’

‘It’s	true	that	I	was	not	there,	but	nor	was	Henderson,	and	his	very	absence	gives
me	cause	for	concern.	Looking	at	everything	that	has	occurred,	I	believe	this	was
a	deliberate	trap	to	incriminate	Holmes	and	to	bring	an	end	to	his	investigation.’

‘But	what	is	this	House	of	Silk?	Why	would	anyone	go	to	such	lengths	to	keep	it
secret?’

‘I	cannot	say.’

Lestrade	shook	his	head.	‘I	am	a	practical	man,	Dr	Watson,	and	I	have	to	tell	you
that	all	this	seems	a	very	long	way	from	the	point	where	we	started	–	a	dead	man
in	a	hotel	room.	That	man,	as	far	as	we	know,	was	Keelan	O’Donaghue,	a
vicious	hoodlum	and	bank	robber	from	Boston,	who	came	to	England	on	a
mission	of	revenge	against	the	picture	dealer,	Mr	Carstairs	of	Wimbledon.	So
how	do	you	get	from	there	to	the	deaths	of	two	children,	this	business	of	the
white	ribbon,	this	mysterious	Henderson	and	all	the	rest	of	it?’

‘That	was	exactly	what	Holmes	was	trying	to	discover.	Can	I	see	him?’

‘Harriman	is	in	charge	of	the	case	and	until	Mr	Holmes	has	been	formally
charged,	nobody	will	be	allowed	to	speak	with	him.	They	are	taking	him	to	a
police	court	this	afternoon.’

‘We	must	be	there.’

‘Of	course.	You	understand	that	no	defence	witnesses	will	be	called	at	this	stage,
Dr	Watson,	but	even	so	I	will	try	to	speak	for	him	and	attest	to	his	good
character.’

‘Will	they	keep	him	at	Bow	Street?’

‘For	the	time	being,	but	if	the	judge	thinks	there’s	a	case	to	answer	–	and	I	can’t
see	him	thinking	otherwise	–	he	will	be	put	in	prison.’

‘What	prison?’

‘I	can’t	say,	Dr	Watson,	but	I	will	do	everything	in	my	power	on	his	behalf.	In
the	meantime,	is	there	anyone	to	whom	you	can	apply?	I	would	imagine	that	two



gentlemen	like	yourselves	must	have	friends	of	influence,	especially	after	being
involved	in	so	many	cases	of	what	you	might	call	a	delicate	nature.	Perhaps
among	Mr	Holmes’s	clients	there	is	someone	to	whom	you	can	turn?’

My	first	thought	was	of	Mycroft.	I	had	not	mentioned	him,	of	course,	but	he	had
been	in	my	mind	before	Lestrade	had	begun	to	speak.	Would	he	agree	to	see	me?
He	had	issued	a	warning	in	this	very	room,	and	he	had	been	adamant	that	he
would	be	powerless	if	it	was	ignored.	Even	so,	I	made	the	decision	to	present
myself	once	more	at	the	Diogenes	Club	as	soon	as	the	opportunity	arose.	But
that	would	have	to	wait	until	after	the	police	court.	Lestrade	rose	to	his	feet.	‘I
will	call	for	you	at	two	o’clock,’	he	said.

‘Thank	you,	Lestrade.’

‘Don’t	thank	me	yet,	Dr	Watson.	There	may	be	nothing	that	I	can	do.	If	ever	a
case	looked	cut	and	dried,	this	is	it.’	I	remembered	that	Inspector	Harriman	had
said	much	the	same	to	me	the	night	before.	‘Harriman	wants	to	try	Mr	Holmes
for	murder	and	I	think	you	should	prepare	yourself	for	the	worst.’

	



TWELVE

The	Evidence	in	the	Case

Never	before	had	I	attended	a	police	court	and	yet,	as	I	approached	that	solid	and
austere	building	on	Bow	Street	in	the	company	of	Lestrade,	I	felt	a	strange	sense
of	familiarity,	as	if	it	was	right	that	I	had	been	summoned	and	that	my	coming
here	was	somehow	inevitable.	Lestrade	must	have	seen	the	look	on	my	face	for
he	smiled	mournfully.	‘I	don’t	suppose	you	expected	to	find	yourself	in	a	place
like	this,	eh,	Dr	Watson?’	I	told	him	that	he	had	taken	the	very	thought	from	my
head.	‘Well,	you	have	to	wonder	how	many	other	men	have	passed	this	way
thanks	to	you	–	by	which,	of	course,	I	mean	you	and	Mr	Holmes.’

He	was	quite	right.	This	was	the	end	of	the	process	which	we	had	so	frequently
begun,	the	first	step	on	the	way	to	the	Old	Bailey	and	then	perhaps	the	gallows.
It	is	curious	to	reflect	now,	at	the	very	end	of	my	writing	career,	that	each	and
every	one	of	my	chronicles	ended	with	the	unmasking	or	the	arrest	of	a
miscreant,	and	that	after	that	point,	almost	without	exception,	I	simply	assumed
that	their	fate	would	be	of	no	further	interest	to	my	readers	and	gave	up	on	them,
as	if	it	was	their	wrongdoing	alone	that	justified	their	existence	and	that	once	the
crimes	had	been	solved	they	were	no	longer	human	beings	with	beating	hearts
and	broken	spirits.	Never	once	did	I	consider	the	fear	and	anguish	they	must
have	endured	as	they	passed	through	these	swing	doors	and	walked	these
gloomy	corridors.	Did	any	of	them	ever	weep	tears	of	repentance	or	offer
prayers	for	their	salvation?	Did	some	of	them	fight	on	to	the	end?	I	did	not	care.
It	was	not	part	of	my	narrative.

But	as	I	look	back	on	that	iron-cold	December	day	when	Holmes	himself	faced
the	forces	that	he	had	so	often	unleashed,	I	think	that	perhaps	I	did	them	an
injustice;	even	villains	as	cruel	as	Culverton	Smith	or	as	conniving	as	Jonas
Oldacre.	I	wrote	what	are	now	called	detective	stories.	By	chance,	my	detective
was	the	greatest	of	them	all.	But	in	a	sense	he	was	defined	by	the	men	and,
indeed,	the	women	he	came	up	against,	and	I	cast	them	aside	all	too	easily.



Entering	the	police	court	they	all	returned	very	forcibly	to	mind	and	it	was
almost	as	if	I	could	hear	them	calling	to	me:	‘Welcome.	You	are	one	of	us	now.’

The	courtroom	was	square	and	windowless,	with	wooden	benches	and	barriers
and	the	royal	arms	emblazoned	on	the	far	wall.	This	is	where	the	magistrate	sat,
a	stiff,	elderly	man	whose	demeanour	had	something	wooden	about	it	too.	There
was	a	railed-off	platform	in	front	of	him	and	it	was	here	that	the	prisoners	were
brought	one	after	the	other,	for	the	process	was	rapid	and	repetitive	so	that,	to	the
onlooker	at	least,	it	became	almost	monotonous.	Lestrade	and	I	had	arrived	early,
taking	our	places	in	the	public	gallery	with	a	few	other	onlookers,	and	we
watched	as	a	forger,	a	burglar	and	a	magsman	were	all	remanded	in	custody	to
await	trial.	And	yet	the	magistrate	could	also	be	compassionate.	An	apprentice
accused	of	drunken	and	violent	behaviour	–	it	had	been	his	eighteenth	birthday	–
was	sent	away	with	the	details	of	his	crime	placed	in	the	Refused	Charge	Book.
And	two	children,	no	more	than	eight	or	nine	years	old,	brought	in	for	begging,
were	handed	over	to	the	Police	Courts	Mission	with	the	recommendation	that
they	should	be	looked	after	either	by	the	the	Waifs	and	Strays	Society,	by	Dr
Barnardo’s	orphanage	or	by	the	Society	for	the	Improvement	of	London’s
Children.	It	was	odd	to	hear	the	last	of	these	three	named	for	this	was	the
organisation	responsible	for	Chorley	Grange,	which	Holmes	and	I	had	visited.

Everything	had	proceeded	at	a	pace,	but	now	Lestrade	nudged	me	and	I	became
aware	of	a	new	sense	of	gravity	in	the	courtroom.	More	uniformed	policemen
and	clerks	entered	and	took	their	places.	The	usher	of	the	court,	a	plump,	owl-
like	man	in	his	black	robes,	approached	the	magistrate	and	began	to	mutter	to
him	in	a	low	voice.	Two	men	that	I	recognised	came	in	and	sat	down	a	few	feet
apart	on	one	of	the	benches.	One	was	Dr	Ackland,	the	other	a	red-faced	man
who	might	have	been	in	the	crowd	outside	Creer’s	Place	but	who	had	made	no
impression	upon	me	at	the	time.	Behind	them,	sat	Creer	himself	(Lestrade
pointed	him	out),	wiping	his	hands	as	if	attempting	to	dry	them.	They	were	all
here,	I	saw	at	once,	as	witnesses.

And	then	Holmes	was	brought	in,	wearing	the	same	clothes	in	which	he	had
been	arrested,	and	so	unlike	himself	that	had	I	not	known	better	I	might	have
thought	that	he	had	deliberately	disguised	himself	so	as	to	baffle	me	as	he	had	so
often	done	before.	He	had	clearly	not	slept.	He	had	been	questioned	at	length
and	I	tried	not	to	imagine	the	various	indignities,	all	too	familiar	to	common
criminals,	which	must	have	been	heaped	upon	him.	Gaunt	at	the	best	of	times,	he
appeared	positively	emaciated,	but	as	he	was	led	into	the	dock	he	turned	and



looked	at	me	and	I	saw	a	glint	in	his	eye	that	told	me	that	the	fight	was	not	over
yet	and	reminded	me	that	Holmes	had	always	been	at	his	most	formidable	when
the	odds	seemed	to	be	stacked	against	him.	Beside	me,	Lestrade	straightened	up
and	muttered	something	under	his	breath.	He	was	angry	and	indignant	on
Holmes’s	behalf,	revealing	a	side	of	his	character	I	had	never	seen	before.

A	barrister	presented	himself,	a	well-rounded,	diminutive	sort	with	thick	lips	and
heavy	eyelids,	and	it	soon	became	clear	that	he	had	assumed	the	role	of
prosecutor,	although	ringmaster	might	be	the	better	description	from	the	manner
in	which	he	directed	the	proceedings,	treating	the	court	almost	as	a	circus	of	the
law.

‘The	accused	is	a	well-known	detective,’	he	began.	‘Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	has
achieved	public	renown	through	a	series	of	stories	which,	though	gaudy	and
sensational,	are	based	at	least	partly	on	truth.’	I	bristled	at	this	and	might	even
have	protested	had	Lestrade	not	reached	out	and	tapped	me	gently	on	the	arm.
‘That	said,	I	will	not	deny	that	there	are	one	or	two	less	capable	officers	at
Scotland	Yard	who	owe	him	a	debt	of	gratitude	in	that,	from	time	to	time,	he	has
helped	direct	their	investigations	with	hints	and	insights	that	have	borne	fruit.’
Hearing	this,	it	was	Lestrade’s	turn	to	scowl.	‘But	even	the	best	of	men	have
their	demons	and	in	the	case	of	Mr	Holmes	it	is	opium	that	has	turned	him	from
a	friend	of	the	law	into	the	basest	malefactor.	It	is	beyond	dispute	that	he	entered
an	opium	den	which	goes	by	the	name	of	Creer’s	Place	in	Limehouse	just	after
eleven	o’clock	last	night.	My	first	witness	is	the	owner	of	that	establishment,
Isaiah	Creer.’

Creer	took	the	witness	stand.	There	was	no	swearing-in	at	these	proceedings.	I
could	only	see	the	back	of	his	head,	which	was	white	and	hairless,	folding	into
his	neck	in	a	way	that	made	it	hard	to	see	where	one	ended	and	the	other	began.
Prompted	by	the	prosecutor,	he	told	the	following	tale.

Yes,	the	accused	had	entered	his	house	–	a	private	and	legal	establishment,	my
lord,	where	gentlemen	could	indulge	their	habit	in	comfort	and	security	–	just
after	eleven	o’clock.	He	had	said	very	little.	He	had	demanded	a	dose	of	the
intoxicant,	paid	for	it,	and	smoked	it	immediately.	Half	an	hour	later,	he	had
asked	for	a	second.	Mr	Creer	had	been	concerned	that	Mr	Holmes,	for	it	was
only	later	that	he	had	learned	his	name	and,	he	assured	the	court,	at	the	time	of
their	meeting	he	had	been	a	complete	stranger,	had	become	agitated	and	aroused.
Mr	Creer	had	suggested	that	a	second	dose	might	be	unwise	but	the	gentlemen



had	disagreed	in	the	strongest	terms	and,	in	order	to	avoid	a	scene	and	to
maintain	the	tranquillity	for	which	his	establishment	was	noted,	he	had	provided
the	essentials	in	return	for	another	payment.	Mr	Holmes	had	smoked	the	second
pipe	and	his	sense	of	delirium	had	increased	to	the	extent	that	Creer	had	sent	a
boy	out	to	find	a	policeman,	fearing	there	might	be	a	breach	of	the	peace.	He	had
attempted	to	reason	with	Mr	Holmes,	to	calm	him	down,	but	without	success.
Wild-eyed,	beyond	control,	Mr	Holmes	had	insisted	that	there	were	enemies	in
the	room,	that	he	was	being	pursued,	that	his	life	was	in	danger.	He	had
produced	a	revolver,	at	which	point	Mr	Creer	had	insisted	that	he	leave.

‘I	was	afraid	for	my	life,’	he	told	the	court.	‘My	only	thought	was	to	have	him
out	of	the	house.	But	I	see	now	that	I	was	wrong	and	that	I	should	have	let	him
remain	there	until	help	arrived	in	the	shape	of	Constable	Perkins.	For	when	I
released	him	onto	the	street	he	was	out	of	his	mind.	He	didn’t	know	what	he	was
doing.	I	have	seen	this	happen	before,	your	honour.	It	is	rare,	freakish.	But	it	is	a
side	effect	of	the	drug.	I	have	no	doubt	that	when	Mr	Holmes	gunned	down	that
poor	girl,	he	believed	he	was	confronting	some	grotesque	monster.	Had	I	known
he	was	armed,	I	would	never	have	supplied	him	with	the	substance	in	the	first
place,	so	help	me	God!’

The	story	was	corroborated	in	every	respect	by	a	second	witness,	the	red-faced
man	I	had	already	noticed.	He	was	languid	and	overly	refined,	a	man	of
exceedingly	aristocratic	type	with	a	pinched	nose	that	sniffed	at	this	common	air
with	distaste.	He	could	not	have	been	more	than	thirty	and	was	dressed	in	the
very	latest	fashion.	He	provided	no	fresh	revelations,	repeating	almost	verbatim
what	Creer	had	said.	He	had,	he	said,	been	stretched	out	on	a	mattress	on	the
other	side	of	the	room,	and	though	in	a	very	relaxed	state	was	prepared	to	swear
that	he	had	been	perfectly	conscious	of	what	had	been	taking	place.	‘Opium,	for
me,	is	an	occasional	indulgence,’	he	concluded.	‘It	provides	a	few	hours	in
which	I	can	retreat	from	the	anxieties	and	the	responsibilities	of	my	life.	I	see	no
shame	in	it.	I	know	many	people	who	take	laudanum	in	the	privacy	of	their	own
homes	for	precisely	the	same	reason.	For	me,	it	is	no	different	to	smoking
tobacco	or	taking	alcohol.	But	then	I,’	he	added,	pointedly,	‘am	able	to	handle	it.’

It	was	only	when	the	magistrate	asked	him	his	name	for	the	record	that	the
young	man	created	a	stir	in	the	court.	‘It	is	Lord	Horace	Blackwater.’

The	magistrate	stared	at	him.	‘Do	I	take	it,	sir,	that	you	are	part	of	the
Blackwater	family	of	Hallamshire?’



‘Yes,’	replied	the	young	man.	‘The	Earl	of	Blackwater	is	my	father.’

I	was	as	surprised	as	anyone.	It	seemed	remarkable,	shocking	even,	that	the
scion	of	one	of	the	oldest	families	in	England	should	have	found	his	way	to	a
sordid	drug	den	in	Bluegate	Fields.	At	the	same	time,	I	could	imagine	the	weight
that	his	evidence	would	add	to	the	case	against	my	friend.	This	was	not	just
some	low-life	sailor	or	mountebank	giving	his	version	of	events.	It	was	a	man
who	could	quite	possibly	ruin	himself	by	even	admitting	he	had	been	at	Creer’s
Place.

He	was	fortunate	that,	this	being	a	police	court,	there	were	no	journalists	present.
The	same,	I	hardly	need	add,	would	be	true	for	Holmes.	As	Sir	Horace	stepped
down,	I	heard	the	other	members	of	the	public	muttering	to	each	other	and
perceived	that	they	were	here	only	for	the	spectacle	and	this	sort	of	salacious
detail	was	bread	and	butter	to	them.	The	magistrate	exchanged	a	few	words	with
his	black-robed	usher	as	his	place	was	taken	by	Stanley	Perkins,	the	constable
whom	I	had	encountered	on	the	night	in	question.	Perkins	stood	stiffly,	with	his
helmet	at	his	side,	holding	it	as	if	he	were	a	ghost	at	the	Tower	of	London	and	it
was	his	head.	He	had	the	least	to	say,	but	then	much	of	the	story	had	already
been	told	for	him.	He	had	been	approached	by	the	boy	that	Creer	had	sent	out
and	asked	to	come	to	the	house	on	the	corner	of	Milward	Street.	He	had	been	on
his	way	when	he	had	heard	two	gunshots	and	had	rushed	to	Coppergate	Square
which	was	where	he	had	discovered	a	man,	lying	unconscious	with	a	gun,	and	a
girl	lying	in	a	pool	of	blood.	He	had	taken	charge	of	the	scene	as	a	crowd	had
gathered.	He	had	seen	at	once	that	there	was	nothing	he	could	do	for	the	girl.	He
described	how	I	had	arrived	and	identified	the	unconscious	man	as	Sherlock
Holmes.

‘I	couldn’t	believe	it	when	I	heard	that,’	he	said.	‘I	had	read	some	of	the	exploits
of	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	and	to	think	that	he	might	be	involved	in	this	sort	of
thing	…	well,	it	beggared	belief.’

Perkins	was	followed	by	Inspector	Harriman,	instantly	recognisable	on	account
of	that	shock	of	white	hair.	From	the	way	he	spoke,	with	every	word	measured
and	carefully	delivered	for	perfect	effect,	it	could	be	imagined	that	he	had	been
rehearsing	this	speech	for	hours,	which	may	well	indeed	have	been	the	case.	He
did	not	even	attempt	to	keep	the	contempt	out	of	his	voice.	The	imprisonment,
and	indeed	the	execution	of	my	friend,	might	have	been	his	only	mission	in	life.

‘Let	me	tell	the	court	my	movements	last	night.’	Thus	he	began.	‘I	had	been



called	to	a	break-in	at	a	bank	on	the	White	Horse	Road,	which	is	but	a	short
distance	away.	As	I	was	leaving,	I	heard	the	sound	of	gunshots	and	the
constable’s	whistle	and	turned	my	way	south	to	see	if	I	could	assist.	By	the	time
I	arrived,	Constable	Perkins	was	in	command	and	doing	an	admirable	task.	I	will
be	recommending	Constable	Perkins	for	a	promotion.	It	was	he	who	informed
me	of	the	identity	of	the	man	who	now	stands	before	you.	As	you	have	already
heard,	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	has	a	certain	reputation.	I	am	sure	many	of	his
admirers	are	going	to	be	disappointed	that	the	true	nature	of	the	man,	his
addiction	to	drugs	and	its	murderous	consequences,	should	have	fallen	so	far
from	the	fiction	which	we	have	all	enjoyed.

‘That	Mr	Holmes	murdered	Sally	Dixon	is	beyond	question.	In	fact,	even	the
imaginative	powers	of	his	biographer	would	be	unable	to	raise	a	shred	of	doubt
in	the	minds	of	his	readers.	At	the	scene	of	the	crime	I	observed	that	the	gun	in
his	hand	was	still	warm,	that	there	were	residues	of	powder-blackening	on	his
sleeve	and	several	small	bloodstains	on	his	coat	which	could	only	have	arrived
there	if	he	had	been	standing	in	close	proximity	to	the	girl	when	she	was	shot.
Mr	Holmes	was	semiconscious,	still	emerging	from	an	opium	trance	and	barely
aware	of	the	horror	of	what	he	had	done.	I	say	“barely	aware”	but	by	that	I	do
not	mean	that	he	was	completely	ignorant.	He	knew	his	guilt,	your	honour.	He
offered	no	defence.	When	I	cautioned	him	and	placed	him	under	arrest,	he	made
no	attempt	to	persuade	me	that	the	circumstances	were	anything	other	than	what
I	have	described.

‘It	was	only	this	morning,	after	eight	hours	sleep	and	a	cold	shower,	that	he	came
up	with	a	cock-and-bull	story	proclaiming	his	innocence.	He	told	me	that	he	had
visited	Creer’s	Place,	not	because	he	was	drawn	there	to	feed	his	unsavoury
appetite,	but	because	he	was	investigating	a	case,	the	details	of	which	he	refused
to	share	with	me.	He	said	that	a	man,	known	only	to	him	as	Henderson,	had	sent
him	to	Limehouse	in	pursuit	of	some	clue,	but	that	the	information	had	turned
out	to	be	a	trap	and	that	as	soon	as	he	had	entered	the	den	he	had	been
overpowered	and	forced	to	consume	some	narcotic.	Speaking	personally,	I	find	it
a	little	strange	when	a	man	visits	an	opium	den	and	then	complains	that	he	has
been	drugged.	And	since	Mr	Creer	spends	his	entire	life	selling	drugs	to	men
who	wish	to	buy	them,	it	is	unaccountable	that	on	this	occasion	he	should	have
decided	to	give	them	away	free.	But	we	know	that	this	is	a	barrel	of	lies.	We
have	already	heard	from	a	distinguished	witness	who	saw	Mr	Holmes	smoke	one
pipe	and	then	demand	a	second.	Mr	Holmes	also	claims	that	he	knows	the



murdered	girl	and	that	she,	too,	was	part	of	this	mysterious	investigation.	I	am
willing	to	accept	this	part	of	his	testimony.	It	may	well	be	that	he	had	met	her
before	and	in	his	delirium	he	somehow	managed	to	confuse	her	with	some
imaginary	master	criminal.	He	had	no	other	motive	for	killing	her.

‘It	only	remains	for	me	to	add	that	Mr	Holmes	now	insists	that	he	is	part	of	a
conspiracy	which	includes	me,	Constable	Perkins,	Isaiah	Creer,	Lord	Horace
Blackwater	and,	quite	possibly,	your	honour	yourself.	I	would	describe	this	as
delusional,	but	actually	it’s	worse	than	that.	It’s	a	deliberate	attempt	to	extricate
himself	from	the	consequences	of	the	delusions	he	was	suffering	last	night.	How
unfortunate	for	Mr	Holmes	that	we	have	a	second	witness	who	actually	saw	the
killing	itself.	His	testimony	will,	I	am	sure,	bring	an	end	to	these	proceedings.
For	my	part,	I	can	only	say	that	in	my	fifteen	years	with	the	Metropolitan	Police,
I	have	never	encountered	a	case	where	the	evidence	has	been	more	cut	and	dried,
the	guilty	party	more	obvious.’

I	almost	expected	him	to	take	a	bow.	Instead,	he	nodded	respectfully	at	the
magistrate	and	sat	down.

The	final	witness	was	Dr	Thomas	Ackland.	I	had	barely	examined	him	in	the
darkness	and	the	confusion	of	the	night,	but	standing	in	front	of	me	now,	he
struck	me	as	an	unattractive	man	with	curls	of	bright	red	hair	(he	would	have
been	assured	of	a	place	in	the	red-headed	league)	tumbling	unevenly	from	an
elongated	head	and	dark	freckles	which	made	his	skin	seem	almost	diseased.	He
had	the	beginnings	of	a	moustache,	an	unusually	long	neck	and	watery	blue
eyes.	It	is	possible,	I	suppose,	that	I	exaggerate	his	appearance	for,	as	he	spoke,	I
felt	a	deep	and	irrational	loathing	for	a	man	whose	words	seemed	to	place	the
final	seal	on	my	friend’s	guilt.	I	have	gone	back	to	the	official	transcripts	and	can
therefore	present	exactly	what	he	was	asked	and	what	he	himself	said	so	that	it
cannot	be	claimed	that	my	own	prejudices	distort	the	record.

The	Prosecutor:	Could	you	please	tell	the	court	your	name.

Witness:	It	is	Thomas	Ackland.

The	Prosecutor:	You	are	from	Scotland.

Witness:	Yes.	But	I	now	live	in	London.

The	Prosecutor:	Will	you	please	tell	us	a	little	of	your	career,	Dr	Ackland.

Witness:	I	was	born	in	Glasgow	and	studied	medicine	at	the	university	there.	I



received	my	medical	degree	in	1867.	I	became	a	lecturer	at	the	Royal	Infirmary
School	of	Medicine	in	Edinburgh	and	later,	the	Professor	of	Clinical	Surgery	at
Edinburgh’s	Royal	Hospital	for	Sick	Children.	I	moved	to	London	five	years
ago,	following	the	death	of	my	wife,	and	was	invited	to	become	a	governor	at
the	Westminster	Hospital,	which	is	where	I	am	now.

The	Prosecutor:	The	Westminster	Hospital	was	established	for	the	poor	and	is
funded	by	public	subscription.	Is	that	right?

Witness:	Yes.

The	Prosecutor:	And	you	yourself	have	given	generously	to	the	maintenance	and
enlargement	of	the	hospital,	I	believe.

Magistrate:	I	think	we	should	get	to	the	point,	if	you	don’t	mind,	Mr	Edwards.

The	Prosecutor:	Very	well,	your	honour.	Dr	Ackland,	could	you	please	tell	the
court	how	you	happened	to	be	in	the	vicinity	of	Milward	Street	and	Coppergate
Square	last	night?’

Witness:	I	had	been	to	visit	one	of	my	patients.	He	is	a	good,	hard-working	man,
but	of	a	poor	family,	and	after	he	left	the	hospital,	I	was	concerned	for	his	well-
being.	I	came	to	him	late	because	I	had	earlier	attended	a	dinner	at	the	Royal
College	of	Physicians.	I	left	his	house	at	eleven	o’clock,	intending	to	walk	some
of	the	way	home	–	I	have	lodgings	in	Holborn.	However,	I	became	lost	in	the	fog
and	it	was	quite	by	chance	that	I	entered	the	square	a	little	before	midnight.’

The	Prosecutor:	And	what	did	you	see?

Witness:	I	saw	the	whole	thing.	There	was	a	girl,	poorly	dressed	against	this
inclement	weather,	no	more	than	fourteen	or	fifteen	years	old.	I	shudder	to	think
what	she	might	have	been	doing	out	in	the	street	at	this	hour,	for	this	is	an	area
known	for	all	manner	of	vice.	When	I	first	noticed	her,	her	hands	were	raised
and	she	was	quite	clearly	terrified.	She	uttered	one	word.	“Please	…!”	Then
there	were	two	shots	and	she	fell	to	the	ground.	I	knew	at	once	that	she	was
dead.	The	second	shot	had	penetrated	the	skull	and	would	have	killed	her
instantly.

The	Prosecutor:	Did	you	see	who	fired	the	shots?

Witness:	Not	at	first,	no.	It	was	very	dark	and	I	was	completely	shocked.	I	was
also	in	fear	of	my	life,	for	it	occurred	to	me	that	there	must	be	some	madman	on
the	loose	to	wish	to	bring	harm	to	this	wee,	defenceless	girl.	Then	I	made	out	a



figure	standing	a	short	distance	away,	holding	a	gun	which	was	still	smoking	in
his	hand.	As	I	watched,	he	groaned	and	fell	to	his	knees.	Then	he	sprawled,
unconscious,	on	the	ground.

The	Prosecutor:	Do	you	see	that	figure	today?

Witness:	Yes.	He	is	standing	in	front	of	me	in	the	dock.

There	was	another	stir	in	the	public	gallery	for	it	was	as	clear	to	all	the	other
spectators	as	it	was	to	me	that	this	was	the	most	damning	evidence	of	all.	Sitting
next	to	me,	Lestrade	had	become	very	still,	his	lips	tightly	drawn,	and	it	occurred
to	me	that	the	faith	in	Holmes	which	had	done	him	such	credit	must	surely	be
shaken	to	the	core.	And	what	of	me?	I	confess	that	I	was	in	turmoil.	It	was,	on
the	face	of	it,	inconceivable	that	my	friend	could	have	killed	the	one	girl	he	most
wanted	to	interview,	for	there	was	still	a	chance	that	Sally	Dixon	could	have
been	told	something	by	her	brother	which	might	have	led	us	to	the	House	of
Silk.	And	then	there	was	still	the	question	of	what	she	was	doing	in	Coppergate
Square	to	begin	with.	Had	she	been	captured	and	held	prisoner	before	Henderson
even	visited	us	and	could	he	have	deliberately	led	us	into	a	trap	with	this	very
end	in	mind?	That	seemed	to	me	to	be	the	only	logical	conclusion.	But	at	the
same	time	I	recalled	something	Holmes	had	said	to	me	many	times,	namely	that
when	you	have	eliminated	the	impossible,	whatever	remains,	however
improbable,	must	be	the	truth.	I	might	be	able	to	dismiss	the	evidence	given	by
Isaiah	Creer,	for	a	man	like	him	would	certainly	be	open	to	bribery	and	would
say	anything	that	was	required	of	him.	But	it	was	impossible,	or	at	least	absurd
to	suggest,	that	an	eminent	Glaswegian	doctor,	a	senior	police	officer	from
Scotland	Yard	and	the	son	of	the	Earl	of	Blackwater,	a	member	of	the	English
aristocracy,	should	all	come	together	for	no	obvious	reason	to	fabricate	a	story
and	incriminate	a	man	that	none	of	them	had	ever	met.	That	was	the	choice
before	me.	Either	all	four	of	them	were	lying.	Or	Holmes,	under	the	influence	of
opium,	had	indeed	committed	a	terrible	crime.

The	magistrate	needed	no	such	deliberation.	Having	heard	the	evidence,	he
called	for	the	Charge	Book	and	entered	Holmes’s	name	and	address,	his	age	and
the	charge	that	had	been	preferred	against	him.	To	these	were	added	the	names
and	addresses	of	the	prosecutor	and	his	witnesses	and	an	inventory	of	all	the
articles	found	in	the	prisoner’s	possession.	(They	included	a	pair	of	pince-nez,	a
length	of	string,	a	signet	ring	bearing	the	crest	of	the	Duke	of	Cassel-Felstein,
two	cigarette	ends	wrapped	in	a	page	torn	from	the	London	Corn	Circular,	a



chemical	pipette,	several	Greek	coins	and	a	small	beryl.	To	this	day,	I	wonder
what	the	authorities	must	have	made	of	it	all.)	Holmes,	who	had	not	uttered	a
word	throughout	the	entire	procedure,	was	then	informed	that	he	would	have	to
remain	in	custody	until	the	coroner’s	court,	which	would	be	convened	after	the
weekend.	After	that,	he	would	proceed	to	trial.	And	that	was	the	end	of	the
business.	The	magistrate	was	in	a	hurry	to	get	on.	There	were	several	more	cases
to	try	and	the	light	was	already	fading.	I	watched	as	Holmes	was	led	away.

‘Come	with	me,	Watson!’	Lestrade	said.	‘Move	sharp,	now.	We	don’t	have	a	lot
of	time.’

I	followed	him	out	of	the	main	courtroom,	down	a	flight	of	stairs	and	into	a
basement	area	that	was	utterly	without	comfort,	where	even	the	paintwork	was
mean	and	shabby,	and	which	might	have	been	expressly	designed	for	prisoners,
for	men	and	women	who	had	parted	company	with	the	ordinary	world	above.
Lestrade	had	been	here	before,	of	course.	He	swiftly	led	me	along	a	corridor	and
into	a	lofty,	white-tiled	room	with	a	single	window	and	a	bench	that	ran	all	the
way	round.	The	bench	was	divided	by	a	series	of	wooden	partitions	so	that
whoever	sat	there	would	be	isolated	and	unable	to	communicate	with	those	on
either	side.	I	knew	at	once	that	this	was	the	Prisoners’	Waiting	Room.	Perhaps
Holmes	had	been	held	here	before	the	trial.

We	were	no	sooner	in	than	there	was	a	movement	at	the	door	and	Holmes
appeared,	escorted	by	a	uniformed	officer.	I	rushed	towards	him	and	might	even
have	embraced	him	had	I	not	realised	that,	in	his	view,	this	would	have	been	just
one	more	indignity	piled	up	on	so	many.	Even	so,	my	voice	broke	as	I	addressed
him.	‘Holmes!	I	do	not	know	what	to	say.	The	injustice	of	your	arrest,	the	way
you	have	been	treated	…	it	is	beyond	any	imagining.’

‘It	is	certainly	most	interesting,’	returned	he.	‘How	are	you,	Lestrade?	A	strange
turn	of	events,	do	you	not	think?	What	do	you	make	of	it?’

‘I	really	don’t	know	what	to	think,	Mr	Holmes,’	Lestrade	muttered.

‘Well,	that’s	nothing	new.	It	seems	that	our	friend,	Henderson,	led	us	a	pretty
song	and	dance,	hey,	Watson?	Well,	let’s	not	forget	that	I	half-expected	it	and	he
has	still	proved	useful	to	us.	Before,	I	suspected	that	we	had	stumbled	on	to	a
conspiracy	that	went	far	beyond	a	murder	in	a	hotel	room.	Now	I	am	certain	of
it.’

‘But	what	good	is	it	to	know	these	things	if	you	are	to	be	imprisoned	and	your



reputation	destroyed?’	I	replied.

‘I	think	my	reputation	will	look	after	itself,’	Holmes	said.	‘If	they	hang	me,
Watson,	I	shall	leave	it	to	you	to	persuade	your	readers	that	the	whole	thing	was
a	misunderstanding.’

‘You	may	make	light	of	all	this,	Mr	Holmes,’	growled	Lestrade.	‘But	I	should
warn	you	that	we	have	very	little	time.	And	the	evidence	against	you	seems,	in	a
word,	unarguable.’

‘What	did	you	make	of	the	evidence,	Watson?’

‘I	don’t	know	what	to	say,	Holmes.	These	men	don’t	appear	to	know	each	other.
They	have	come	from	different	parts	of	the	country.	And	yet	they	are	in
complete	agreement	about	what	occurred.’

‘And	yet,	surely	you	would	take	my	word	above	that	of	our	friend,	Isaiah
Creer?’

‘Of	course.’

‘Then	let	me	tell	you	at	once	that	what	I	have	told	Inspector	Harriman	is	the	true
version	of	events.	After	I	entered	the	opium	den,	I	was	approached	by	Creer	and
greeted	as	a	new	customer	–	which	is	to	say,	with	a	mixture	of	warmth	and
wariness.	There	were	four	men	lying	semiconscious,	or	pretending	to	be,	on	the
mattresses	and	one	of	them	was	indeed	Lord	Horace	Blackwater,	although	of
course	I	did	not	know	him	at	the	time.	I	pretended	that	I	had	come	for	my
fourpenny	worth	and	Creer	insisted	that	I	follow	him	into	his	office	to	make	the
payment	there.	Not	wishing	to	raise	his	suspicions,	I	did	as	he	asked	and	I	was
no	sooner	through	the	doorway	than	two	men	sprang	on	me,	seizing	hold	of	my
neck	and	pinioning	my	arms.	One	of	them,	Watson,	we	know.	It	was	Henderson
himself!	The	other	had	a	shaven	head	and	the	shoulders	and	forearms	of	a
wrestler,	with	the	strength	to	match.	I	was	unable	to	move.	“You	have	been	very
unwise,	Mr	Holmes,	to	interfere	in	things	which	do	not	concern	you	and	unwise
to	believe	that	you	could	take	on	people	more	powerful	than	yourself,”
Henderson	said,	or	words	to	that	effect.	At	the	same	time,	Creer	approached	me
carrying	a	small	glass	filled	with	some	foul-smelling	liquid.	It	was	an	opiate	of
some	sort,	and	there	was	nothing	I	could	do	as	it	was	forced	between	my	lips.
There	were	three	of	them	and	only	one	of	me.	I	could	not	reach	my	gun.	The
effect	was	almost	immediate.	The	room	span	and	the	strength	went	out	of	my
legs.	They	released	me	and	I	fell	to	the	floor.’



‘The	devils!’	I	exclaimed.

‘And	then?’	Lestrade	asked.

‘I	remember	nothing	more	until	I	awoke	with	Watson	beside	me.	The	drug	must
have	been	extremely	strong.’

‘That’s	all	very	well,	Mr	Holmes.	But	how	do	you	explain	the	testimonies	we
have	heard	from	Dr	Ackland,	from	Lord	Horace	Blackwater	and	from	my
colleague,	Harriman?’

‘They	have	colluded.’

‘But	why?	These	are	not	ordinary	men.’

‘Indeed	not.	Were	they	ordinary	I	would	be	more	inclined	to	believe	them.	But
does	it	not	strike	you	as	strange	that	three	such	remarkable	specimens	should
have	emerged,	out	of	the	darkness,	at	exactly	the	same	time?’

‘What	they	said	made	sense.	There	was	not	a	single	questionable	word	spoken	in
this	court.’

‘No?	I	beg	to	differ	with	you,	Lestrade,	for	I	heard	several.	We	might	start	with
the	good	Dr	Ackland.	Did	you	not	find	it	surprising	that	although	he	said	it	was
too	dark	for	him	to	see	who	fired	the	shot,	in	the	same	breath	he	testified	that	he
could	see	smoke	rising	from	the	gun?	He	must	have	a	unique	sort	of	vision,	this
Dr	Ackland.	And	then	there’s	Harriman	himself.	You	might	find	it	worthwhile	to
confirm	that	there	really	was	a	break-in	at	a	bank	on	the	White	Horse	Road.	It
seems	to	me	a	touch	providential.’

‘Why?’

‘Because	if	I	were	to	rob	a	bank,	I	would	wait	until	after	midnight	when	the
streets	were	a	little	less	populated.	I	might	also	head	for	Mayfair,	Kensington	or
Belgravia	–	anywhere	where	the	local	residents	might	have	deposited	enough
money	to	be	worth	stealing.’

‘And	what	of	Perkins?’

‘Constable	Perkins	was	the	only	honest	witness.	Watson,	I	wonder	if	I	could
trouble	you	…?

But	before	Holmes	could	continue,	Harriman	appeared	in	the	doorway,	his	face
thunderous.	‘What	the	devil	is	going	on	here?’	he	demanded.	‘Why	is	the



prisoner	not	on	his	way	to	a	cell?	Who	are	you,	sir?’

‘I	am	Inspector	Lestrade.’

‘Lestrade!	I	know	you.	But	this	is	my	case.	Why	are	you	interfering?’

‘Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	is	very	well	known	to	me—’

‘Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	is	well	known	to	a	great	many	people.	Are	we	going	to
invite	them	all	in	to	make	his	acquaintance?’	Harriman	turned	to	the	policeman
who	had	brought	Holmes	from	the	courtroom,	and	who	had	been	standing	in	the
room,	looking	increasingly	uncomfortable.	‘Officer!	I’ll	take	your	name	and
your	number	and	you’ll	hear	more	of	this	in	due	course.	For	the	present,	you	can
escort	Mr	Holmes	to	the	back	yard	where	a	police	van	is	waiting	to	take	him	to
his	next	place	of	residence.’

‘And	where	is	that?’	Lestrade	demanded.

‘He	is	to	be	held	at	the	House	of	Correction	at	Holloway.’

I	blanched	at	this,	for	all	of	London	knew	the	conditions	that	prevailed	at	that
grim	and	imposing	fortress.	‘Holmes!’	I	said.	‘I	will	visit	you—’

‘It	distresses	me	to	contradict	you,	but	Mr	Holmes	will	not	be	receiving	visitors
until	my	investigation	is	complete.’

There	was	nothing	more	that	Lestrade	or	I	could	do.	Holmes	did	not	attempt	to
struggle.	He	allowed	the	policeman	to	raise	him	up	and	lead	him	from	the	room.
Harriman	followed	and	the	two	of	us	were	left	alone.

	



THIRTEEN

Poison

All	the	newspapers	had	reported	on	the	death	of	Sally	Dixon	and	the	subsequent
trial.	One	account	I	have	before	me	still,	the	paper	now	as	fragile	as	tissue,	worn
away	with	age:

A	crime	of	a	serious	and	despicable	character	was	committed	two	nights
ago	in	Coppergate	Square	which	lies	close	to	the	river	and	Limehouse
Basin.	Just	after	twelve	o’clock,	Police	Constable	Perkins	of	the	H
Division,	patrolling	the	area,	heard	a	gunshot	and	hurried	towards	the
source	of	the	disturbance.	He	arrived	too	late	to	save	the	victim,	a
sixteen-year-old	serving	girl	from	a	London	public	house	who	lived
nearby.	It	has	been	conjectured	that	she	was	on	her	way	home	and
unexpectedly	encountered	her	assailant	who	had	just	emerged	from	one
of	the	opium	dens	for	which	the	area	is	notorious.	This	man	was
identified	as	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes,	a	consulting	detective,	and	he	was
immediately	taken	into	police	custody.	Although	he	denied	all	knowledge
of	the	crime,	a	series	of	highly	respectable	witnesses	appeared	to	testify
against	him,	including	Dr	Thomas	Ackland	of	the	Westminster	Hospital
and	Lord	Horace	Blackwater	who	farms	a	thousand	acres	in	Hallamshire.
Mr	Holmes	has	now	been	moved	to	the	House	of	Correction	at	Holloway
and	this	whole,	sorry	incident	once	again	pinpoints	the	scourge	of	drugs
in	our	society	and	calls	into	question	the	continued	legality	of	those	dens
of	vice	where	they	can	be	freely	consumed.

I	need	hardly	say	that	this	made	extremely	unpleasant	reading	at	the	breakfast
table	on	the	Monday	following	Holmes’s	arrest.	There	were	also	aspects	of	the
report	that	were	highly	questionable.	The	Bag	of	Nails	was	in	Lambeth,	so	why
had	the	reporter	assumed	that	Sally	Dixon	was	on	her	way	home?	It	was	also



curious	that	no	mention	had	been	made	of	Lord	Horace’s	own	indulgence	in	that
‘den	of	vice’.

The	weekend	had	been	and	gone,	two	days	in	which	I	could	do	little	but	fret	and
wait	for	news.	I	had	sent	fresh	clothes	and	food	to	Holloway,	but	could	not	be
sure	that	Holmes	had	received	them.	From	Mycroft	I	had	heard	nothing,
although	he	could	not	possibly	have	missed	the	stories	in	the	newspapers	and,
besides,	I	had	sent	repeated	messages	to	the	Diogenes	Club.	I	did	not	know
whether	to	be	indignant	or	alarmed.	On	the	one	hand,	his	lack	of	response
seemed	churlish	and	even	petulant,	for	although	it	was	true	that	he	had	warned
us	against	precisely	the	course	of	action	we	had	taken,	surely	he	would	not	have
hesitated	to	use	his	influence,	given	the	seriousness	of	his	brother’s	situation.
But	then	again,	I	recalled	what	he	had	said	–	‘There	will	be	nothing	I	can	do	for
you’	–	and	I	wondered	at	the	power	of	the	House	of	Silk,	whatever	it	might	be,
that	could	incapacitate	a	man	whose	influence	reached	to	the	inner	circles	of
government.

I	had	resolved	to	walk	round	to	the	club	and	to	present	myself	in	person	when
the	doorbell	rang	and,	after	a	short	pause,	Mrs	Hudson	introduced	a	very
beautiful	woman,	well	gloved	and	dressed	with	simple	elegance	and	charm.	So
absorbed	was	I	with	my	thoughts	that	it	took	me	a	few	moments	to	recognise
Mrs	Catherine	Carstairs,	the	wife	of	the	Wimbledon	art	dealer	whose	visit	to	our
office	had	set	in	motion	these	unhappy	events.	In	fact,	seeing	her,	I	found	it	hard
to	make	the	necessary	connection,	which	is	to	say,	I	was	quite	lost	as	to	how	a
gang	of	Irish	hoodlums	in	an	American	city,	the	destruction	of	four	landscapes
by	John	Constable	and	a	shootout	with	a	posse	of	Pinkerton’s	agents	could	have
possibly	led	us	to	our	present	pass.	Here	was	a	paradox	indeed.	On	the	one	hand,
the	discovery	of	the	dead	man	in	Mrs	Oldmore’s	Private	Hotel	had	been	the
cause	of	everything	that	had	happened	but	on	the	other	it	didn’t	seem	to	have
anything	to	do	with	it.	Perhaps	it	was	the	writer	in	me	coming	to	the	fore,	but	I
might	have	said	that	it	was	as	if	two	of	my	narratives	had	somehow	got	muddled
together	so	that	the	characters	from	one	were	unexpectedly	appearing	in	the
other.	Such	was	my	sense	of	confusion	on	seeing	Mrs	Carstairs.	And	there	she
was,	standing	in	front	of	me,	suddenly	sobbing	while	I	simply	stared	at	her	like	a
fool.

‘My	dear	Mrs	Carstairs!’	I	exclaimed,	leaping	to	my	feet.	‘Please,	do	not	distress
yourself.	Sit	down.	May	I	get	you	a	glass	of	water?’



She	was	unable	to	speak.	I	led	her	to	a	chair	and	she	produced	a	handkerchief
which	she	used	to	dab	at	her	eyes.	I	poured	her	some	water	and	carried	it	over,
but	she	waved	it	away.	‘Dr	Watson,’	she	murmured	at	last.	‘You	must	forgive	me
coming	here.’

‘Not	at	all.	I	am	very	pleased	to	see	you.	When	you	came	in,	I	was	preoccupied
but	I	can	assure	you	that	you	now	have	my	full	attention.	Have	you	further	news
from	Ridgeway	Hall?’

‘Yes.	Horrible	news.	But	is	Mr	Holmes	away?’

‘You	have	not	heard?	Have	you	not	seen	a	newspaper?’

She	shook	her	head.	‘I	don’t	interest	myself	in	the	news.	My	husband	does	not
encourage	it.’

I	considered	showing	her	the	piece	I	had	just	been	reading,	then	decided	against
it.	‘I’m	afraid	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	is	indisposed,’	I	said.	‘And	is	likely	to	be	for
some	time.’

‘Then	it’s	hopeless.	I	have	no	one	else	to	turn	to.’	She	bowed	her	head.	‘Edmund
does	not	know	I	have	come	here	today.	In	fact,	he	counselled	strongly	against	it.
But	I	swear	to	you,	I	will	go	mad,	Dr	Watson.	Is	there	no	end	to	this	nightmare
that	has	suddenly	come	to	destroy	all	our	lives?’

She	began	to	cry	afresh	and	I	sat,	helpless,	until	at	last	the	tears	abated.	‘Perhaps
it	might	help	if	you	tell	me	what	brought	you	here,’	I	suggested.

‘I	will	tell	you.	But	can	you	help	me?’	She	suddenly	brightened.	‘Of	course!
You’re	a	doctor!	We’ve	seen	doctors	already.	We’ve	had	doctors	in	and	out	of
the	house.	But	maybe	you’ll	be	different.	You’ll	understand.’

‘Is	your	husband	ill?’

‘Not	my	husband.	My	sister-in-law,	Eliza.	You	remember	her?	When	you	first
met	her,	she	was	already	complaining	of	headaches	and	various	pains,	but	since
then	her	condition	has	suddenly	worsened.	Now	Edmund	thinks	she	may	be
dying	and	there	is	nothing	that	anyone	can	do.’

‘What	made	you	think	you	might	find	help	here?’

Mrs	Carstairs	straightened	herself	in	her	chair.	She	wiped	her	eyes	and	suddenly
I	was	aware	of	the	strength	of	spirit	that	I	had	noticed	when	we	first	met.	‘There
is	no	love	between	my	sister-and-law	and	I,’	she	said.	‘I’ll	not	pretend	otherwise.



From	the	very	start,	she	thought	me	an	adventuress	with	my	talons	out	to	ensnare
her	brother	when	he	was	at	his	lowest	ebb,	a	fortune	hunter	who	planned	only	to
profit	from	his	wealth.	Forget	the	fact	that	I	came	to	this	country	with	plenty	of
money	of	my	own.	Forget	that	I	was	the	one	who	nursed	Edmund	back	to	health
on	board	the	Catalonia.	She	and	her	mother	would	have	hated	me,	no	matter
who	I	was,	and	they	never	gave	me	a	chance.	Edmund	had	always	belonged	to
them,	you	see	–	the	younger	brother,	the	devoted	son	–	and	they	could	never	bear
the	idea	of	his	finding	happiness	with	anyone	else.	Eliza	even	blames	me	for	the
death	of	her	mother.	Can	you	believe	it?	What	was	a	tragic	domestic	accident	–
the	flame	blew	out	on	her	gas	fire	–	became	in	her	mind	a	deliberate	suicide,	as
if	the	old	lady	preferred	to	die	than	to	see	me	as	the	new	mistress	of	the	house.	In
a	way,	they’re	both	mad.	I	wouldn’t	dare	say	that	to	Edmund,	but	it’s	true.	Why
could	they	never	accept	the	fact	that	he	loves	me	and	be	glad	for	both	our
sakes?’

‘And	this	new	illness	…?’

‘Eliza	thinks	she	is	being	poisoned.	Worse	than	that,	she	insists	that	I	am
responsible.	Don’t	ask	me	how	she	has	arrived	at	this	conclusion.	It’s	madness,	I
tell	you!’

‘Does	your	husband	know	of	this?’

‘Of	course	he	does.	She	accused	me	while	I	was	there	with	them	in	the	room.
Poor	Edmund!	I	have	never	seen	him	so	confused.	He	didn’t	know	how	to
respond	–	for	if	he	had	taken	my	side	against	her,	who	knows	what	it	would	have
done	to	her	state	of	mind.	He	was	mortified,	but	the	moment	we	were	alone	he
rushed	to	my	side	and	begged	my	forgiveness.	Eliza	is	sick,	there’s	no	doubting
that,	and	Edmund	takes	the	view	that	her	delusions	are	part	of	the	sickness	and
he	may	well	be	right.	Even	so,	the	situation	has	become	almost	intolerable	for
me.	All	her	food	is	now	prepared	separately	in	the	kitchen	and	carried	straight	up
to	her	room	by	Kirby,	who	makes	sure	that	it	never	leaves	his	sight.	Edmund
actually	shares	the	dish	with	her.	He	pretends	he	is	being	companionable	but	of
course	he	is	acting	as	nothing	more	than	one	of	those	ancient	Roman	food-
tasters.	Maybe	I	should	be	grateful.	For	a	week	now	he	has	eaten	everything	that
she	has	eaten	and	he	is	in	perfect	health,	while	she	becomes	sicker	and	sicker,	so
if	I	am	adding	deadly	nightshade	to	her	diet,	it’s	a	perfect	mystery	why	only	she
is	affected.’

‘What	do	the	doctors	believe	to	be	the	cause	of	her	illness?’



‘They	are	all	baffled.	First	they	thought	it	was	diabetes,	then	blood	poisoning.
Now	they	fear	the	worst	and	they	are	treating	her	for	cholera.’	She	lowered	her
head	and	when	she	raised	it	again,	her	eyes	were	full	of	tears.	‘I	will	tell	you	a
terrible	thing,	Dr	Watson.	Part	of	me	wants	her	to	die.	I	have	never	thought	that
of	another	human	being,	not	even	my	first	husband	when	he	was	at	his	most
drunken	and	violent.	But	sometimes	I	find	myself	thinking	that	if	Eliza	were	to
go,	at	least	Edmund	and	I	would	be	left	in	peace.	She	seems	intent	on	tearing	us
apart.’

‘Would	you	like	me	to	come	with	you	to	Wimbledon?’	I	asked.

‘Would	you?’	Her	eyes	brightened.	‘Edmund	did	not	want	me	to	see	Sherlock
Holmes.	There	were	two	reasons.	As	far	as	he	was	concerned,	his	business	with
your	colleague	was	over.	The	man	from	Boston	who	was	shadowing	him	is	dead
and	there	seems	nothing	more	to	be	done.	And	were	we	to	bring	a	detective	to
the	house,	he	feared	it	would	only	persuade	Eliza	that	she	was	right.’

‘Whereas	you	thought	…?’

‘I	hoped	Mr	Holmes	would	prove	my	innocence.’

‘If	it	will	help	to	ease	your	mind,	I	will	be	glad	to	accompany	you,’	I	said.	‘I
should	warn	that	I	am	only	a	general	practitioner	and	my	experience	is	limited,
but	my	long	collaboration	with	Sherlock	Holmes	has	given	me	an	eye	for	the
unusual	and	it	may	be	that	I	notice	something	that	your	other	advisers	have
missed.’

‘Are	you	sure,	Dr	Watson?	I	would	be	so	very	grateful.	I	still	sometimes	feel
such	a	stranger	in	this	country	that	it’s	a	blessing	to	have	anyone	on	my	side.’

We	left	together.	I	had	no	wish	at	all	to	leave	Baker	Street	but	I	could	see	that
there	was	nothing	to	be	gained	by	sitting	there	on	my	own.	Although	Lestrade
was	active	on	my	behalf,	I	had	yet	to	be	given	permission	to	visit	Holmes	at
Holloway.	Mycroft	would	not	arrive	at	the	Diogenes	Club	until	the	afternoon.
And	despite	what	Mrs	Carstairs	had	said,	the	mystery	of	the	man	in	the	flat	cap
was	far	from	resolved.	It	would	be	interesting	to	see	Edmund	Carstairs	and	his
sister	again,	and	although	I	knew	that	I	was	a	very	poor	replacement	for	Holmes
himself,	it	still	might	be	possible	that	I	would	see	or	hear	something	that	might
shed	a	little	light	on	what	was	happening	and	hasten	my	friend’s	release.

Carstairs	was	not	at	first	pleased	to	see	me	when	I	presented	myself	in	the



hallway	of	his	home	with	its	elegant	artworks	and	softly	ticking	clock.	He	had
been	about	to	leave	for	lunch	and	was	meticulously	dressed	in	a	frock	coat,	grey
satin	cravat	and	well-varnished	shoes.	His	top	hat	and	walking	stick	were	on	a
table	by	the	door.	‘Dr	Watson!’	he	exclaimed.	He	turned	to	his	wife.	‘I	thought
we	had	agreed	that	we	would	not	be	resorting	to	the	services	of	Sherlock
Holmes.’

‘I	am	not	Holmes,’	I	said.

‘Indeed	not.	I	was	just	reading	in	the	paper	that	Mr	Holmes	has	fallen	into	the
most	disreputable	circumstances.’

‘He	did	so	in	pursuit	of	the	business	that	you	brought	to	his	door.’

‘A	business	that	has	now	been	concluded.’

‘He	does	not	think	so.’

‘I	beg	to	disagree.’

‘Come,	Edmund,’	Mrs	Carstairs	cut	in.	‘Dr	Watson	has	very	kindly	travelled
with	me	all	the	way	from	London.	He	has	agreed	to	see	Eliza	and	give	us	the
benefit	of	his	opinion.’

‘Eliza	has	already	been	seen	by	several	doctors.’

‘And	one	more	opinion	can’t	hurt.’	She	took	his	arm.	‘You	have	no	idea	what	it’s
been	like	for	me	these	last	few	days.	Please,	my	dear.	Let	him	see	her.	It	may
help	her,	too,	even	if	it’s	only	to	have	someone	else	to	whom	she	can	complain.’

Carstairs	relented.	He	patted	her	hand.	‘Very	well.	But	it	won’t	be	possible	for	a
while.	My	sister	rose	late	this	morning	and	I	heard	her	drawing	a	bath.	Elsie	is
with	her	now.	It	will	be	at	least	thirty	minutes	before	she	is	presentable.’

‘I	am	quite	happy	to	wait,’	I	said.	‘But	I	will	use	the	time,	if	I	may,	to	examine
the	kitchen.	If	your	sister	persists	in	her	belief	that	her	food	is	being	tampered
with,	it	may	prove	useful	to	see	where	it	is	prepared.’

‘Of	course,	Dr	Watson.	And	you	must	forgive	my	rudeness	just	now.	I	wish	Mr
Holmes	well	and	I	am	glad	to	see	you.	It’s	just	that	this	nightmare	never	seems
to	stop.	First	Boston,	then	my	poor	mother,	that	business	at	the	hotel,	now	Eliza.
Only	yesterday	I	acquired	a	gouache	from	the	school	of	Rubens,	a	fine	study	of
Moses	at	the	Red	Sea.	But	now	I	wonder	if	I	am	not	afflicted	by	curses	as
fearsome	as	those	experienced	by	the	Pharaohs.’



We	went	downstairs	and	into	a	large,	airy	kitchen	so	filled	with	pots	and	pans,
steaming	cauldrons	and	chopping	boards	that	it	gave	the	impression	of	being
busy	even	though	there	was	very	little	activity	in	evidence.	There	were	three
people	in	the	room.	One	of	them	I	recognised.	The	manservant,	Kirby,	who	had
first	admitted	us	to	Ridgeway	Hall	was	sitting	at	the	table,	buttering	some	bread
for	his	lunch.	A	small,	ginger-haired	pudding	of	a	woman	was	standing	at	the
stove,	stirring	a	soup,	the	aroma	of	which	–	beef	and	vegetables	–	filled	the	air.
The	third	person	was	a	sly-looking	young	man,	sitting	in	the	corner,	idly
polishing	the	cutlery.	Although	Kirby	had	risen	to	his	feet	the	moment	we
entered,	I	noticed	that	the	young	man	remained	where	he	was,	glancing	over	his
shoulder	as	if	we	were	intruders	who	had	no	right	to	disturb	him.	He	had	long,
yellow	hair,	a	slightly	feminine	face,	and	must	have	been	about	eighteen	or
nineteen	years	old.	I	remembered	Carstairs	telling	Holmes	and	I	that	Kirby’s
wife	had	a	nephew,	Patrick,	who	worked	below	stairs	and	supposed	this	must	be
him.

Carstairs	introduced	me.	‘This	is	Dr	Watson,	who	is	trying	to	determine	the
cause	of	my	sister’s	illness.	He	may	have	some	questions	for	you	and	I	would	be
glad	if	you	would	answer	them	as	candidly	as	you	can.’

Although	I	had	insinuated	myself	into	the	kitchen,	I	was	actually	unsure	what	to
say	but	began	with	the	cook	who	seemed	the	most	approachable	of	the	three.
‘You	are	Mrs	Kirby?’	I	asked.

‘Yes,	sir.’

‘And	you	prepare	all	the	food?’

‘Everything	is	prepared	in	this	kitchen,	sir,	by	me	and	by	my	husband.	Patrick
scrubs	the	potatoes	and	helps	with	the	washing,	when	he	can	be	so	minded,	but
all	the	food	passes	through	my	hands	and	if	there	is	anything	poisoned	in	this
house,	Dr	Watson,	you	won’t	be	finding	it	here.	My	kitchen	is	spotless,	sir.	We
scrub	it	with	carbolate	of	lime	once	a	month.	You	can	enter	the	pantry	if	you
wish.	Everything	is	in	its	place	and	there’s	plenty	of	fresh	air.	We	buy	the	food
locally	and	nothing	that’s	not	fresh	comes	through	the	door.’

‘It’s	not	the	food	that’s	the	cause	of	Miss	Carstairs’s	illness,	begging	your
pardon,	sir,’	muttered	Kirby	with	a	glance	at	the	master	of	the	house.	‘You	and
Mrs	Carstairs	have	had	nothing	different	to	her	and	you’re	both	well.’

‘If	you	ask	me,	there’s	something	strange	what’s	come	into	this	house,’	Mrs



Kirby	said.

‘What	do	you	mean	by	that,	Margaret?’	Mrs	Carstairs	demanded.

‘I	don’t	know,	ma’am.	I	don’t	mean	anything	by	it.	But	we’re	all	worried	to
death	on	account	of	poor	Miss	Carstairs	and	it’s	just	as	if	somehow	there’s
something	wrong	about	this	place	but	whatever	it	is,	my	conscience	is	clear	and	I
would	pack	my	bags	tomorrow	and	leave	if	anyone	suggested	otherwise.’

‘Nobody	is	blaming	you,	Mrs	Kirby.’

‘But	she’s	right	though.	There	is	something	wrong	in	this	house.’	It	was	the
kitchen	boy,	speaking	for	the	first	time	and	his	accent	reminded	me	that	Carstairs
had	told	us	that	he	came	from	Ireland.

‘Your	name	is	Patrick,	is	it	not?’	I	asked.

‘That’s	right,	sir.’

‘And	where	are	you	from?’

‘From	Belfast,	sir.’

It	was	surely	a	coincidence	and	nothing	more	but	Rourke	and	Keelan
O’Donaghue	had	also	come	from	Belfast.	‘How	long	have	you	been	here,
Patrick?’	I	asked.

‘Two	years.	I	came	here	just	before	Mrs	Carstairs.’	And	the	boy	smirked	as	if	at
some	private	joke.

It	was	none	of	my	business,	but	everything	about	his	behaviour	–	the	way	he
slouched	on	his	stool	and	even	the	manner	of	his	speech	–	struck	me	as
purposefully	disrespectful	and	I	was	surprised	that	Carstairs	allowed	him	to	get
away	with	it.	His	wife	was	less	tolerant.

‘How	dare	you	speak	to	us	like	that,	Patrick,’	she	said.	‘If	you’re	insinuating
something,	you	should	say	it.	And	if	you’re	unhappy	here,	you	should	leave.’

‘I	like	it	well	enough,	Mrs	Carstairs,	and	I	wouldn’t	say	there	was	anywhere	else
I	would	want	to	go.’

‘Such	insolence!	Edmund,	will	you	not	speak	to	him?’

Carstairs	hesitated,	and	in	that	brief	pause	there	was	a	jangle	and	Kirby	looked
round	at	the	row	of	servants’	bells	on	the	far	wall.	‘That’s	Miss	Carstairs,	sir,’	he



said.

‘She	must	have	finished	her	bath,’	Carstairs	said.	‘We	can	go	up	to	her.	Unless
you	have	any	more	questions,	Dr	Watson?’

‘Not	at	all,’	I	replied.	The	few	questions	I	had	asked	had	been	futile	and	I	was
suddenly	dispirited,	for	it	had	occurred	to	me	that	had	Holmes	been	present,	he
would	have	probably	have	solved	the	entire	mystery	by	now.	What	would	he
have	made	of	the	Irish	serving	boy	and	his	relationship	with	the	rest	of	them?
And	what	would	he	have	seen	as	his	eyes	swept	across	the	room?	‘You	see,
Watson,	but	you	do	not	observe.’	He	had	said	it	often	enough	and	never	had	I	felt
it	to	be	more	true.	The	kitchen	knife	lying	on	the	table,	the	soup	bubbling	on	the
hearth,	the	brace	of	pheasants	hanging	from	a	hook	in	the	pantry,	Kirby	casting
his	eyes	downwards,	his	wife	standing	with	her	hands	on	her	apron,	Patrick	still
smiling	…	would	they	have	told	him	something	more	than	they	told	me?
Undoubtedly.	Show	Holmes	a	drop	of	water	and	he	would	deduce	the	existence
of	the	Atlantic.	Show	it	to	me	and	I	would	look	for	a	tap.	That	was	the	difference
between	us.

We	went	back	upstairs	and	all	the	way	to	the	top	floor.	As	we	climbed	up,	we
passed	a	young	girl,	hurrying	the	other	way	with	a	bowl	and	two	towels.	This
was	Elsie,	the	scullery	maid.	She	kept	her	head	down	and	I	saw	nothing	of	her
face.	She	brushed	past	us	and	was	gone.

Carstairs	knocked	gently	at	the	door,	then	entered	his	sister’s	bedroom	to	see	if
she	would	receive	a	visit	from	me.	I	waited	outside	with	Mrs	Carstairs.	‘I	will
leave	you	here,	Dr	Watson,’	said	she.	‘It	will	only	distress	my	sister-in-law	if	I
go	in.	But	please	let	me	know	if	there	is	anything	that	you	notice	that	has	a
bearing	on	her	illness.’

‘Of	course.’

‘And	thank	you	again	for	coming.	I	feel	so	relieved	to	have	you	as	my	friend.’

She	swept	away	just	as	the	door	opened	and	Carstairs	invited	me	in.	I	entered	a
close,	plushly	furnished	bedroom	built	into	the	eaves	with	small	windows,	the
curtains	partly	drawn	and	a	fire	burning	in	the	grate.	I	noticed	that	a	second	door
opened	into	an	adjoining	bathroom	and	the	smell	of	lavender	bath	salts	was
heavy	in	the	air.	Eliza	Carstairs	was	lying	in	bed,	propped	up	with	pillows	and
wearing	a	shawl.	I	could	see	at	once	that	her	health	had	deteriorated	rapidly
since	my	last	visit.	She	had	the	pinched,	exhausted	quality	that	I	had	all	too	often



observed	in	my	more	serious	patients,	and	her	eyes	stared	out	pitifully	over	the
sharp	ridges	that	her	cheekbones	had	become.	She	had	combed	her	hair,	but	it
was	still	dishevelled,	spreading	around	her	shoulders.	Her	hands,	resting	on	the
sheet	in	front	of	her,	might	have	been	those	of	a	dead	woman.

‘Dr	Watson!’	she	greeted	me	and	her	voice	rasped	in	her	throat.	‘Why	have	you
come	to	visit	me?’

‘Your	sister-in-law	asked	me	to	come,	Miss	Carstairs,’	I	replied.

‘My	sister-in-law	wants	me	dead.’

‘That	is	not	the	impression	she	gave.	May	I	take	your	pulse?’

‘You	may	take	what	you	wish.	I	have	nothing	more	to	give.	And	when	I	am
gone,	take	my	word	for	it,	Edmund	will	be	next.’

‘Hush,	Eliza!	Don’t	say	such	things,’	her	brother	scolded	her.

I	held	her	pulse	which	was	beating	much	too	rapidly	as	her	body	attempted	to
fight	off	the	disease.	Her	skin	had	a	slightly	bluish	tinge	which,	along	with	the
other	symptoms	that	had	been	reported	to	me,	made	me	wonder	if	her	doctors
might	be	right	in	suggesting	cholera	as	the	cause	of	her	sickness.	‘You	have
abdominal	pain?’	I	asked.

‘Yes.’

‘And	aching	joints?’

‘I	can	feel	my	bones	rotting	away.’

‘You	have	doctors	in	attendance.	What	drugs	have	they	prescribed?’

‘My	sister	is	taking	laudanum,’	Carstairs	said.

‘Are	you	eating?’

‘It	is	the	food	that	is	killing	me!’

‘You	should	try	to	eat,	Miss	Carstairs.	Starving	yourself	will	only	make	you
weaker.’	I	released	her.	‘There	is	little	more	I	can	suggest.	You	might	open	the
windows	to	allow	the	air	to	circulate,	and	cleanliness,	of	course,	is	of	the	first
importance.’

‘I	bath	every	day.’



‘It	would	help	to	change	your	garments	and	the	bed	linen	every	day	too.	But
above	all,	you	must	eat.	I	have	visited	the	kitchen	and	seen	that	your	meals	are
well	prepared.	You	have	nothing	to	fear.’

‘I	am	being	poisoned.’

‘If	you	are	being	poisoned,	then	so	am	I!’	Carstairs	exclaimed.	‘Please,	Eliza!
Why	will	you	not	see	sense?’

‘I	am	tired.’	The	sick	woman	fell	back,	closing	her	eyes.	‘I	thank	you	for	your
visit,	Dr	Watson.	Open	the	windows	and	change	the	bed	clothes!	I	can	see	that
you	must	be	at	the	very	pinnacle	of	your	profession!’

Carstairs	ushered	me	out	and,	in	truth,	I	was	glad	to	go.	Eliza	Carstairs	had	been
rude	and	scornful	the	first	time	we	had	met	her	and	her	illness	had	only
exaggerated	these	aspects	of	her	character.	The	two	of	us	parted	company	at	the
front	door.	‘Thank	you	for	your	visit,	Dr	Watson,’	he	said.	‘I	understand	the
forces	that	drove	my	dear	Catherine	to	your	door	and	I	very	much	hope	that	Mr
Holmes	will	be	able	to	extricate	himself	from	the	difficulties	which	he	is	in.’

We	shook	hands.	I	was	about	to	leave	and	then	I	remembered.	‘There	is	just	one
other	thing,	Mr	Carstairs.	Is	your	wife	able	to	swim?’

‘I’m	sorry?	What	an	extraordinary	question!	Why	do	you	wish	to	know?’

‘I	have	my	methods	…’

‘Well,	as	a	matter	of	fact,	Catherine	cannot	swim	at	all.	Indeed,	she	has	a	fear	of
the	sea	and	has	told	me	she	will	not	enter	the	water	under	any	circumstances.’

‘Thank	you,	Mr	Carstairs.’

‘Good	day,	Dr	Watson.’

The	door	closed.	I	had	received	an	answer	to	the	question	that	Holmes	had	put	to
me.	Now	all	I	needed	to	know	was	why	I	had	asked	it.

	



FOURTEEN

Into	the	Dark

A	note	from	Mycroft	awaited	me	on	my	return.	He	would	be	at	the	Diogenes
Club	early	that	evening	and	would	be	pleased	to	see	me	if	I	would	like	to	call
upon	him	at	around	that	time.	I	was	almost	worn	out	by	my	journey	to	and	from
Wimbledon	on	top	of	the	activity	of	recent	days	…	it	was	never	possible	for	me
to	exert	myself	to	any	great	extent	without	being	reminded	of	the	injuries	I	had
sustained	in	Afghanistan.	Even	so,	I	decided	to	go	out	once	again	after	a	short
rest	for	I	was	acutely	aware	of	the	ordeal	that	Sherlock	Holmes	must	be	enduring
while	I	was	at	liberty,	and	this	outweighed	any	consideration	of	my	own	well-
being.	Mycroft	might	not	give	me	a	second	opportunity	to	visit	him,	for	he	was
as	capricious	as	he	was	corpulent,	flitting	like	some	oversized	shadow	through
the	corridors	of	power.	Mrs	Hudson	had	laid	out	a	late	lunch	which	I	ate	before
falling	asleep	in	my	chair	and	the	sky	was	already	darkening	when	I	set	out	and
caught	a	cab	back	to	Pall	Mall.

He	met	me	once	again	in	the	Stranger’s	Room	but	this	time	his	manner	was	more
clipped	and	formal	than	it	had	been	when	I	was	there	with	Holmes.	He	began
without	any	pleasantries.	‘This	is	a	bad	business.	A	very	bad	business.	Why	did
my	brother	seek	my	advice	if	he	was	not	prepared	to	take	it?’

‘I	think	it	was	information	he	required	from	you,	not	advice,’	I	countered.

‘A	fair	point.	But	given	that	I	was	able	to	provide	only	the	one	and	not	the	other,
he	might	have	done	well	to	listen	to	what	I	had	to	say.	I	told	him	that	no	good
would	come	of	it	–	but	that	was	his	character,	even	when	he	was	very	young.	He
was	impetuous.	Our	mother	used	to	say	the	same	and	always	feared	that	he
would	find	himself	in	trouble.	Would	that	she	had	lived	to	see	him	established	as
a	detective.	She	would	have	smiled	at	that!’

‘Can	you	help	him?’

‘You	already	know	the	answer	to	that,	Dr	Watson,	for	I	told	you	the	last	time	we



met.	There	is	nothing	I	can	do.’

‘Would	you	see	him	hanged	for	murder?’

‘It	will	not	come	to	that.	It	cannot	come	to	that.	Already	I	am	working	behind	the
scenes,	and	although	I	am	finding	a	surprising	amount	of	interference	and
obfuscation,	he	is	too	well	known	to	too	many	people	of	importance	for	that
possibility	to	arise.’

‘He	is	being	held	at	Holloway.’

‘So	I	understand,	and	being	well	cared	for	–	or	at	least	as	well	as	that	grim	place
will	allow.’

‘What	can	you	tell	me	of	Inspector	Harriman?’

‘A	good	police	officer,	a	man	of	integrity,	with	not	a	spot	on	his	record.’

‘And	what	of	the	other	witnesses?’

Mycroft	closed	his	eyes	and	lifted	his	head	as	if	tasting	a	good	wine.	In	this	way
did	he	give	himself	pause	for	thought.	‘I	know	what	you	are	inferring,	Dr
Watson,’	he	said	at	length.	‘And	you	must	believe	me	when	I	say	that,	despite	his
reckless	behaviour,	I	still	have	Sherlock’s	best	interests	at	heart	and	am	working
to	make	sense	of	what	has	happened.	I	have	already,	at	considerable	personal
expense,	investigated	the	backgrounds	of	both	Dr	Thomas	Ackland	and	Lord
Horace	Blackwater,	and	regret	to	tell	you	that	as	far	as	I	can	see	they	are	beyond
reproach,	both	of	good	families,	both	single,	both	wealthy	men.	The	two	of	them
do	not	club	together.	They	did	not	go	to	the	same	school.	For	most	of	their	lives,
they	have	lived	hundreds	of	miles	apart.	Beyond	the	coincidence	of	their	both
being	in	Limehouse	at	the	same	time	of	night,	there	is	nothing	that	connects
them.’

‘Unless	it	is	the	House	of	Silk.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And	you	will	not	tell	me	what	it	is.’

‘I	will	not	tell	you	because	I	do	not	know.	This	is	precisely	the	reason	why	I
warned	Sherlock	to	stay	away.	If	there	is	something,	a	fellowship	or	a	society,	at
the	heart	of	government	which	is	being	kept	from	me,	and	which	is	so	secret	that
even	to	mention	its	name	has	me	summoned	instantly	to	certain	offices	in
Whitehall,	then	my	instinct	is	to	turn	and	look	the	other	way,	not	to	place	damn



fool	advertisements	in	the	national	press!	I	told	my	brother	as	much	as	I	could	…
indeed	more,	perhaps,	than	I	should	have.’

‘So	what	will	happen?	Will	you	allow	him	to	stand	trial?’

‘What	I	allow	or	do	not	allow	has	nothing	to	do	with	the	matter.	I	fear	you	place
too	high	a	value	on	my	influence.’	Mycroft	produced	a	tortoiseshell	box	from	his
waistcoat	pocket	and	took	a	pinch	of	snuff.	‘I	can	be	his	advocate;	no	more	and
no	less.	I	can	speak	on	his	behalf.	If	it	really	becomes	necessary,	I	will	appear	as
a	character	witness.’	I	must	have	looked	disappointed,	for	Mycroft	put	the	snuff
away,	rose	to	his	feet	and	came	over	to	me.	‘Do	not	be	disheartened,	Dr	Watson,’
he	counselled.	‘My	brother	is	a	man	of	considerable	resource	and	even	in	this,
his	darkest	hour,	he	may	yet	surprise	you.’

‘Will	you	visit	him?’	I	asked.

‘I	think	not.	Such	a	thing	would	embarrass	him	and	inconvenience	me	to	no
discernible	advantage.	But	you	must	tell	him	that	you	have	consulted	me	and
that	I	am	doing	what	I	can.’

‘They	will	not	let	me	see	him.’

‘Re-apply	tomorrow.	Eventually,	they	must	let	you	in.	They	have	no	reason	not
to.’	He	walked	with	me	to	the	door.	‘My	brother	is	very	fortunate	to	have	a
staunch	ally	as	well	as	such	a	fine	chronicler,’	he	remarked.

‘I	hope	I	have	not	written	his	last	adventure.’

‘Goodbye,	Dr	Watson.	It	would	upset	me	to	have	to	be	discourteous	to	you,	so	I
would	be	obliged	if	you	did	not	communicate	with	me	again	except,	of	course,	in
the	most	urgent	circumstances.	I	wish	you	a	good	evening.’

It	was	with	a	heavy	heart	that	I	returned	to	Baker	Street,	for	Mycroft	had	been
even	less	helpful	than	I	had	hoped	and	I	wondered	what	circumstances	he	could
have	been	referring	to	if	these	were	not	urgent	already.	At	least	he	might	have
gained	me	admittance	to	Holloway	so	the	journey	had	not	entirely	been	wasted
but	I	had	a	headache,	my	arm	and	shoulder	were	throbbing	and	I	knew	that	I	was
close	to	exhausting	my	strength.	However,	my	day	was	not	over	yet.	As	I	left	my
cab	and	walked	over	to	the	front	door	I	knew	so	well,	I	found	my	path	blocked
by	a	short,	solid	man	with	black	hair	and	black	coat	who	loomed	at	me	out	of	the
pavement.

‘Dr	Watson?’	he	asked.



‘Yes?’

I	was	anxious	to	be	on	my	way	but	the	little	man	had	imposed	himself	in	front	of
me.	‘I	wonder	if	I	might	ask	you,	doctor,	to	come	with	me?’

‘On	what	business?’

‘On	a	matter	that	relates	to	your	friend,	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes.	What	other
business	could	there	be?’

I	examined	him	more	closely	and	what	I	saw	did	not	encourage	me.	To	look	at,	I
would	have	taken	him	for	a	tradesman,	perhaps	a	tailor	or	even	an	undertaker,
for	there	was	something	almost	studiously	mournful	about	his	face.	He	had
heavy	eyebrows	and	a	moustache	that	drooped	over	his	upper	lip.	He	was	also
wearing	black	gloves	and	a	black	bowler	hat.	From	the	way	he	was	standing,
poised	on	the	balls	of	his	feet,	I	expected	him	to	whip	out	a	tape	measure	at	any
moment.	But	to	measure	me	for	what?	A	new	suit	or	a	coffin?

‘What	do	you	know	of	Holmes?’	I	asked.	‘What	information	do	you	have	that
you	cannot	tell	me	here?’

‘I	have	no	information	at	all,	Dr	Watson.	I	am	merely	the	agent,	the	very	humble
servant,	of	one	who	does,	and	it	is	this	person	who	has	sent	me	here	to	request
you	to	join	him.’

‘To	join	him	where?	Who	is	he?’

‘I	regret	that	I	am	not	at	liberty	to	say.’

‘Then	I’m	afraid	you’re	wasting	your	time.	I	am	in	no	mood	to	go	out	again
tonight.’

‘You	do	not	understand,	sir.	The	gentleman	for	whom	I	work	is	not	inviting	your
presence.	He	is	demanding	it.	And	although	it	pains	me,	I	have	to	tell	you	that	he
is	not	used	to	being	denied.	In	fact,	that	would	be	a	horrible	mistake.	Could	I	ask
you	to	look	down,	sir?	There!	Do	not	start.	You	are	quite	safe,	I	assure	you.
Now,	if	you	would	be	kind	enough	to	come	this	way	…’

I	had	stepped	back	in	astonishment	for,	on	doing	as	he	had	asked,	I	had	seen	that
he	was	holding	a	revolver,	aimed	at	my	stomach.	Whether	he	had	produced	it
while	we	talked,	or	whether	he	had	been	holding	it	all	the	time,	I	could	not	say,
but	it	was	as	if	he	had	performed	some	unpleasant	magic	trick	and	the	weapon
had	suddenly	materialised.	He	was	certainly	comfortable	with	it.	The	person



who	has	never	fired	a	revolver	holds	it	in	a	certain	way,	as	does	the	man	who	has
used	one	many	times.	I	could	easily	tell	to	which	category	my	assailant
belonged.

‘You	will	not	shoot	me	in	the	middle	of	the	street,’	I	said.

‘On	the	contrary,	Dr	Watson,	I	am	instructed	to	do	exactly	that	should	you
choose	to	make	difficulties	for	me.	But	let	us	be	frank	with	each	other.	I	do	not
wish	to	kill	you	any	more	than	you,	I	am	sure,	wish	to	die.	It	may	help	you	to
know	–	and	I	give	you	my	solemn	word	on	this	–	that	we	mean	you	no	harm,
although	I	suppose	it	may	not	seem	that	way	at	the	moment.	Even	so,	after	a
while,	all	will	be	explained	and	you	will	understand	why	these	precautions	are
necessary.’

He	had	an	extraordinary	manner	of	speaking,	both	obsequious	and	extremely
threatening.	He	gestured	with	the	gun	and	I	observed	a	black	carriage	standing
by	with	two	horses	and	a	coachman	in	place.	It	was	a	four-wheeler	with
windows	of	frosted	glass,	and	I	wondered	if	the	man	who	had	demanded	to	meet
me	was	sitting	inside.	I	walked	over	and	opened	the	door.	The	interior	was
empty,	the	fittings	elegant	and	of	rich	quality.	‘How	far	are	we	travelling?’	I
asked.	‘My	landlady	is	expecting	me	for	dinner.’

‘You’ll	get	a	better	dinner	where	we’re	going.	And	the	sooner	you	get	in,	the
sooner	we	can	be	on	our	way.’

Would	he	have	really	shot	me	down	outside	my	own	home?	I	quite	believed	he
would.	He	had	an	implacable	quality.	At	the	same	time,	were	I	to	climb	into	this
carriage,	I	might	be	carried	away	and	never	seen	again.	Suppose	he	had	been
sent	by	the	same	people	who	had	killed	both	Ross	and	his	sister	and	who	had
dealt	so	cunningly	with	Holmes?	I	noticed	that	the	walls	of	the	carriage	were
lined	with	silk	–	not	white,	but	pearl	grey.	At	the	same	time,	I	reminded	myself,
the	man	had	said	that	he	represented	someone	with	information.	Whichever	way
I	looked	at	it,	it	seemed	to	me	I	had	no	choice.	I	climbed	in.	The	man	followed
me	and	closed	the	door	whereupon	I	saw	that	I	had	certainly	been	foolish	in	one
respect.	I	had	assumed	that	the	opaque	glass	had	been	placed	there	to	prevent	me
looking	in	when,	obviously,	it	was	actually	there	to	stop	me	looking	out.

The	man	had	climbed	in	opposite	me	and	at	once	the	horses	were	whipped	up
and	we	set	off.	All	I	could	see	was	the	passing	glow	of	the	gas	lamps	and	even
those	fell	away	once	we	left	the	city,	travelling,	I	would	have	said,	north.	A



blanket	had	been	placed	on	the	seat	for	me	and	I	drew	it	over	my	knees	for,	like
every	other	December	night,	it	had	become	very	cold.	My	companion	said
nothing	and	seemed	to	have	fallen	asleep,	his	head	rolling	forward	and	the	gun
resting	loosely	in	his	lap.	But	when,	after	about	an	hour,	I	reached	out	to	open
the	window,	wondering	if	I	might	see	something	in	the	landscape	that	would	tell
me	where	I	was,	he	jerked	up	and	shook	his	head	as	if	chiding	a	naughty
schoolboy.	‘Really,	Dr	Watson,	I	would	have	expected	better	of	you.	My	master
has	taken	great	pains	to	keep	his	address	from	you.	He	is	a	man	of	a	very	retiring
nature.	I	would	ask	you	to	keep	your	hands	to	yourself	and	the	windows	closed.’

‘For	how	long	are	we	going	to	travel?’

‘For	as	long	as	it	takes.’

‘Do	you	have	a	name?’

‘I	do	indeed,	sir.	But	I	fear	that	I	am	not	at	liberty	to	reveal	it	to	you.’

‘And	what	can	you	tell	me	of	the	man	who	employs	you?’

‘I	could	talk	my	way	to	the	North	Pole	on	that	subject,	sir.	He	is	a	remarkable
person.	But	he	would	not	appreciate	it.	All	in	all,	the	less	said	the	better.’

The	journey	was	almost	unendurable	to	me.	My	watch	showed	me	that	it	lasted
two	hours,	but	there	was	nothing	to	tell	me	in	which	direction	we	were	going	nor
how	far,	as	it	had	occurred	to	me	that	we	might	well	be	going	round	and	round	in
circles	and	our	destination	could	in	fact	have	been	very	close.	Once	or	twice	the
carriage	changed	direction	and	I	felt	myself	swinging	to	the	side.	Most	of	the
time,	the	wheels	seemed	to	be	turning	over	smooth	asphalt	but	occasionally	there
would	be	a	rattle	and	I	would	feel	that	we	had	passed	onto	a	paved	causeway.	At
one	point	I	heard	a	steam	train	passing	above	us.	We	must	be	under	a	bridge.
Otherwise,	I	felt	swallowed	up	by	the	darkness	that	surrounded	me	and	finally
dozed	off,	for	the	next	thing	I	knew	we	had	come	to	a	shuddering	halt	and	my
travelling	companion	was	leaning	across	me,	opening	the	door.

‘We	will	go	straight	into	the	house,	Dr	Watson,’	he	said.	‘These	are	my
instructions.	Pray	do	not	linger	outside.	It	is	a	cold	and	a	nasty	night.	If	you	do
not	go	straight	in,	I	fear	it	might	be	the	death	of	you.’

I	glimpsed	only	a	massive,	uninviting	house,	the	front	draped	in	ivy,	the	garden
overrun	with	weeds.	We	could	have	been	in	Hampstead	or	Hampshire,	for	the
grounds	were	surrounded	by	high	walls	with	heavy,	wrought-iron	gates	which



had	already	been	closed	behind	us.	The	building	itself	put	me	in	mind	of	an
abbey	with	crenulated	windows,	gargoyles	and	a	tower	stretching	above	the	roof.
All	the	windows	upstairs	were	dark	but	there	were	lamps	burning	in	some	of	the
rooms	below.	A	door	stood	open	beneath	the	porch,	but	there	was	nobody	to
welcome	me,	if	such	a	place	as	this	could	ever,	even	on	the	most	sunlit	summer’s
evening,	be	described	as	welcoming.	Urged	on	by	my	fellow	passenger,	I	hurried
in.	He	closed	the	door	hard	behind	me	and	its	boom	echoed	down	the	gloomy
corridors.

‘This	way,	sir.’	He	had	taken	up	a	lamp	and	I	followed	him	down	a	passageway,
past	windows	of	stained	glass,	oak	panelling,	paintings	so	dark	and	faded	that,
but	for	the	frames,	I	might	barely	have	noticed	them	at	all.	We	came	to	a	door.
‘In	here.	I	will	let	him	know	you	have	arrived.	He	won’t	be	long.	Touch	nothing.
Go	nowhere.	Show	restraint!’	And	after	having	delivered	this	strange	directive,
he	backed	out	the	way	he	had	come.

I	was	in	a	library	with	a	log	fire	burning	in	a	stone	fireplace	and	candles
arranged	on	the	mantel.	A	round	table	of	dark	wood	with	several	chairs	occupied
the	centre	of	the	room	and	there	were	more	candles	burning	here.	There	were
two	windows,	both	heavily	curtained,	and	a	thick	rug	on	the	otherwise	bare,
wooden	floor.	The	library	must	have	held	several	hundred	volumes.	Shelves	rose
from	the	floor	to	the	ceiling	–	a	considerable	distance	–	and	there	was	a	ladder,
on	wheels,	that	could	be	tracked	from	one	end	of	the	shelves	to	the	other.	I	took
a	candle	and	examined	some	of	the	covers.	Whoever	owned	this	house	must	be
well	versed	in	French,	German	and	Italian,	for	all	three	languages	were	evident
as	well	as	English.	His	interests	encompassed	physics,	botany,	philosophy,
geology,	history	and	mathematics.	There	were	no	works	of	fiction	as	far	as	I
could	see.	Indeed,	the	selection	of	books	put	me	very	much	in	mind	of	Sherlock
Holmes,	for	they	seemed	quite	accurately	to	reflect	his	tastes.	From	the
architecture	of	the	room,	the	shape	of	the	fireplace,	the	ornate	ceiling,	I	could	see
that	the	house	must	be	of	Jacobean	design.	Obeying	the	instructions	I	had	been
given,	I	sat	down	on	one	of	the	chairs	and	stretched	my	hands	in	front	of	the	fire.
I	was	grateful	for	the	warmth	for,	even	with	the	blanket,	the	journey	had	been
merciless.

There	was	a	second	door	in	the	room,	opposite	the	one	I	had	entered,	and	this
opened	suddenly	to	reveal	a	man	so	tall	and	thin	that	he	seemed	out	of
proportion	to	the	frame	that	surrounded	him	and	might	actually	have	to	stoop	to
come	in.	He	was	wearing	dark	trousers,	Turkish	slippers	and	a	velvet	smoking



jacket.	As	he	entered,	I	saw	that	he	was	almost	bald,	with	a	high	forehead	and
deep,	sunken	eyes.	He	moved	slowly,	his	stick-like	arms	folded	across	his	chest,
clinging	on	to	each	other	as	if	they	were	holding	him	together.	I	noticed	that	the
library	connected	with	a	chemical	laboratory	and	that	was	where	he	had	been
occupying	himself	while	I	waited.	Behind	him,	I	saw	a	long	table	cluttered	with
test	tubes,	retorts,	bottles,	carboys	and	hissing	Bunsen	lamps.	The	man	himself
smelled	strongly	of	chemicals,	and	although	I	wondered	about	the	nature	of	his
experiments,	I	thought	it	better	not	to	ask.

‘Dr	Watson,’	he	said.	‘I	must	apologise	for	keeping	you	waiting.	There	was	a
delicate	matter	that	required	my	attention	but	which	I	have	now	brought	to	a
fruitful	conclusion.	Have	you	been	offered	wine?	No?	Underwood,	assiduous	in
his	duties	though	he	undoubtedly	is,	cannot	be	described	as	the	most	considerate
of	men.	Unfortunately,	in	my	line	of	work,	one	cannot	pick	and	choose.	I	trust
that	he	looked	after	you	on	the	long	journey	here.’

‘He	did	not	even	tell	me	his	name.’

‘That	is	hardly	surprising.	I	do	not	intend	to	tell	you	mine.	But	it	is	already	late
and	we	have	business	to	attend	to.	I	am	hoping	you	will	dine	with	me.’

‘It	is	not	my	habit	to	take	dinner	with	men	who	refuse	even	to	introduce
themselves.’

‘Perhaps	not.	But	I	would	ask	you	to	consider	this:	anything	could	happen	to	you
in	this	house.	To	say	that	you	are	completely	in	my	power	may	sound	silly	and
melodramatic,	but	it	happens	to	be	true.	You	do	not	know	where	you	are.
Nobody	saw	you	come	here.	If	you	were	never	to	leave,	the	world	would	be
none	the	wiser.	So	I	would	suggest	that,	of	the	options	open	to	you,	a	pleasant
dinner	with	me	may	be	one	of	the	more	preferable.	The	food	is	frugal	but	the
wine	is	good.	The	table	is	laid	next	door.	Please	come	this	way.’

He	led	me	back	out	into	the	corridor	and	across	to	a	dining	room	that	must	have
occupied	almost	an	entire	wing	of	the	house,	with	a	minstrel’s	gallery	at	one	end
and	a	huge	fireplace	at	the	other.	A	refectory	table	ran	the	full	distance	between
the	two,	with	room	enough	for	thirty	people,	and	it	was	easy	to	imagine	it	in
bygone	times	with	family	and	friends	gathered	round,	music	playing,	a	fire
roaring	and	an	endless	succession	of	dishes	being	carried	back	and	forth.	But
tonight	it	was	empty.	A	single	shaded	lamp	cast	a	pool	of	light	over	a	few	cold
cuts,	bread,	a	bottle	of	wine.	It	appeared	that	the	master	of	the	house	and	I	were



to	eat	alone,	hemmed	in	by	the	shadows,	and	I	took	my	place	with	a	sense	of
oppression	and	little	appetite.	He	sat	at	the	head	of	the	table,	his	shoulders
stooped,	hunched	up	in	a	chair	that	seemed	ill-designed	for	a	frame	as	ungainly
as	his.

‘I	have	often	wanted	to	meet	you,	Dr	Watson,’	my	host	began	as	he	served
himself.	‘It	may	surprise	you	to	learn	that	I	am	a	great	admirer	of	yours	and	have
every	one	of	your	chronicles.’	He	had	carried	with	him	a	copy	of	the	Cornhill
Magazine	and	he	opened	it	on	the	table.	‘I	have	just	finished	this	one	here,	the
Adventure	of	the	Copper	Beeches,	and	I	think	it	very	well	done.’	Despite	the
bizarre	circumstances	of	the	evening,	I	could	not	help	but	feel	a	certain
satisfaction,	for	I	had	been	particularly	pleased	with	the	way	this	story	had
turned	out.	‘The	fate	of	Miss	Violet	Hunter	was	of	no	interest	to	me,’	he
continued.	‘And	Jephro	Rucastle	was	clearly	a	brute	of	the	worst	sort.	I	find	it
remarkable	that	the	girl	should	have	been	so	credulous.	But,	as	always,	I	was
most	gripped	by	your	depiction	of	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes	and	his	methods.	A	pity
that	you	did	not	set	out	the	seven	separate	explanations	of	the	crime	that	he
mentioned	to	you.	That	would	have	been	most	insightful.	But,	even	so,	you	have
opened	the	workings	of	a	great	mind	to	the	public	and	for	that	we	should	all	be
grateful.	Some	wine?’

‘Thank	you.’

He	poured	two	glasses,	then	continued.	‘It	is	a	shame	that	Holmes	does	not
devote	himself	exclusively	to	this	sort	of	wrongdoing,	which	is	to	say,	domestic
crime	where	the	motives	are	negligible	and	the	victims	of	no	account.	Rucastle
was	not	even	arrested	for	his	part	in	the	affair,	although	he	was	badly
disfigured?’

‘Horribly.’

‘Perhaps	that	is	punishment	enough.	It	is	when	your	friend	turns	his	attention	to
larger	matters,	to	business	enterprises	organised	by	people	such	as	myself,	that
he	crosses	the	line	and	becomes	an	annoyance.	I	rather	fear	that	recently	he	has
done	precisely	that,	and	if	it	continues	it	may	well	be	that	the	two	of	us	have	to
meet,	which,	I	can	assure	you,	would	be	not	at	all	to	his	advantage.’

There	was	an	edge	to	his	voice	that	caused	me	to	shudder.	‘You	have	not	told	me
who	you	are,’	I	said.	‘Will	you	explain	what	you	are?’

‘I	am	a	mathematician,	Dr	Watson.	I	do	not	flatter	myself	when	I	say	that	my



work	on	the	Binomial	Theorem	is	studied	in	most	of	the	universities	of	Europe.	I
am	also	what	you	would	doubtless	term	a	criminal,	although	I	would	like	to
think	that	I	have	made	a	science	out	of	crime.	I	try	not	to	dirty	my	own	hands.	I
leave	that	for	the	likes	of	Underwood.	You	might	say	I	am	an	abstract	thinker.
Crime	in	its	purest	form	is,	after	all,	an	abstract,	like	music.	I	orchestrate.	Others
perform.’

‘And	what	do	you	want	with	me?	Why	have	you	brought	me	here?’

‘Other	than	the	pleasure	of	meeting	you?	I	wish	to	help	you.	More	to	the	point,
and	it	surprises	me	to	hear	myself	say	it,	I	wish	to	help	Mr	Sherlock	Holmes.	It
was	a	great	pity	that	he	did	not	pay	attention	to	me	two	months	ago	when	I	sent
him	a	certain	keepsake,	inviting	him	to	look	into	the	business	which	has	now
caused	him	such	grief.	Perhaps	I	should	have	been	a	little	more	direct.’

‘What	did	you	send	him?’	I	asked,	but	I	already	knew.

‘A	length	of	white	ribbon.’

‘You	are	part	of	the	House	of	Silk!’

‘I	have	nothing	to	do	with	it!’	For	the	first	time	he	sounded	angry.	‘Do	not
disappoint	me,	please,	with	your	foolish	syllogisms.	Save	them	for	your	books.’

‘But	you	know	what	it	is.’

‘I	know	everything.	Any	act	of	wickedness	that	takes	place	in	this	country,	no
matter	how	great	or	small,	is	brought	to	my	attention.	I	have	agents	in	every	city,
in	every	street.	They	are	my	eyes.	They	never	so	much	as	blink.’	I	waited	for	him
to	continue,	but	when	he	did	so,	it	was	on	another	tack.	‘You	must	make	me	a
promise,	Dr	Watson.	You	must	swear	on	everything	that	is	sacred	to	you	that	you
will	never	tell	Holmes,	or	anyone	else,	of	this	meeting.	You	must	never	write
about	it.	You	must	never	mention	it.	Should	you	ever	learn	my	name,	you	must
pretend	that	you	are	hearing	it	for	the	first	time	and	that	it	means	nothing	to
you.’

‘How	do	you	know	I	will	keep	such	a	promise?’

‘I	know	you	are	a	man	of	your	word.’

‘And	if	I	refuse?’

He	sighed.	‘Let	me	tell	you	now	that	Holmes’s	life	is	in	great	danger.	More	than
that,	he	will	be	dead	within	forty-eight	hours	unless	you	do	as	I	ask.	I	alone	can



help	you,	but	will	only	do	so	on	my	terms.’

‘Then	I	agree.’

‘You	swear?’

‘Yes.’

‘On	what?’

‘On	my	marriage.’

‘Not	good	enough.’

‘On	my	friendship	with	Holmes.’

He	nodded.	‘Now	we	understand	each	other.’

‘Then	what	is	the	House	of	Silk?	Where	will	I	find	it?’

‘I	cannot	tell	you.	I	only	wish	I	could,	but	I	fear	Holmes	must	discover	it	for
himself.	Why?	Well,	in	the	first	instance	because	I	know	he	is	capable	and	it	will
interest	me	to	study	his	methods,	to	see	him	at	work.	The	more	I	know	of	him,
the	less	formidable	he	becomes.	But	there	is	also	a	broader	point	of	principle	at
stake.	I	have	admitted	to	you	that	I	am	a	criminal,	but	what	exactly	does	that
mean?	Simply	that	there	are	certain	rules	which	govern	society	but	which	I	find
a	hindrance	and	therefore	choose	to	ignore.	I	have	met	perfectly	respectable
bankers	and	lawyers	who	would	say	exactly	the	same.	It	is	all	a	question	of
degree.	But	I	am	not	an	animal,	Dr	Watson.	I	do	not	murder	children.	I	consider
myself	a	civilised	man	and	there	are	other	rules	which	are,	to	my	mind,
inviolable.

‘So	what	is	a	man	like	myself	to	do	when	he	comes	across	a	group	of	people
whose	behaviour	–	whose	criminality	–	he	considers	to	be	beyond	the	pale?	I
could	tell	you	who	they	are	and	where	you	can	find	them.	I	could	have	already
told	the	police.	Alas,	such	an	act	would	cause	considerable	damage	to	my
reputation	among	many	of	the	people	I	employ	who	are	less	high-minded	than
me.	There	is	such	a	thing	as	a	criminal	code	and	many	criminals	of	my
acquaintance	take	it	very	seriously.	In	fact,	I	tend	to	concur.	What	right	have	I	to
judge	my	fellow	criminals?	I	would	certainly	not	expect	to	be	judged	by	them.’

‘You	sent	Holmes	a	clue.’

‘I	acted	on	impulse,	which	is	very	unusual	for	me	and	shows	how	annoyed	I	had



become.	Even	so,	it	was	a	compromise,	the	very	least	I	could	do	in	the
circumstances.	If	it	did	spur	him	into	action,	I	could	console	myself	with	the
thought	that	I	had	done	very	little	and	was	not	really	to	blame.	If,	on	the	other
hand,	he	chose	to	ignore	it,	no	damage	had	been	done,	and	my	conscience	was
clear.	That	said,	you	have	no	idea	how	sorry	I	was	that	he	chose	the	latter	course
of	action	–	or	inaction,	I	should	say.	It	is	my	sincere	belief	that	the	world	would
be	a	much	better	place	without	the	House	of	Silk.	It	is	still	my	hope	that	this	will
come	to	pass.	That	is	why	I	invited	you	here	tonight.’

‘If	you	cannot	give	me	information,	what	can	you	give	me?’

‘I	can	give	you	this.’	He	slid	something	across	the	table	towards	me.	I	looked
down	and	saw	a	small,	metal	key.

‘What	is	this?’	I	asked.

‘It	is	the	key	to	his	cell.’

‘What?’	I	almost	laughed	aloud.	‘You	expect	Holmes	to	escape?	Is	that	your
master	plan?	You	want	me	to	help	him	break	out	of	Holloway?’

‘I	do	not	know	why	you	find	the	notion	so	amusing,	Dr	Watson.	Let	me	assure
you	that	there	is	no	possible	alternative.’

‘There	is	the	coroner’s	court.	The	truth	will	come	out.’

His	face	darkened.	‘You	still	have	no	conception	of	the	sort	of	people	you	are	up
against,	and	I	begin	to	wonder	if	I’m	not	wasting	my	time.	Let	me	make	it	clear
to	you:	Sherlock	Holmes	will	never	leave	the	House	of	Correction	alive.	The
coroner’s	court	has	been	set	for	next	Thursday,	but	Holmes	will	not	be	there.	His
enemies	will	not	allow	it.	They	plan	to	kill	him	while	he	is	in	jail.’

I	was	horrified.	‘How?’

‘That	I	cannot	tell	you.	Poisoning	or	strangulation	would	be	the	easiest	methods,
but	there	are	a	hundred	accidents	they	could	arrange.	Doubtless	they	will	find	a
way	to	make	the	death	appear	natural.	But	trust	me.	The	order	has	already	been
given.	His	time	is	running	out.’

I	picked	up	the	key.	‘How	did	you	get	this?’

‘That	is	immaterial.’

‘Then	tell	me	how	I	am	to	get	it	to	him.	They	won’t	let	me	see	him.’



‘That	is	for	you	to	arrange.	There	is	nothing	more	I	can	do	without	revealing	my
part	in	this.	You	have	Inspector	Lestrade	on	your	side.	Speak	to	him.’	He	stood
up	suddenly,	pushing	his	chair	back	from	the	table.	‘There	is	nothing	more	to	be
said,	I	think.	The	sooner	you	return	to	Baker	Street,	the	sooner	you	can	begin	to
consider	what	must	be	done.’	He	relaxed	a	little.	‘I	will	add	only	this.	You	have
no	idea	how	keenly	I	have	felt	the	pleasure	of	making	your	acquaintance.
Indeed,	I	quite	envy	Holmes	having	such	a	staunch	biographer	at	his	side.	I,	too,
have	certain	stories	of	considerable	interest	to	share	with	the	public	and	I	wonder
if	I	might	one	day	call	on	your	services.	No?	Well,	it	was	an	idle	thought.	But,
this	meeting	aside,	I	suppose	it	is	always	possible	that	I	may	turn	up	as	a
character	in	one	of	your	narratives.	I	hope	you	will	do	me	justice.’

They	were	the	last	words	he	spoke	to	me.	Perhaps	he	had	signalled	with	some
hidden	contrivance,	for	at	that	moment	the	door	opened	and	Underwood
appeared.	I	drained	my	glass	for	I	needed	the	wine	to	fortify	me	for	the	journey.
Then,	taking	the	key,	I	stood	up.	‘Thank	you,’	I	said.

He	did	not	reply.	At	the	door,	I	took	one	look	back.	My	host	was	sitting	on	his
own	at	the	head	of	that	huge	table,	poking	at	his	food	in	the	candlelight.	Then	the
door	closed.	And	apart	from	one	brief	glimpse	at	Victoria	Station,	a	year	later,	I
never	saw	him	again.

	



FIFTEEN

Holloway	Prison

My	return	to	London	was,	in	some	respects,	even	more	of	an	ordeal	than	had
been	my	departure.	Then	I	had	found	myself	little	more	than	a	captive,	in	the
hands	of	people	who	quite	possibly	meant	harm	to	me,	being	carried	towards	an
unknown	destination	on	a	journey	that	could	have	lasted	half	the	night.	Now,	I
knew	I	was	returning	home	and	had	only	a	few	hours	to	endure,	but	it	was
impossible	to	find	any	sort	of	equanimity.	Holmes	was	to	be	murdered!	The
mysterious	forces	that	had	conspired	to	have	him	arrested	were	still	not	content
and	only	his	death	would	suffice.	The	metal	key	that	I	had	been	given	was
clutched	so	tightly	in	my	hand	that	I	could	have	made	a	duplicate	from	the
impression	squeezed	into	my	flesh.	My	only	thought	was	to	reach	Holloway,	to
warn	Holmes	of	what	was	afoot	and	to	assist	in	his	immediate	exit	from	that
place.	And	yet	how	was	I	to	reach	him?	Inspector	Harriman	had	already	made	it
clear	that	he	would	do	everything	in	his	power	to	keep	the	two	of	us	apart.	On
the	other	hand,	Mycroft	had	said	I	could	approach	him	again	‘in	the	most	urgent
circumstances’,	which	was	what	these	surely	were.	But	just	how	far	would	his
influence	extend,	and	by	the	time	he	got	me	into	the	House	of	Correction,	might
it	already	be	too	late?

With	these	thoughts	raging	in	my	mind,	and	with	nothing	but	the	silent
Underwood	leering	at	me	from	the	seat	opposite	and	darkness	on	the	other	side
of	the	frosted	windows,	the	journey	seemed	to	stretch	on	for	ever.	Worse	still,
part	of	me	knew	that	I	was	being	deceived.	The	coach	was	surely	going	round
and	round	in	circles,	purposefully	exaggerating	the	distance	between	Baker
Street	and	the	strange	mansion	where	I	had	been	invited	to	dinner.	It	was
particularly	vexing	to	reflect	that	had	Holmes	been	in	my	place,	he	would	have
taken	note	of	all	the	different	elements	–	the	chime	of	a	church	bell,	the	blast	of	a
steam	whistle,	the	smell	of	stagnant	water,	the	changing	surfaces	beneath	the
wheels,	even	the	direction	of	the	wind	rattling	against	the	windows	–	and	drawn
a	perfectly	detailed	map	of	our	journey	at	the	end	of	it.	But	I	was	most	certainly



not	up	to	the	challenge	and	could	only	wait	for	the	glow	of	gas	lamps	to	reassure
me	that	we	were	back	in	the	city	and,	perhaps	half	an	hour	later,	the	slowing
down	of	the	horses	and	the	final,	jolting	halt	that	signalled	we	were	at	the	end	of
our	journey.	Sure	enough,	Underwood	threw	open	the	door	and	there,	across	the
road,	were	my	familiar	lodgings.

‘Safely	home,	Dr	Watson,’	said	he.	‘I	apologise	once	again	for	inconveniencing
you.’

‘I	will	not	forget	you	easily,	Mr	Underwood,’	I	replied.

He	raised	his	eyebrows.	‘My	master	has	told	you	my	name?	How	curious.’

‘Perhaps	you	would	care	to	tell	me	his.’

‘Oh	no,	sir.	I	concede	that	I	am	but	a	speck	on	a	canvas.	My	life	is	of	little
significance	in	comparison	with	his	greatness	but	nonetheless	I	am	attached	to	it
and	would	wish	it	to	continue	for	a	while	yet.	I	will	wish	you	a	good	night.’

I	climbed	down.	He	signalled	to	the	driver	and	I	watched	as	the	carriage	rattled
away,	then	hurried	in.

But	there	was	to	be	no	rest	for	me	that	night.	I	had	already	begun	to	formulate	a
plan	by	which	the	key	might	safely	be	delivered	to	Holmes,	along	with	a
message	alerting	him	to	the	danger	he	was	in	even	if,	as	I	feared,	I	was	not
permitted	to	visit	him	myself.	I	had	already	concluded	that	a	straightforward
letter	would	do	no	good.	Our	enemies	were	all	around	us	and	there	was	every
chance	that	they	would	intercept	it.	If	they	discovered	that	I	was	aware	of	their
intentions,	it	might	spur	them	on	to	strike	all	the	faster.	But	I	could	still	send	him
a	message	–	and	some	sort	of	code	was	required.	The	question	was,	how	could	I
indicate	that	it	was	there	to	be	deciphered?	There	was	also	the	key.	How	could	I
deliver	it	into	his	hand?	And	then,	casting	my	eye	around	the	room,	I	fell	upon
the	answer:	the	very	same	book	that	Holmes	and	I	had	been	discussing	only	a
few	days	before,	The	Martyrdom	of	Man	by	Winwood	Reade.	What	could	be
more	natural	than	to	send	my	friend	something	to	read	while	he	was	confined?
What	could	appear	more	innocent?

The	volume	was	leather-bound	and	quite	thick.	Upon	examining	it,	I	saw	that	it
would	be	possible	to	slip	the	key	into	the	space	between	the	spine	and	the	bound
edges	of	the	pages.	This	I	did	and,	taking	up	the	candle,	I	carefully	poured	liquid
wax	into	the	two	ends,	in	effect	gluing	it	in	place.	The	book	still	opened



normally	and	there	was	nothing	to	suggest	that	it	had	been	tampered	with.
Taking	up	my	pen,	I	then	wrote	the	name,	Sherlock	Holmes,	on	the	frontispiece
and,	beneath	it,	an	address:	122b	Baker	Street.	To	a	casual	observer	it	would
appear	that	nothing	was	amiss	but	Holmes	would	recognise	my	hand	at	once	and
would	see	that	the	number	of	our	lodgings	had	been	inverted.	Finally,	I	turned	to
page	122	and,	using	a	pencil,	placed	a	series	of	tiny	dots,	almost	invisible	to	the
naked	eye,	under	certain	letters	in	the	text	so	that	a	new	message	was	spelled
out:	YOU	ARE	IN	GREAT	DANGER.	THEY	PLAN	TO	KILL	YOU.	USE	KEY
TO	CELL.	I	AM	WAITING.	JW.

Satisfied	with	my	work,	I	finally	went	to	bed	and	fell	into	a	troubled	sleep
punctured	by	images	of	the	girl,	Sally,	lying	in	the	street	with	blood	all	around
her,	of	a	length	of	white	ribbon	looped	around	a	dead	boy’s	wrist	and	of	the	man
with	the	high-domed	forehead,	looming	at	me	across	the	refectory	table.

I	awoke	early	the	next	day	and	sent	a	message	to	Lestrade,	urging	him	once
again	to	help	arrange	a	visit	to	Holloway,	no	matter	what	Inspector	Harriman	had
to	say.	To	my	surprise,	I	received	a	reply	informing	me	that	I	could	enter	the
prison	at	three	o’clock	that	afternoon,	that	Harriman	had	concluded	his
preliminary	investigation	and	that	the	coronor’s	court	had	indeed	been	set	for
Thursday,	two	days	hence.	On	first	reading,	this	struck	me	as	good	news.	But
then	I	was	struck	by	a	more	sinister	explanation.	If	Harriman	was	part	of	the
conspiracy,	as	Holmes	believed	and	as	everything	about	his	manner	and	even	his
appearance	suggested,	he	might	well	have	stood	aside	for	a	quite	different
reason.	My	host	of	the	night	before	had	insisted	that	Holmes	would	never	be
allowed	to	stand	trial.	Suppose	the	assassins	were	preparing	to	strike!	Could
Harriman	know	that	it	was	already	too	late?

I	could	barely	contain	myself	throughout	the	morning	and	left	Baker	Street	well
before	the	appointed	hour,	arriving	at	Camden	Road	before	the	clocks	had	struck
the	half-hour.	The	coachman	left	me	in	front	of	the	outer	gate	and,	despite	my
protestations,	hurried	away,	leaving	me	in	the	cold	and	misty	air.	All	in	all	I
couldn’t	blame	him.	This	wasn’t	a	place	where	any	Christian	soul	would	have
chosen	to	linger.

The	prison	was	of	Gothic	design;	on	first	appearance	a	sprawling,	ominous
castle,	perhaps	something	out	of	a	fairy	story	written	for	a	malevolent	child.
Constructed	from	Kentish	ragstone,	it	consisted	of	a	series	of	turrets	and



chimneys,	flagpoles	and	castellated	walls,	with	a	single	tower	soaring	above	and
seeming	almost	to	disappear	into	the	clouds.	A	rough,	muddy	track	led	to	the
main	entrance,	which	was	purposefully	designed	to	be	as	unwelcoming	as
possible,	with	a	massive	wooden	gate	and	steel	portcullis	framed	by	a	few	bare
and	withered	trees	on	either	side.	A	brick	wall,	at	least	fifteen	feet	high,
surrounded	the	entire	complex,	but	above	it	I	could	make	out	one	of	the	wings,
with	two	lines	of	small,	barred	windows	whose	rigid	uniformity	somehow	hinted
at	the	emptiness	and	misery	of	life	inside.	The	prison	had	been	built	at	the	foot
of	a	hill	and,	looking	beyond	it,	it	was	possible	to	make	out	the	pleasant	pastures
and	slopes	that	rose	up	to	Highgate.	But	that	was	another	world,	as	if	the	wrong
backdrop	had	been	accidentally	lowered	onto	the	stage.	Holloway	Prison	stood
on	the	site	of	a	former	cemetery,	and	the	whiff	of	death	and	decay	still	clung	to
the	place,	damning	those	who	were	inside,	warning	those	without	to	stay	away.

It	was	as	much	as	I	could	bear	to	wait	thirty	minutes	in	the	dismal	light	with	my
breath	frosting	and	the	cold	spreading	upwards	through	my	feet.	At	last	I	walked
forward,	clutching	the	book	with	the	key	concealed	in	its	spine,	and	as	I	entered
the	prison	it	occurred	to	me	that	were	I	to	be	discovered,	this	horrid	place	could
well	become	my	home.	I	think	it	is	true	to	say	that	I	broke	the	law	at	least	three
times	in	the	company	of	Sherlock	Holmes,	always	for	the	best	of	reasons,	but
this	was	the	high	point	of	my	criminal	career.	Strangely,	I	was	not	even	slightly
nervous.	It	did	not	occur	to	me	that	anything	could	possibly	go	wrong.	All	my
thoughts	were	focused	on	the	plight	of	my	friend.

I	knocked	on	a	door	which	stood	inconspicuously	beside	the	outer	gate	and	it
was	opened	almost	at	once	by	a	surprisingly	bluff	and	even	jovial	officer,
dressed	in	dark	blue	tunic	and	trousers	with	a	bunch	of	keys	hanging	from	a
wide,	leather	belt.	‘Come	in,	sir.	Come	in.	It’s	more	pleasant	in	than	out	and
there’s	not	many	days	you	could	say	that	with	any	truth.’	I	watched	him	lock	the
door	behind	us,	then	followed	him	across	a	courtyard	to	a	second	gate,	smaller,
but	no	less	secure,	than	the	first.	I	was	already	aware	of	an	eerie	silence	inside
the	prison.	A	ragged,	black	crow	perched	on	the	branch	of	a	tree	but	there	was	no
other	sign	of	life.	The	light	was	fading	rapidly	but	as	yet	no	lamps	had	been	lit
and	I	had	a	sense	of	shadows	within	shadows,	of	a	world	with	almost	no	colour
at	all.

We	had	entered	a	corridor	with	an	open	door	to	one	side,	and	it	was	through	here
that	I	was	taken,	into	a	small	room	with	a	desk,	two	chairs	and	a	single	window
looking	directly	on	to	a	brick	wall.	To	one	side	stood	a	cabinet	with	perhaps	fifty



keys	suspended	on	hooks.	A	large	clock	faced	me	and	I	noticed	the	second	hand
moved	ponderously,	pausing	between	each	movement,	as	if	to	emphasise	the
slow	passage	of	time	for	all	those	who	had	come	this	way.	A	man	sat	beneath	it.
He	was	dressed	similarly	to	the	officer	who	had	met	me,	but	his	uniform	had	a
few	trimmings	of	gold,	on	his	cap	and	shoulders,	denoting	his	senior	rank.	He
was	elderly,	with	grey	hair	cut	short	and	steely	eyes.	As	he	saw	me,	he
scrambled	to	his	feet	and	came	round	from	behind	the	desk.

‘Dr	Watson?’

‘Yes.’

‘My	name	is	Hawkins.	I	am	the	chief	warder.	You	have	come	to	see	Mr	Sherlock
Holmes?’

‘Yes.’	I	uttered	the	word	with	a	sudden	sense	of	dread.

‘I	am	sorry	to	have	to	inform	you	that	he	was	taken	ill	this	morning.	I	can	assure
you	that	we	have	done	everything	we	can	to	accommodate	him	in	a	manner
appropriate	to	a	man	of	his	distinction,	despite	the	very	serious	crimes	of	which
he	is	accused.	He	has	been	kept	away	from	the	other	prisoners.	I	have	personally
visited	him	on	several	occasions	and	have	had	the	pleasure	of	conversing	with
him.	His	illness	came	suddenly	and	he	was	given	treatment	at	once.’

‘What	is	wrong	with	him?’

‘We	have	no	idea.	He	took	his	lunch	at	eleven	o’clock	and	rang	the	bell	for
assistance	immediately	after.	My	officers	found	him	doubled	up	on	the	floor	of
his	cell	in	evident	pain.’

I	felt	an	ice-cold	tremor	in	the	very	depth	of	my	heart.	It	was	exactly	what	I	had
been	fearing.	‘Where	is	he	now?’	I	asked.

‘He	is	in	the	infirmary.	Our	medical	officer,	Dr	Trevelyan,	has	a	number	of
private	rooms	which	he	reserves	for	desperate	cases.	After	examining	Mr
Holmes,	he	insisted	on	moving	him	there.’

‘I	must	see	him	at	once,’	I	said.	‘I	am	a	medical	man	myself	…’

‘Of	course,	Dr	Watson.	I	have	been	waiting	to	take	you	there	now.’

But	before	we	could	leave,	there	was	a	movement	behind	us	and	a	man	that	I
knew	all	too	well	appeared,	blocking	our	way.	If	Inspector	Harriman	had	been
told	the	news,	he	did	not	look	surprised	by	it.	In	fact,	his	attitude	was	quite



languid,	leaning	against	the	door	frame,	with	his	attention	half-fixed	on	a	gold
ring	on	his	middle	finger.	He	was	dressed	in	black	as	always,	carrying	a	black
walking	stick.	‘So	what’s	this	all	about,	Hawkins?’	he	asked.	‘Sherlock	Holmes
ill?’

‘Seriously	ill,’	Hawkins	declared.

‘I	am	distraught	to	hear	it!’	Harriman	straightened	up.	‘You’re	sure	he’s	not
deceiving	you?	When	I	saw	him	this	morning,	he	was	in	perfect	health.’

‘Both	my	medical	officer	and	I	have	examined	him	and	I	assure	you,	sir,	that	he
is	gravely	stricken.	We	are	just	on	our	way	to	see	him.’

‘Then	I	will	accompany	you.’

‘I	must	protest—’

‘Mr	Holmes	is	my	prisoner	and	the	subject	of	my	investigation.	You	can	protest
all	you	like,	but	I	will	have	my	way.’	He	smiled	malevolently.	Hawkins	glanced
at	me	and	I	could	see	that,	decent	man	though	he	was,	he	dared	not	argue.

The	three	of	us	set	off	through	the	depths	of	the	prison.	Such	was	my	state	of
mind	that	I	can	recall	few	of	the	details,	although	my	overall	impressions	were
of	heavy	flagstones,	of	gates	that	creaked	and	clashed	as	they	were	unlocked	and
locked	behind	us,	of	barred	windows	too	small	and	too	high	up	to	provide	a	view
and	of	doors	…	so	many	doors,	one	after	another	another,	each	identical,	each
sealing	up	some	small	facet	of	human	misery.	The	prison	was	surprisingly	warm
and	had	a	strange	smell,	a	mixture	of	oatmeal,	old	clothes	and	soap.	We	saw	a
few	warders	standing	guard	at	various	intersections,	but	no	prisoners	apart	from
two	very	old	men	struggling	past	with	a	basket	of	laundry.	‘Some	are	in	the
exercise	yard,	some	on	the	treadwheel	or	in	the	oakum	shed,’	Hawkins	replied	to
a	question	I	had	not	asked.	‘The	day	begins	early	and	ends	early	here.’

‘If	Holmes	has	been	poisoned,	he	must	be	sent	immediately	to	a	hospital,’	I	said.

‘Poison?’	Harriman	had	overheard	me.	‘Who	said	anything	about	poison?’

‘Dr	Trevelyan	does	indeed	suspect	severe	food	poisoning,’	returned	Hawkins.
‘But	he	is	a	good	man.	He	will	have	done	everything	within	his	power	…’

We	had	reached	the	end	of	the	central	block	from	which	the	four	main	wings
stretched	out	like	the	blades	of	a	windmill	and	found	ourselves	in	what	must	be	a
recreation	area,	paved	with	Yorkshire	stone,	with	a	lofty	ceiling	and	a	corkscrew



metal	staircase	leading	to	a	gallery	that	ran	the	full	length	of	the	room	above.	A
net	had	been	stretched	across	our	heads	so	that	nothing	could	be	thrown	down.	A
few	men,	dressed	in	grey	army	cloth,	were	sorting	through	a	pile	of	infants’
clothes	which	were	piled	up	on	a	table	in	front	of	them.	‘For	the	children	of	St
Emmanuel	Hospital,’	Hawkins	said.	‘We	make	them	here.’	We	passed	through	an
archway	and	up	a	matted	staircase.	By	now	I	had	no	idea	where	I	was	and	would
never	have	been	able	to	find	my	way	out	again.	I	thought	of	the	key	that	I	was
still	carrying,	concealed	in	the	book.	Even	if	I	had	been	able	to	deliver	it	into
Holmes’s	hands,	what	good	would	it	have	been?	He	would	have	needed	a	dozen
keys	and	a	detailed	map	to	get	out	of	this	place.

There	was	a	pair	of	glass-panelled	doors	ahead	of	us.	Once	again,	these	had	to	be
unlocked,	but	then	swung	open	into	a	very	bare,	very	clean	room	with	no
windows	but	skylights	up	above	and	candles	already	lit	on	two	central	tables,	for
it	was	almost	dark.	There	were	eight	beds,	facing	each	other	in	two	rows	of	four,
the	coverlets	blue	and	white	check,	the	pillowcases	striped	calico.	The	room
reminded	me	at	once	of	my	old	army	hospital	where	I	had	often	watched	men
die	with	the	same	discipline	and	lack	of	complaint	that	had	been	expected	of
them	in	the	field.	Only	two	of	the	beds	were	occupied.	One	contained	a
shrivelled,	bald	man	whose	eyes	I	could	see	were	already	focusing	on	the	next
world.	A	hunched-up	shape	lay,	shivering,	in	the	other.	But	it	was	too	small	to	be
Holmes.

A	man	dressed	in	a	patched	and	worn	frock	coat	rose	up	from	where	he	had	been
working	and	came	over	to	greet	us.	From	the	very	first	I	thought	I	recognised
him,	just	as	–	it	occurred	to	me	now	–	his	name	had	also	been	familiar	to	me.	He
was	pale	and	emaciated,	with	sandy	whiskers	that	seemed	to	be	dying	on	his
cheeks	and	cumbersome	spectacles.	I	would	have	said	he	was	in	his	early	forties
but	the	experiences	of	his	life	wore	heavily	upon	him	giving	him	a	pinched,
nervous	disposition	and	ageing	him.	His	slender,	white	hands	were	folded	across
his	wrists.	He	had	been	writing	and	his	pen	had	leaked.	There	were	blotches	of
ink	on	his	forefinger	and	thumb.

‘Mr	Hawkins,’	he	said,	addressing	the	chief	warder.	‘I	have	nothing	further	to
report	to	you,	sir,	except	that	I	fear	the	worst.’

‘This	is	Dr	John	Watson,’	Hawkins	said.

‘Dr	Trevelyan.’	He	shook	my	hand.	‘It	is	a	pleasure	to	make	your	acquaintance,
although	I	would	have	asked	for	happier	circumstances.’



I	was	certain	I	knew	the	man.	But	from	the	way	he	had	spoken	and	the	firmness
of	his	handshake,	he	was	making	it	clear	that,	even	if	we	were	not	meeting	for
the	first	time,	this	was	the	impression	he	wished	to	give.

‘Is	it	food	poisoning?’	Harriman	demanded.	He	had	not	troubled	to	introduce
himself.

‘I	am	quite	positive	that	poison	of	one	sort	or	another	is	responsible,’	Dr
Trevelyan	replied.	‘As	to	how	it	came	to	be	administered,	that	is	not	for	me	to
say.’

‘Administered?’

‘All	the	prisoners	in	the	wing	eat	the	same	food.	Only	he	has	become	ill.’

‘Are	you	suggesting	foul	play?’

‘I	have	said	what	I	have	said,	sir.’

‘Well,	I	don’t	believe	a	word	of	it.	I	can	tell	you,	doctor,	that	I	was	rather
expecting	something	of	this	sort.	Where	is	Mr	Holmes?’

Trevelyan	hesitated	and	the	warder	stepped	forward.	‘This	is	Inspector
Harriman,	Dr	Trevelyan.	He	is	in	charge	of	your	patient.’

‘I	am	in	charge	of	my	patient	while	he	is	in	my	infirmary,’	the	doctor	retorted.
‘But	there	is	no	reason	why	you	should	not	see	him,	although	I	must	ask	you	not
to	disturb	him.	I	gave	him	a	sedative	and	he	may	well	be	asleep.	He	is	in	a	side-
room.	I	thought	it	better	that	he	be	kept	apart	from	the	other	prisoners.’

‘Then	let	us	waste	no	more	time.’

‘Rivers!’	Trevelyan	called	out	to	a	lanky,	round-shouldered	fellow	who	had	been
almost	invisible,	sweeping	the	floor	in	one	corner.	He	was	wearing	the	uniform
of	a	male	nurse	rather	than	that	a	prisoner.	‘The	keys	…’

‘Yes,	Dr	Trevelyan.’	Rivers	lumbered	over	to	the	desk,	took	up	a	key-chain	and
carried	it	over	to	an	arched	door	set	on	the	far	side	of	the	room.	He	appeared	to
be	lame,	dragging	one	leg	behind	him.	He	was	sullen	and	rough-looking,	with
unruly	ginger	hair	spilling	down	to	his	shoulders.	He	stopped	in	front	of	the	door
and,	taking	his	time,	fitted	a	key	into	the	lock.

‘Rivers	is	my	orderly,’	Trevelyan	explained	in	a	low	voice.	‘He’s	a	good	man,
but	simple.	He	takes	charge	of	the	infirmary	at	night.’



‘Has	he	been	in	communication	with	Holmes?’	Harriman	asked.

‘Rivers	is	seldom	in	communication	with	anyone,	Mr	Harriman.	Holmes	himself
has	not	uttered	a	word	since	he	was	brought	here.’

At	last	Rivers	turned	the	key.	I	heard	the	tumblers	fall	as	the	lock	connected.
There	were	also	two	bolts	on	the	outside	that	had	to	be	drawn	back	before	the
door	could	be	opened	to	reveal	a	small	room,	almost	monastic	with	plain	walls,	a
square	window,	a	bed	and	a	privy.

The	bed	was	empty.

Harriman	plunged	inside.	He	tore	off	the	covers.	He	knelt	down	and	looked
under	the	bed.	There	was	nowhere	to	hide.	The	bars	on	the	window	were	still	in
place.	‘Is	this	some	sort	of	trick?’	he	roared.	‘Where	is	he?	What	have	you	done
with	him?’

I	moved	forward	and	looked	in.	There	could	be	no	doubting	it.	The	cell	was
empty.	Sherlock	Holmes	had	disappeared.

	



SIXTEEN

The	Disappearance

Harriman	rose	to	his	feet	and	almost	fell	upon	Dr	Trevelyan.	For	once	his
carefully	cultivated	sang-froid	had	deserted	him.	‘What	game	is	going	on	here?’
he	cried.	‘What	do	you	think	you’re	doing?’

‘I	have	no	idea	…’	the	hapless	doctor	began.

‘I	beg	of	you	to	show	some	restraint,	Inspector	Harriman.’	The	chief	warder
imposed	himself	between	the	two	men,	taking	charge.	‘Mr	Holmes	was	in	this
room?’

‘Yes,	sir,’	Trevelyan	replied.

‘And	it	was	locked	and	bolted,	as	I	saw	just	now,	from	the	outside?’

‘Indeed	so,	sir.	It	is	a	prison	regulation.’

‘Who	was	the	last	to	see	him?’

‘That	would	have	been	Rivers.	He	took	him	a	mug	of	water,	upon	my	request.’

‘I	took	it	but	he	didn’t	drink	it,’	the	orderly	grumbled.	‘He	didn’t	say	nothing,
neither.	He	just	lay	there.’

‘Asleep?’	Harriman	walked	up	to	Dr	Trevelyan	until	the	two	of	them	were	but
inches	apart.	‘Are	you	really	telling	me	he	was	ill,	doctor,	or	was	it	perhaps,	as	I
believed	from	the	outset,	that	he	was	dissembling	–	first	so	that	he	would	be
brought	here,	second	so	that	he	could	choose	his	moment	to	walk	out?’

‘As	to	the	first,	he	was	most	certainly	ill,’	replied	Trevelyan.	‘At	least,	he	had	a
high	fever,	his	pupils	were	dilated	and	the	sweat	was	pouring	from	his	brow.	I
can	attest	to	that,	for	I	examined	him	myself.	As	to	the	second,	he	could	not
possibly	have	walked	out	of	here,	as	you	suggest.	Look	at	the	door,	for	heaven’s
sake!	It	was	locked	from	the	outside.	There	is	but	one	key	and	it	has	never	left
my	desk.	There	are	the	bolts,	which	were	fastened	until	Rivers	drew	them	back



just	now.	And	even	if,	by	some	bizarre	and	inexplicable	means,	he	had	been	able
to	leave	the	cell,	where	do	you	think	he	would	go?	To	begin	with,	he	would	have
had	to	cross	this	ward	and	I	have	been	at	my	desk	all	afternoon.	The	door
through	which	you	three	gentlemen	entered	was	locked.	And	there	must	be	a
dozen	more	locks	and	bolts	between	here	and	the	front	gate.	Are	you	to	tell	me
that	he	somehow	spirited	himself	through	all	of	them	too?’

‘It	is	certainly	true	that	walking	out	of	Holloway	would	be	nothing	short	of
impossible,’	Hawkins	agreed.

‘Nobody	can	leave	this	place,’	muttered	Rivers,	and	he	seemed	to	smirk	as	if	at
some	private	joke.	‘Unless	his	name	is	Wood.	Now,	he	left	here	only	this
afternoon.	Not	on	his	own	two	legs	though,	and	I	don’t	think	anyone	would	have
had	a	mind	to	ask	him	where	he	was	going,	nor	when	he	was	coming	back.’

‘Wood?	Who	is	Wood?’	Harriman	asked.

‘Jonathan	Wood	was	here	in	the	infirmary,’	Trevelyan	replied.	‘And	you’re
wrong	to	make	light	of	it,	Rivers.	He	died	last	night	and	was	carried	out	in	a
coffin	not	an	hour	ago.’

‘A	coffin?	Are	you	telling	me	that	a	closed	coffin	was	taken	from	this	room?’	I
could	see	the	detective	working	things	out	and	realised,	as	did	he,	that	it
presented	the	most	obvious,	indeed	the	only	method	for	Holmes’s	escape.	He
turned	on	the	orderly.	‘Was	the	coffin	here	when	you	took	in	the	water?’	he
demanded.

‘It	might	have	been.’

‘Did	you	leave	Holmes	on	his	own,	even	for	a	few	seconds?’

‘No,	sir.	Not	for	one	second.	I	never	took	my	eyes	off	him.’	The	orderly	shuffled
on	his	feet.	‘Well,	maybe	I	attended	to	Collins	when	he	had	his	fit.’

‘What	are	you	saying,	Rivers?’	Trevelyan	cried.

‘I	opened	the	door.	I	went	in.	He	was	sound	asleep	on	the	bed.	Then	Collins
began	his	coughing.	I	put	the	mug	down	and	ran	out	to	him.’

‘And	what	then?	Did	you	see	Holmes	again?’

‘No,	sir.	I	settled	Collins.	Then	I	went	back	and	locked	the	door.’

There	was	a	long	silence.	We	all	stood	there,	staring	at	each	other	as	if	waiting	to



see	who	would	dare	to	speak	first.

It	was	Harriman.	‘Where	is	the	coffin?’	he	exclaimed.

‘It	will	have	been	carried	outside,’	Trevelyan	replied.	‘There	will	be	a	wagon
waiting	to	carry	it	to	the	undertaker	in	Muswell	Hill.’	He	grabbed	his	coat.	‘It
may	not	be	too	late.	If	it’s	still	there,	we	can	intercept	it	before	it	leaves.’

I	will	never	forget	the	progress	that	we	made	through	the	prison.	Hawkins	went
first	with	a	furious	Harriman	at	his	side.	Trevelyan	and	Rivers	came	next.	I
followed	last,	the	book	and	the	key	still	in	my	hand.	How	ridiculous	they	seemed
now,	for	even	if	I	had	been	able	to	deliver	them	to	my	friend,	along	with	a	ladder
and	a	length	of	rope,	he	would	never	have	been	able	to	get	out	of	this	place	on
his	own.	It	was	only	because	of	Hawkins,	signalling	at	the	various	guards,	that
we	were	able	to	leave	ourselves.	The	doors	were	unlocked	and	swung	open,	one
after	another.	Nobody	stood	in	our	way.	We	took	a	different	path	to	that	which	I
had	come	originally,	for	this	time	we	passed	a	laundry	with	men	sweating	at
giant	tubs	and	another	room	filled	with	boilers	and	convoluted	metal	tubes	that
supplied	the	prison’s	heating,	finally	crossing	a	smaller,	grassy	courtyard	and
arriving	at	what	was	evidently	a	side	entrance.	It	was	only	here	that	a	guard
attempted	to	block	our	passage,	demanding	our	letters	of	authority.

‘Don’t	be	a	damn	fool,’	Harriman	snapped.	‘Do	you	not	recognise	your	own
chief	warder?’

‘Open	the	gate!’	Hawkins	added.	‘There’s	not	a	moment	to	lose.’

The	guard	did	as	he	was	bidden	and	the	five	of	us	passed	through.

And	yet,	even	as	we	went,	I	found	myself	reflecting	on	the	number	of	strange
circumstances	that	had	come	together	to	effect	my	friend’s	escape.	He	had
feigned	illness	and	managed	to	fool	a	trained	doctor.	Well,	that	was	easy	enough.
He	had	done	much	the	same	to	me.	But	he	had	inveigled	himself	into	a	room	in
the	infirmary	at	exactly	the	same	time	as	a	coffin	had	been	delivered	and	had,
moreover,	been	able	to	count	on	an	open	door,	a	coughing	fit	and	the	clumsiness
of	a	mentally	backward	orderly.	It	all	seemed	too	good	to	be	true.	Not,	of	course,
that	I	cared	one	way	or	another.	If	Holmes	had	truly	found	a	miraculous	way	out
of	this	place,	I	would	be	nothing	but	overjoyed.	But	even	so	I	was	sure	that
something	was	wrong,	that	we	had	leapt	to	a	false	conclusion	and,	perhaps,	that
was	exactly	what	he	had	intended.



We	found	ourselves	in	a	broad,	rutted	avenue	that	ran	along	the	side	of	the	prison
with	the	high	wall	on	one	side	and	a	line	of	trees	on	the	other.	Harriman	let	out	a
cry	and	pointed.	A	wagon	stood	waiting	while	two	men	loaded	a	box	into	the
back:	from	the	size	and	the	shape	it	was	evidently	a	makeshift	coffin.	I	must
confess	that	I	felt	a	moment	of	relief	at	the	sight	of	it.	I	would	have	given	almost
anything	right	then	to	see	Sherlock	Holmes	and	to	reassure	myself	that	his
illness	had	indeed	been	feigned	and	not	the	result	of	deliberate	poisoning.	But	as
we	hurried	forward,	my	brief	euphoria	was	replaced	by	utter	dismay.	If	Holmes
were	found	and	apprehended,	he	would	be	dragged	back	into	the	prison	and
Harriman	would	make	sure	that	he	was	never	given	a	second	opportunity	and
that	he	remained	well	beyond	my	reach.

‘Hold	there!’	cried	he.	He	strode	up	to	the	two	men	who	had	manhandled	the	box
into	a	diagonal	position	and	were	holding	it,	about	to	lever	it	into	the	wagon.
‘Lower	the	coffin	back	to	the	ground!	I	wish	to	examine	it.’	The	men	were	rough
and	grimy	labourers,	a	father	and	son	from	the	look	of	them,	and	they	glanced	at
each	other	quizzically	before	they	obeyed.	The	coffin	lay	flat	upon	the	gravel.
‘Open	it!’

This	time	the	men	hesitated	–	to	carry	a	dead	body	was	one	thing	but	to	look	on
it	quite	another.

‘It’s	all	right,’	Trevelyan	assured	them,	and	the	strange	thing	is	that	it	was	at	that
very	moment	that	I	realised	how	I	knew	him,	where	we	had	met	before.

His	full	name	was	Percy	Trevelyan	and	he	had	come	to	our	Baker	Street
lodgings	six	or	seven	years	before,	urgently	in	need	of	my	friend’s	services.	I
remembered	now	that	there	had	been	a	patient,	Blessingdon,	who	had	behaved	in
a	mysterious	fashion	and	who	had	eventually	been	found	hanged	in	his	room	…
the	police	had	assumed	that	it	was	suicide,	an	opinion	with	which	Holmes	had	at
once	disagreed.	It	was	strange	that	I	had	not	recognised	him	immediately	for	I
had	admired	Trevelyan	and	had	studied	his	work	on	nervous	diseases	–	he	had
won	the	Bruce	Pinkerton	prize,	no	less.	But	circumstances	had	not	been	kind	to
him	then,	and	had	clearly	become	worse	since,	for	he	had	aged	considerably,
with	a	look	of	exhaustion	and	frustration	that	had	changed	his	appearance.	As	I
recalled,	he	had	not	worn	spectacles	when	we	first	met.	His	health	had	clearly
deteriorated.	But	it	was	certainly	he,	reduced	to	the	role	of	prison	doctor,	a
position	that	was	well	beneath	a	man	of	his	capabilities,	and	it	occurred	to	me,
with	a	sense	of	excitement	that	I	was	careful	to	conceal,	that	he	must	have



colluded	in	this	attempted	escape.	He	certainly	owed	Holmes	a	debt	of	gratitude
and	why	else	would	he	have	pretended	not	to	know	me?	Now	I	understood	how
Holmes	had	got	into	the	coffin	in	the	first	place.	Trevelyan	had	placed	his
orderly	in	charge	quite	deliberately.	Why	else	would	he	have	trusted	a	man	who
was	evidently	unfit	for	any	such	responsibility?	The	coffin	would	have	been
placed	nearby.	Everything	would	have	been	planned	in	advance.	The	pity	of	it
was	that	the	two	labourers	had	been	so	slow	in	their	work.	They	should	have
been	halfway	to	Muswell	Hill,	by	now.	Trevelyan’s	assistance	had	been	to	no
avail.

One	of	the	labourers	had	produced	a	crowbar.	I	watched	as	it	was	placed	under
the	lid.	He	pressed	down	and	the	lid	of	the	coffin	was	torn	free,	the	wood
splintering.	The	two	of	them	stepped	forward	and	lifted	it	off.	As	one,	Harriman,
Hawkins,	Trevelyan	and	I	moved	closer.

‘That’s	him,’	Rivers	grunted.	‘That’s	Jonathan	Wood.’

It	was	true.	The	corpse	that	lay	staring	up	was	a	grey-faced,	worn-out	figure	who
was	definitely	not	Sherlock	Holmes	and	who	was	definitely	dead.

Trevelyan	was	the	first	to	recover	his	composure.	‘Of	course	it’s	Wood,’	he
exclaimed.	‘I	told	you.	He	died	in	the	night	–	a	coronary	infection.’	He	nodded	at
the	undertakers.	‘You	may	close	the	coffin	and	take	him	up.’

‘But	where	is	Sherlock	Holmes?’	Hawkins	cried.

‘He	cannot	have	left	the	prison!’	Harriman	replied.	‘Somehow	he	tricked	us,	but
he	must	still	be	inside,	waiting	his	opportunity.	We	must	raise	the	alarm	and
search	the	place	from	top	to	bottom.’

‘But	that	will	take	all	night!’

Harriman’s	face	was	as	colourless	as	his	hair.	He	span	on	his	heel,	almost
kicking	out	in	his	vexation.	‘I	don’t	care	if	it	takes	all	week!	The	man	must	be
found.’

He	wasn’t.	Two	days	later,	I	was	alone	in	Holmes’s	lodgings,	reading	a	report	of
the	events	that	I	had	myself	witnessed.

Police	are	still	unable	to	explain	the	mysterious	disappearance	of	the



well-known	consulting	detective,	Sherlock	Holmes,	who	was	being	held
at	Holloway	Prison	in	connection	with	the	murder	of	a	young	woman	in
Coppergate	Square.	Inspector	J.	Harriman	who	is	in	charge	of	the	inquiry
has	accused	the	prison	authorities	of	a	dereliction	of	duty,	a	charge	that
has	been	strenuously	denied.	The	fact	remains	that	Mr	Holmes	somehow
managed	to	spirit	himself	out	of	a	locked	cell	and	through	a	dozen	locked
doors	in	a	manner	that	would	appear	to	deny	the	laws	of	nature	and	the
police	are	offering	a	reward	of	£50	to	anyone	who	can	supply	information
leading	to	his	discovery	and	apprehension.

Mrs	Hudson	had	responded	to	this	strange	state	of	affairs	with	a	remarkable
degree	of	indifference.	She	had,	of	course,	read	the	newspaper	accounts	and	had
spoken	but	one	brief	sentence	when	she	had	served	my	breakfast.	‘It’s	a	lot	of
nonsense,	Dr	Watson.’	She	seemed	personally	offended	and	it	is	somehow
comforting	to	me,	all	these	years	later,	to	reflect	that	she	had	complete	faith	in
her	most	famous	lodger,	but	then	she	perhaps	knew	him	better	than	anyone	and
had	put	up	with	all	manner	of	peculiarities	during	the	lengthy	period	that	he	was
with	her,	including	desperate	and	often	undesirable	visitors,	the	violin	playing
late	into	the	night,	the	occasional	seizures	induced	by	liquid	cocaine,	the	long
bouts	of	melancholy,	the	bullets	fired	into	the	wallpaper	and	even	the	pipe
smoke.	True,	Holmes	paid	her	handsomely,	but	she	hardly	ever	complained	and
remained	loyal	to	the	end.	Although	she	flits	in	and	out	of	my	pages,	I	actually
knew	very	little	about	her,	not	even	how	she	came	to	occupy	the	property	at	221
Baker	Street	(I	believe	she	inherited	it	from	her	husband,	although	what	became
of	him	I	cannot	say).	After	Holmes	left,	she	lived	alone.	I	wish	I	had	conversed
with	her	more	and	taken	her	for	granted	a	little	less.

At	any	event,	my	sojourn	was	interrupted	by	the	arrival	of	that	lady,	and	with
her,	another	visitor.	I	had	indeed	heard	the	doorbell	ring	and	a	footfall	on	the
stair	but	preoccupied	as	I	was,	these	sounds	had	barely	registered	so	I	was
unprepared	for	the	arrival	of	the	Reverend	Charles	Fitzsimmons,	the	principal	of
Chorley	Grange	School,	and	greeted	him,	I	am	afraid,	with	a	look	of	blank
puzzlement,	as	if	we	had	never	met	before.	The	fact	that	he	was	wrapped	in	a
thick	black	coat	with	a	hat	and	scarf	across	his	chin	did	help	to	make	a	stranger
of	him.	His	clothes	made	him	look	even	more	rotund	than	he	had	before.

‘You	will	forgive	me	interrupting	you,	Dr	Watson,’	he	said,	divesting	himself	of



these	outer	garments	and	revealing	the	clerical	collar	which	would	have	at	once
jogged	my	memory.	‘I	was	unsure	whether	to	come	but	felt	I	must	…	I	must!
But	first	I	must	ask	you,	sir.	This	extraordinary	business	with	Mr	Sherlock
Holmes,	is	it	true?’

‘It	is	true	that	Holmes	is	suspected	of	a	crime	of	which	he	is	completely
innocent,’	I	replied.

‘But	I	read	now	that	he	has	escaped,	that	he	has	managed	to	spring	himself	from
the	confinement	of	the	law.’

‘Yes,	Mr	Fitzsimmons.	He	has	also	managed	to	evade	his	accusers	in	a	manner
which	is	a	source	of	mystery,	even	to	me.’

‘Do	you	know	where	he	is?’

‘I	have	no	idea.’

‘And	the	child,	Ross,	do	you	have	any	news	of	him?’

‘In	what	sense?’

‘Have	you	found	him	yet?’

Evidently,	Fitzsimmons	had	somehow	missed	the	reports	of	the	boy’s	terrible
death	–	although,	it	occurred	to	me,	sensational	though	they	had	been,	Ross	had
not	actually	been	named.	It	therefore	fell	to	me	to	tell	him	the	truth.	‘I	am	afraid
we	were	too	late.	We	did	find	Ross,	but	he	was	dead.’

‘Dead?	How	did	it	happen?’

‘Somebody	had	beaten	him	very	badly.	He	was	left	to	die	by	the	river,	close	to
Southwark	Bridge.’

The	headmaster’s	eyes	fluttered	and	he	fell	heavily	into	a	chair.	‘Dear	God	in
Heaven!’	he	exclaimed.	‘Who	would	do	such	a	thing	to	a	child?	What
wickedness	is	there	in	this	world?	Then	my	visit	to	you	is	redundant,	Dr	Watson.
I	thought	I	might	be	able	to	help	you	find	him.	I	had	come	upon	a	clue	–	or
rather,	my	dear	wife,	Joanna,	had	discovered	it.	I	brought	it	to	you	in	the	hope
that	you	might	know	the	whereabouts	of	Mr	Holmes	and	pass	it	to	him	and	that
even	given	his	own	exigencies,	he	might	…’	His	voice	trailed	off.	‘But	it	is	too
late.	The	child	should	never	have	left	Chorley	Grange.	I	knew	no	good	would
come	of	it.’



‘What	is	this	clue?’	I	asked.

‘I	have	it	with	me.	It	was,	as	I	say,	my	wife	who	found	it	in	the	dormitory.	She
was	turning	the	mattresses	–	we	do	it	once	a	month	to	air	and	to	fumigate	them.
Some	of	the	boys	have	lice	…	we	wage	a	constant	war	against	them.	At	any
event,	the	bed	occupied	by	Ross	is	now	taken	by	another	child,	but	there	was	a
copybook	concealed	there.’	Fitzsimmons	took	out	a	thin	book	with	a	rough
cover,	faded	and	crumpled.	There	was	a	name	written	in	a	childish	hand,	in
pencil	on	the	front.

‘Ross	could	not	read	or	write	when	he	came	to	us,	but	we	had	endeavoured	to
teach	him	the	rudiments.	Each	child	in	the	school	is	given	a	copybook	and	a
pencil.	You	will	see	inside	his	that	he	has	forsaken	his	exercises.	It	is	all	very
messy.	He	seems	to	have	passed	much	of	his	time	scribbling.	But	on	examining
it,	we	discovered	this	and	it	seemed	to	us	to	have	significance.’

He	had	opened	the	book	in	the	middle	to	show	a	sheet	of	paper,	neatly	folded
and	slipped	inside	as	if	the	intention	had	been	deliberately	to	conceal	it.	Taking	it
out,	he	unfolded	it	and	spread	it	on	the	table	for	me	to	see.	It	was	an
advertisement,	a	cheap	flyer	for	an	attraction	of	the	sort	that	I	knew	had	once
sprung	up	around	such	areas	as	Islington	and	Cheapside	but	which	had	since
become	rarer.	The	text	was	decorated	by	images	of	a	snake,	a	monkey	and	an
armadillo.	It	read:

‘I	would,	of	course,	discourage	my	boys	from	ever	entering	such	a	place,’	the
Reverend	Fitzsimmons	said.	‘Freak	shows,	music	halls,	one	penny	gaffs	…	it
astonishes	me	that	a	great	city	such	as	London	will	tolerate	such	entertainments,



where	everything	that	is	vulgar	and	unnatural	is	celebrated.	The	lessons	of
Sodom	and	Gomorrah	spring	to	mind.	I	say	this	to	you,	Dr	Watson,	as	it	may	be
that	Ross	concealed	this	advertisement	for	no	other	reason	than	that	he	knew	it
was	against	the	very	spirit	of	Chorley	Grange.	It	may	have	been	an	act	of
defiance.	He	was,	as	my	wife	told	you,	a	very	wilful	boy—’

‘But	it	may	also	have	a	connection	for	him,’	I	broke	in.	‘After	he	left	you,	he
sought	refuge	with	a	family	in	King’s	Cross	and	also	with	his	sister.	But	we	have
no	idea	where	he	was	before.	It	could	be	that	he	fell	in	with	this	crowd.’

‘Exactly.	I	feel	sure	it	is	worthy	of	investigation	which	is	why	I	brought	it	to
you.’	Fitzwilliams	collected	his	things	and	got	to	his	feet.	‘Is	there	any
possibility	that	you	will	be	in	communication	with	Mr	Holmes?’

‘I	am	still	hoping	that	he	will	contact	me	in	some	way.’

‘Then	perhaps	you	will	see	what	he	makes	of	it.	Thank	you	for	your	time,	Dr
Watson.	I	am	very,	very	shocked	about	young	Ross.	We	will	pray	for	him	in	the
school	chapel	this	Sunday.	No.	There	is	no	need	to	show	me	out.	I	will	find	my
way.’

He	took	up	his	coat	and	scarf	and	left	the	room.	I	stared	at	the	page,	allowing	my
eyes	to	travel	across	the	gaudy	lettering	and	the	crude	illustrations.	I	think	I	must
have	read	it	two	or	three	times	before	I	saw	what	should	have	been	obvious	to
me	from	the	start.	But	there	was	no	mistaking	it.	Dr	Silkin’s	House	of	Wonders.
Jackdaw	Lane.	Whitechapel.

I	had	just	found	the	House	of	Silk.

	



SEVENTEEN

A	Message

My	wife	returned	to	London	the	following	day.	She	had	sent	me	a	telegram	from
Camberwell	to	inform	me	of	her	arrival	and	I	was	waiting	for	her	at	Holborn
Viaduct	when	her	train	drew	in.	I	have	to	say	that	I	would	not	have	left	Baker
Street	for	any	other	reason.	I	was	still	certain	that	Holmes	would	attempt	to
reach	me	and	dreaded	the	idea	of	his	making	his	way	to	his	lodgings,	with	all	the
dangers	that	would	entail,	only	to	find	me	not	in.	But	nor	could	I	consider
allowing	Mary	to	cross	the	city	unattended.	One	of	her	greatest	virtues	was	her
tolerance,	the	way	she	put	up	with	my	long	absences	in	the	company	of	Sherlock
Holmes.	Never	once	did	she	complain,	although	I	know	she	worried	that	I	was
putting	myself	in	danger,	and	I	owed	it	to	her	now	to	explain	what	had	happened
while	she	had	been	away	and	to	inform	her	that,	regretfully,	it	might	be	a	while
yet	before	we	could	be	permanently	reunited.	And	I	had	missed	her.	I	looked
forward	to	seeing	her	again.

It	was	now	the	second	week	in	December	and,	after	the	bad	weather	that	had
begun	the	month,	the	sun	was	out	and	although	it	was	very	cold,	everything	was
ablaze	with	a	sense	of	prosperity	and	good	cheer.	The	pavements	were	almost
invisible	beneath	the	bustle	of	families	arriving	from	the	countryside	and
bringing	with	them	wide-eyed	children	in	numbers	that	might	have	populated	a
small	city	themselves.	The	ice-rakers	and	the	crossing-sweepers	were	out.	The
sweetmeat	and	grocer	shops	were	gloriously	festooned.	Every	window	carried
advertisements	for	goose	clubs,	roast	beef	clubs	and	pudding	clubs	and	the	very
air	was	filled	with	the	aroma	of	burned	sugar	and	mincemeat.	As	I	climbed	down
from	my	brougham	and	made	my	way	into	the	station,	pushing	against	the
crowd,	I	reflected	on	the	circumstances	that	had	alienated	me	from	all	this
activity,	from	the	day-to-day	pleasures	of	London	in	the	festive	season.	That	was
perhaps	the	disadvantage	of	my	association	with	Sherlock	Holmes.	It	drew	me
into	dark	places	where,	in	truth,	nobody	would	choose	to	go.



The	station	was	no	less	crowded.	The	trains	were	on	time,	the	platforms	filled
with	young	men	carrying	parcels,	packages	and	hampers,	scurrying	around	as
excitably	as	Alice’s	white	rabbit.	Mary’s	train	had	already	arrived	and	I	was
briefly	unable	to	locate	her	as	the	doors	opened,	pouring	yet	more	souls	into	the
metropolis.	But	then	I	saw	her	and,	as	she	climbed	down	from	her	carriage,	an
event	occurred	that	caused	me	a	moment	of	disquiet.	A	man	appeared,	shuffling
across	the	platform	as	if	about	to	accost	her.	I	could	only	see	him	from	the	back
and,	apart	from	an	ill-fitting	jacket	and	red	hair,	would	have	been	unable	to
identify	him	again.	He	seemed	to	speak	briefly	to	her,	then	boarded	the	train,
disappearing	from	sight.	But	perhaps	I	was	mistaken.	As	I	approached	her	she
saw	me	and	smiled	and	then	I	had	taken	her	in	my	arms	and	together	we	were
walking	towards	the	entrance	where	I	had	told	my	driver	to	wait.

There	was	much	that	Mary	wanted	to	tell	me	of	her	visit.	Mrs	Forrester	had	been
delighted	to	see	her	and	the	two	of	them	had	become	the	closest	of	companions,
their	relationship	of	governess	and	employer	being	long	behind	them.	The	boy,
Richard,	was	polite	and	well	behaved	and,	once	he	had	begun	to	recover	from
his	sickness,	charming	company.	He	was	also	an	avid	reader	of	my	stories!	The
household	was	just	as	she	remembered	it,	comfortable	and	welcoming.	The
whole	visit	had	been	a	success,	apart	from	a	slight	headache	and	sore	throat	that
she	had	herself	picked	up	in	the	last	few	days	and	which	had	been	exacerbated
by	the	journey.	She	looked	tired	and,	when	I	pressed	her,	she	complained	of	a
sense	of	heaviness	in	the	muscles	of	her	arms	and	legs.	‘But	don’t	fuss	over	me,
John.	I’ll	be	quite	my	old	self	after	a	rest	and	a	cup	of	tea.	I	want	to	hear	all	your
news.	What	is	this	extraordinary	business	I’ve	been	reading	about	with	Sherlock
Holmes?’

I	wonder	to	what	extent	I	should	blame	myself	for	not	examining	Mary	more
closely.	But	I	was	preoccupied	and	she	herself	made	light	of	her	illness.	And	I
was	thinking	also	of	the	strange	man	who	had	approached	her.	It	is	quite	likely
that,	even	had	I	known,	there	would	have	been	nothing	that	I	could	do.	But	even
so,	I	have	always	had	to	live	with	the	knowledge	that	I	took	her	complaints	too
lightly	and	failed	to	recognise	the	early	signs	of	the	typhoid	fever	which	would
take	her	from	me	all	too	soon.

It	was	she	who	brought	up	the	message,	just	after	we	set	off.	‘Did	you	see	that
man	just	now?’	she	asked.

‘At	the	train?	Yes,	I	did	see	him.	Did	he	speak	to	you?’



‘He	addressed	me	by	name.’

I	was	startled.	‘What	did	he	say?’

‘Just	“Good	morning,	Mrs	Watson.”	He	was	very	uncouth.	A	working	man,	I
would	have	said.	And	he	pressed	this	into	my	hand.’

She	produced	a	small	cloth	bag	which	she	had	been	clutching	all	the	time	but
which	she	had	almost	forgotten	in	the	pleasure	of	our	reunion	and	our	necessary
haste	leaving	the	station.	Now	she	handed	it	to	me.	There	was	something	heavy
inside	the	bag,	and	I	thought	at	first	that	it	might	be	coins	for	I	heard	the	clink	of
metal,	but	on	opening	it	and	pouring	the	contents	into	the	palm	of	my	hand,	I
found	myself	holding	three	solid	nails.

‘What	is	the	meaning	of	this?’	I	asked.	‘Did	the	man	say	nothing	more?	Can	you
describe	him?’

‘Not	really,	my	dear.	I	barely	glanced	at	him	as	I	was	looking	at	you.	He	had
chestnut	hair,	I	think.	And	a	dirty,	unshaven	face.	Does	it	matter?’

‘He	said	nothing	else?	Did	he	demand	money?’

‘I	told	you.	He	greeted	me	by	name;	nothing	more.’

‘But	why	on	earth	would	anyone	give	you	a	bag	of	nails?’	The	words	were	no
sooner	out	of	my	mouth	than	I	understood	and	let	out	a	cry	of	exultation.	‘The
Bag	of	Nails!	Of	course!’

‘What	is	it,	my	dear?’

‘I	believe,	Mary,	that	you	may	have	just	met	Holmes	himself.’

‘It	looked	nothing	like	him.’

‘That	is	exactly	the	idea!’

‘This	bag	of	nails	means	something	you?’

It	meant	a	great	deal.	Holmes	wanted	me	to	return	to	one	of	the	two	public
houses	that	we	had	visited	when	we	were	searching	for	Ross.	Both	had	been
called	The	Bag	of	Nails,	but	which	one	did	he	have	in	mind?	It	would	surely	not
be	the	second	one,	in	Lambeth,	for	that	was	where	Sally	Dixon	had	worked	and
it	was	known	to	the	police.	All	in	all,	the	first	one,	in	Edge	Lane,	was	more
likely.	For	he	was	certainly	afraid	of	being	seen;	that	much	was	implicit	in	the
manner	he	had	chosen	to	communicate	with	me.	He	had	been	in	disguise	and	if



anyone	had	seen	the	approach	and	tried	to	apprehend	Mary	or	myself	on	the
station	platform,	they	would	have	found	nothing	but	a	cloth	bag	with	three
carpenter’s	nails	and	no	indication	at	all	that	a	message	had	been	passed.

‘My	dear,	I’m	afraid	I	am	going	to	have	to	abandon	you	the	moment	we	are
home,’	I	said.

‘You	are	not	in	any	danger	are	you,	John?’

‘I	hope	not.’

She	sighed.	‘Sometimes	I	think	you	are	fonder	of	Mr	Holmes	than	you	are	of
me.’	She	saw	the	look	on	my	face	and	patted	my	hand	gently.	‘I’m	only	being
pleasant	with	you.	And	you	don’t	need	to	come	all	the	way	to	Kensington.	We
can	stop	at	the	next	corner.	The	driver	can	bring	in	my	bags	and	I	can	see	myself
home.’	I	hesitated	and	she	looked	at	me	more	seriously.	‘Go	to	him,	John.	If	he
resorted	to	such	lengths	to	send	a	message,	then	he	must	be	in	trouble	and	needs
you	as	he	has	always	needed	you.	You	cannot	refuse.’

And	so	I	parted	company	from	her,	not	just	taking	my	life	in	my	hands	but
almost	losing	it	as	I	slipped	out	in	the	traffic,	coming	close	to	being	run	over	by
an	omnibus	in	the	Strand.	For	it	had	occurred	to	me	that,	if	Holmes	was	afraid	of
being	followed,	I	should	be	too,	and	it	was	therefore	vital	that	I	should	not	be
seen.	I	dodged	between	various	carriages	and	finally	reached	the	safety	of	the
pavement	where	I	looked	carefully	about	me	before	turning	back	the	way	I	had
come,	arriving	in	that	forlorn	and	sorry	part	of	Shoreditch	about	thirty	minutes
later.	I	remembered	the	public	house	well.	A	rundown	place	that	looked	little
better	in	the	sunlight	than	it	had	in	the	fog.	I	crossed	the	street	and	went	in.

There	was	one	man	sitting	in	the	saloon	bar	and	it	was	not	Sherlock	Holmes.	To
my	great	surprise	and	somewhat	to	my	mortification,	I	recognised	the	man	called
Rivers	who	had	assisted	Dr	Trevelyan	at	Holloway	Prison.	He	was	no	longer
wearing	his	uniform,	but	his	vacant	expression,	sunken	eyes	and	unruly	ginger
hair	were	unmistakable.	He	was	slouching	at	a	table	with	a	glass	of	stout.

‘Mr	Rivers!’	I	exclaimed.

‘Sit	down	with	me,	Watson.	It’s	very	good	to	see	you	again.’

It	was	Holmes	who	had	spoken	–	and	in	that	second	I	understood	how	I	had	been
deceived	and	how	he	had	effected	his	escape	from	prison	in	front	of	my	very
eyes.	I	confess	that	I	almost	fell	into	the	seat	that	he	had	proffered,	seeing,	with	a



sense	of	haplessness,	the	smile	that	I	knew	so	well,	beaming	at	me	from	beneath
the	wig	and	the	make-up.	For	that	was	the	wonderment	of	Holmes’s	disguises.	It
wasn’t	that	he	used	a	great	deal	of	theatrical	trickery	or	camouflage.	It	was	more
that	he	had	a	knack	of	metamorphosing	into	whatever	character	he	wished	to
play	and	that	if	he	believed	it,	you	would	believe	it	too,	right	up	to	the	moment
of	revelation.	It	was	like	gazing	at	an	obscure	point	on	a	distant	landscape,	at	a
rock	or	a	tree	which	had	taken	on	the	shape,	perhaps,	of	an	animal.	And	yet	once
you	had	drawn	closer	and	seen	it	for	what	it	was,	it	would	never	deceive	you
again.	I	had	sat	down	with	Rivers.	But	now	it	was	obvious	to	me	that	I	was	with
Holmes.

‘Tell	me—’	I	began.

‘All	in	good	time,	my	dear	fellow,’	he	interrupted.	‘First,	assure	me	that	you
were	not	followed	here.’

‘I	am	certain	I	am	alone.’

‘And	yet	there	were	two	men	behind	you	at	Holborn	Viaduct.	Policemen,	from
the	look	of	them,	and	doubtless	in	the	employ	of	our	friend,	Inspector	Harriman.’

‘I	didn’t	see	them.	But	I	took	great	care	leaving	my	wife’s	carriage	when	it	was
halfway	down	the	Strand.	I	didn’t	allow	it	to	come	to	a	complete	stop	and
slipped	behind	a	barouche.	I	can	assure	you	that	if	there	were	two	men	with	me
at	the	station,	they	are	now	in	Kensington	and	wondering	what	became	of	me.’

‘My	trusty	Watson!’

‘But	how	did	you	know	that	my	wife	was	arriving	today?	How	did	you	even
come	to	be	at	Holborn	Viaduct	at	all?’

‘That	is	simplicity	itself.	I	followed	you	from	Baker	Street,	realised	which	train
you	must	be	meeting	and	managed	to	get	ahead	of	you	in	the	crowd.’

‘That	is	only	the	first	of	my	questions,	Holmes,	and	I	must	insist	that	you	satisfy
me	on	all	counts,	for	it	makes	my	head	spin,	simply	to	see	you	sitting	here.	Let
us	start	with	Dr	Trevelyan.	I	assume	you	recognised	him	and	persuaded	him	to
help	you	escape.’

‘That	is	exactly	the	case.	It	was	a	happy	coincidence	that	our	former	client
should	have	found	employment	at	the	prison	although	I	would	like	to	think	that
any	medical	man	would	have	been	persuaded	to	my	cause,	particularly	when	it
became	clear	that	there	was	a	plan	to	murder	me.’



‘You	knew	of	that?’

Holmes	glanced	at	me	keenly,	and	I	realised	that	if	I	were	not	to	break	the	pledge
I	had	given	to	my	sinister	host,	two	nights	before,	then	I	must	pretend	to	know
nothing	at	all.	‘I	expected	it	from	the	moment	I	was	arrested.	It	was	clear	to	me
that	the	evidence	against	me	would	begin	to	fall	apart	as	soon	as	I	was	allowed
to	speak	and	so,	of	course,	my	enemies	would	not	permit	it.	I	was	waiting	for	an
attack	of	any	description	and	took	particular	care	to	examine	my	food.	Contrary
to	popular	belief,	there	are	very	few	poisons	that	are	completely	tasteless	and
certainly	not	the	arsenic	which	they	hoped	would	finish	me.	I	detected	it	in	a
bowl	of	meat	broth	which	was	brought	to	me	on	my	second	evening	…	a
particularly	foolish	attempt,	Watson,	and	one	that	I	was	grateful	for,	as	it	gave
me	exactly	the	weapon	that	I	needed.’

‘Was	Harriman	part	of	this	plot?’	I	asked,	unable	to	keep	the	fury	out	of	my
voice.

‘Inspector	Harriman	has	either	been	paid	well	or	is	at	the	very	heart	of	the
conspiracy	that	you	and	I	have	uncovered.	I	suspect	the	latter.	I	thought	of	going
to	Hawkins.	The	chief	warder	had	struck	me	as	a	civilised	man	and	he	had	taken
pains	to	ensure	that	my	stay	at	the	House	of	Correction	had	not	been	any	more
uncomfortable	than	it	had	to	be.	However,	to	have	raised	the	alarm	too	soon
might	have	been	to	precipitate	a	second,	more	lethal	attack,	and	so	instead,	I
requested	an	interview	with	the	medical	officer	and,	after	being	escorted	to	the
hospital,	was	delighted	to	discover	that	we	were	already	acquainted,	for	it	made
my	task	considerably	easier.	I	showed	him	the	sample	of	the	soup	that	I	had	kept
back	and	explained	to	him	what	was	afoot,	that	I	had	been	falsely	arrested	and
that	it	was	my	enemies’	intention	that	I	should	never	leave	Holloway	alive.	Dr
Trevelyan	was	horrified.	He	would	have	been	inclined	to	believe	me	anyway	for
he	still	felt	himself	to	be	in	debt	to	me	following	that	business	in	Brook	Street.’

‘How	did	he	come	to	be	in	Holloway?’

‘Needs	must,	Watson.	You	will	recall	that	he	lost	his	employment	after	the	death
of	his	resident	patient.	Trevelyan	is	a	brilliant	man,	but	one	whom	fortune	has
never	favoured.	After	drifting	several	months,	the	position	at	Holloway	was	the
only	one	he	could	find	and,	reluctantly,	he	took	it.	We	must	try	to	help	him	one
day.’

‘Indeed	so,	Holmes.	But	continue	…’



‘His	first	instinct	was	to	inform	the	chief	warder,	but	I	persuaded	him	that	the
conspiracy	against	me	was	too	entrenched,	my	enemies	too	powerful,	and	that
although	it	was	critical	for	me	to	regain	my	liberty,	we	could	not	risk	involving
anybody	else	and	it	would	have	to	be	achieved	by	other	means.	We	began	to
discuss	what	these	might	be.	It	was	obvious	to	Trevelyan,	as	it	was	to	me,	that	I
could	not	physically	force	my	way	out.	That	is,	there	was	no	question	of	digging
a	tunnel	or	climbing	the	walls.	There	were	no	fewer	than	nine	locked	doors	and
gates	between	my	cell	and	the	outside	world,	and	even	with	the	best	of	disguises,
I	could	not	hope	to	walk	through	them	unchallenged.	Clearly,	I	could	not
consider	the	use	of	violence.	For	about	an	hour	we	spoke	together	and	all	the
time	I	was	anxious	that	Inspector	Harriman	might	reappear	at	any	moment	for	he
was	still	continuing	to	interview	me	to	lend	credence	to	his	empty	and	fraudulent
investigation.

‘And	then	Trevelyan	mentioned	Jonathan	Wood,	a	poor	wretch	who	has	spent
most	of	his	life	in	prison	and	who	was	about	to	end	it	there	for	he	had	fallen
grievously	ill	and	was	not	expected	to	survive	the	night.	Trevelyan	suggested	to
me	that	when	Wood	died,	I	could	be	admitted	to	the	prison	hospital.	He	would
conceal	the	body	and	smuggle	me	out	in	the	coffin.	That	was	his	idea	but	I
dismissed	it	with	barely	a	second	thought.	There	were	too	many	impracticalities,
not	the	least	of	which	must	be	the	growing	suspicions	of	my	persecutors	who
would	be	wondering	already	why	the	poison	administered	in	my	evening	meal
had	failed	to	finish	me	and	who	might	already	suspect	that	I	was	wise	to	them.	A
dead	body	leaving	the	prison	at	such	a	time	would	be	too	obvious.	It	was	exactly
the	sort	of	move	they	would	expect	me	to	make.

‘But	during	my	time	in	the	hospital	I	had	already	taken	note	of	the	orderly,
Rivers,	and	in	particular	the	good	fortune	of	his	appearance:	his	slovenly	manner
and	bright	red	hair.	I	saw	at	once	that	all	the	necessary	elements	–	Harriman,	the
poison,	the	dying	man	–	were	in	place	and	that	it	would	be	possible	to	devise	an
alternative	scheme,	using	one	against	the	other.	I	told	Trevelyan	what	I	would
need	and	to	his	eternal	credit	he	did	not	question	my	judgement	but	did	as	I
requested.

‘Wood	died	shortly	before	midnight.	Trevelyan	came	to	my	cell	and	told	me
personally	what	had	come	to	pass,	then	returned	home	to	collect	the	few	items
which	I	had	requested	and	which	I	would	need.	The	following	morning,	I
announced	that	my	own	illness	had	worsened.	Trevelyan	diagnosed	severe	food
poisoning	and	admitted	me	to	the	hospital	where	Wood	had	already	been	laid



out.	I	was	there	when	his	coffin	arrived	and	even	helped	lift	him	into	it.	Rivers,
however,	was	absent.	He	had	been	given	the	day	off	and	now	Trevelyan
produced	the	wig	and	the	change	of	clothes	which	would	allow	me	to	disguise
myself	as	him.	The	coffin	was	removed	shortly	before	three	o’clock	and	at	last
everything	was	in	place.	You	must	understand	the	psychology,	Watson.	We
needed	Harriman	to	do	our	work	for	us.	First	of	all,	we	would	reveal	my
extraordinary	and	inexplicable	disappearance	from	a	securely	locked	cell.	Then,
almost	immediately,	we	would	inform	him	of	a	coffin	and	a	dead	body	that	had
just	left	the	place.	Under	the	circumstances,	I	had	no	doubt	that	he	would	jump
to	the	wrong	conclusion,	which	is	precisely	what	he	did.	So	confident	was	he
that	I	was	in	the	coffin,	that	he	did	not	take	so	much	as	a	second	glance	at	the
slow-witted	orderly	who	was	seemingly	responsible	for	what	had	occurred.	He
rushed	off,	in	effect	easing	my	passage	out.	It	was	Harriman	who	ordered	the
doors	to	be	unlocked	and	opened.	It	was	Harriman	who	undermined	the	very
security	that	should	have	kept	me	in.’

‘It’s	true,	Holmes,’	I	exclaimed.	‘I	never	looked	at	you.	All	my	attention	was
focused	on	the	coffin.’

‘I	have	to	say	that	your	sudden	appearance	was	the	one	eventuality	that	I	had
never	considered	and	I	was	afraid	that	at	the	very	least	you	might	reveal	your
acquaintanceship	with	Dr	Trevelyan.	But	you	were	magnificent,	Watson.	I	would
say	that	having	both	you	and	the	warder	there	actually	added	to	the	sense	of
urgency	and	made	Harriman	more	determined	to	chase	down	the	coffin	before	it
left.’

There	was	such	a	twinkle	in	his	eye	as	he	said	this	that	I	took	it	as	a	compliment,
although	I	understood	the	role	I	had	actually	played	in	the	adventure.	Holmes
liked	an	audience	as	much	as	any	actor	on	the	stage	and	the	more	there	were	of
us	present,	the	easier	he	would	have	found	it	to	play	the	part.	‘But	what	are	we	to
do	now?’	I	asked.	‘You	are	a	fugitive.	Your	name	is	discredited.	The	very	fact
that	you	have	chosen	to	escape	will	only	help	to	persuade	the	world	of	your
guilt.’

‘You	paint	a	bleak	picture,	Watson.	For	my	part,	I	would	say	that	circumstances
have	immeasurably	improved	since	last	week.’

‘Where	are	you	staying?’

‘Have	I	not	told	you?	I	keep	rooms	all	over	London	for	eventualities	just	such	as



this.	I	have	one	nearby,	and	I	can	assure	that	it	is	a	great	deal	more	agreeable
than	the	accommodation	I	have	just	left.’

‘Even	so,	Holmes,	it	seems	that	you	have	inadvertently	made	many	enemies.’

‘That	does	indeed	seem	to	be	case.	We	have	to	ask	ourselves	what	it	is	that
unites	such	disparate	bodies	as	Lord	Horace	Blackwater,	scion	of	one	of
England’s	oldest	families,	Dr	Thomas	Ackland,	benefactor	of	the	Westminster
Hospital	and	Inspector	Harriman,	who	has	fifteen	years	unblemished	service	in
the	Metropolitan	Police.	This	is	the	question	that	I	put	to	you	in	the	less	than
congenial	surroundings	of	the	Old	Bailey.	What	do	these	three	men	have	in
common?	Well,	the	fact	that	they	are	all	men	is	a	start.	They	are	all	wealthy	and
well	connected.	When	brother	Mycroft	spoke	of	a	scandal,	these	are	the	very	sort
of	people	who	might	be	damaged.	I	understand,	by	the	by,	that	you	returned	to
Wimbledon.’

I	could	not	possibly	conceive	how,	or	from	whom,	Holmes	could	have	heard	this
but	it	was	not	the	time	to	go	into	such	details.	I	merely	assented	and	briefly	told
him	of	the	circumstances	of	my	last	visit.	He	seemed	particularly	agitated	by	the
news	of	Eliza	Carstairs,	the	rapid	decline	in	her	health.	‘We	are	dealing	with	a
mind	of	unusual	cunning	and	cruelty,	Watson.	This	matter	cuts	very	deep	and	it
is	imperative	that	we	conclude	this	business	so	that	we	can	visit	Edmund
Carstairs	again.’

‘Do	you	think	that	the	two	are	connected?’	I	asked.	‘I	cannot	see	how	the	events
in	Boston	and	even	the	shooting	of	Keelan	O’Donaghue	at	a	private	hotel	here	in
London	could	possibly	have	led	to	the	horrible	business	with	which	we	are	now
occupied.’

‘But	that	is	only	because	you	are	assuming	that	Keelan	O’Donaghue	is	dead,’
replied	Holmes.	‘Well,	we	shall	have	more	news	of	that	soon	enough.	While	I
was	in	Holloway,	I	was	able	to	send	a	message	to	Belfast—’

‘They	permitted	you	to	wire?’

‘I	had	no	need	for	the	post	office.	The	criminal	underworld	is	faster	and	less
expensive	and	available	to	anyone	who	happens	to	find	themselves	on	the	wrong
side	of	the	law.	There	was	a	man	in	my	wing,	a	forger	by	the	name	of	Jacks
whom	I	met	in	the	exercise	yard	and	who	was	released	two	days	ago.	He	carried
my	enquiry	with	him,	and	as	soon	as	I	have	a	reply,	you	and	I	shall	return	to
Wimbledon	together.	In	the	meantime,	you	have	not	answered	my	question.’



‘What	connects	the	five	men?	The	answer	is	obvious.	It	is	the	House	of	Silk.’

‘And	what	is	the	House	of	Silk?’

‘Of	that	I	have	no	idea.	But	I	think	I	can	tell	you	where	to	find	it.’

‘Watson,	you	astonish	me.’

‘You	do	not	know?’

‘I	have	known	for	some	time.	Nonetheless,	I	will	be	fascinated	to	know	your
own	conclusions	–	and	how	you	arrived	at	them.’

By	good	fortune,	I	had	been	carrying	the	advertisement	with	me	and	now
unfolded	it	and	showed	it	to	my	friend,	relating	my	recent	interview	with	the
Reverend	Charles	Fitzsimmons.	‘Dr	Silkin’s	House	of	Wonders,’	he	read.	For	a
moment	he	seemed	puzzled,	but	then	his	face	brightened.	‘But	of	course.	This	is
exactly	what	we	have	been	looking	for.	Once	again	I	must	congratulate	you,
Watson.	While	I	have	been	languishing	in	confinement,	you	have	been	busy.’

‘This	was	the	address	that	you	had	expected?’

‘Jackdaw	Lane?	Not	exactly.	Nonetheless,	I	am	confident	that	it	will	provide	all
the	answers	that	we	have	been	searching	for.	What	time	is	it?	Almost	one
o’clock.	I	would	imagine	we	would	do	better	to	approach	such	a	place	under
cover	of	darkness.	Would	you	be	amenable	to	meeting	me	here	again	in,	shall	we
say,	four	hours?’

‘I	would	be	happy	to,	Holmes.’

‘I	knew	I	could	count	on	you.	And	I	would	suggest	you	bring	your	service
revolver,	Watson.	There	are	many	dangers	afoot	and	I	fear	it	is	going	to	be	a	long
night.’

	



EIGHTEEN

The	Fortune-Teller

There	are,	I	think,	occasions	when	you	know	that	you	have	arrived	at	the	end	of
a	long	journey,	when,	even	though	your	destination	is	still	concealed	from	sight,
you	are	somehow	aware	that	when	you	turn	the	corner	that	lies	just	ahead	of	you,
there	it	will	be.	That	was	how	I	felt	as	I	approached	The	Bag	of	Nails	a	second
time,	just	before	five	o’clock,	with	the	sun	already	down	and	a	chill,	unforgiving
darkness	descending	on	the	city.	Mary	had	been	asleep	when	I	returned	home
and	I	had	not	disturbed	her,	but	as	I	had	stood	there	in	my	consulting	room,
weighing	my	revolver	in	my	hand	and	checking	that	it	was	fully	loaded,	I
wondered	what	a	casual	observer	would	make	of	the	scene:	a	respectable	doctor
in	Kensington	arming	himself	and	preparing	to	set	out	in	pursuit	of	a	conspiracy
that	had	so	far	encompassed	murder,	torture,	kidnap	and	the	perversion	of
justice.	I	slipped	the	weapon	into	my	pocket,	reached	for	my	greatcoat	and	went
out.

Holmes	was	no	longer	in	disguise,	apart	from	a	hat	and	a	scarf	which	he	had
drawn	across	the	lower	part	of	his	face.	He	had	ordered	two	brandies	to	brace	us
against	the	bitterness	of	the	night.	I	would	not	have	been	surprised	if	it	had
snowed,	for	there	had	already	been	a	few	flakes	blowing	in	the	breeze	as	I
arrived.	We	barely	spoke,	but	I	remember	that	as	we	set	the	glasses	down	he
glanced	at	me,	and	I	saw	all	the	good	humour	and	resoluteness	that	I	knew	so
well,	positively	dancing	in	his	eyes	and	understood	that	he	was	as	eager	as	I	to
have	this	done	with.

‘So,	Watson	…?’	he	asked.

‘Yes,	Holmes,’	I	said.	‘I	am	ready.’

‘And	I	am	very	glad	to	have	you	once	again	at	my	side.’

A	cab	carried	us	east	and	we	descended	on	the	Whitechapel	Road,	walking	the
remaining	distance	to	Jackdaw	Lane.	These	travelling	fairs	could	be	found	all



over	the	countryside	during	the	summer	months	but	came	into	the	city	as	soon	as
the	weather	turned	and	they	were	notorious	for	the	late	hours	they	kept	and	the
din	that	they	made	–	indeed,	I	wondered	how	the	local	populace	could	possibly
endure	Dr	Silkin’s	House	of	Wonders,	for	I	heard	it	long	before	I	saw	it;	the
grinding	of	an	organ,	the	beat	of	a	drum,	and	a	man’s	voice	shouting	into	the
night.	Jackdaw	Lane	was	a	narrow	passageway	running	between	the
Whitechapel	and	Commercial	Roads,	with	buildings,	mainly	shops	and
warehouses,	rising	three	storeys	on	either	side	with	windows	that	seemed	too
small	for	the	amount	of	bricks	that	surrounded	them.	An	alleyway	opened	out
about	halfway	down	and	it	was	here	that	a	man	had	imposed	himself,	dressed	in
a	frock	coat,	an	old-fashioned	four-in-hand	necktie	and	a	top	hat	so	beaten	about
that	it	seemed	to	be	perched	on	the	side	of	his	head	as	if	trying	to	throw	itself	off.
He	had	the	beard,	the	moustache,	the	pointed	nose	and	the	bright	eyes	of	a
pantomime	Mephistopheles.

‘One	penny	entrance!’	he	exclaimed.	‘Step	inside	and	you	will	not	regret	it.	Here
you	will	see	some	of	the	wonders	of	the	world	from	Negros	to	Esquimaux	and
more	besides.	Come,	gentlemen!	Dr	Silkin’s	House	of	Wonders.	It	will	amaze
you.	It	will	astonish	you.	Never	will	you	forget	what	you	see	here	tonight.’

‘You	are	Dr	Silkin?’	Holmes	asked.

‘I	have	that	honour,	sir.	Dr	Asmodeus	Silkin,	late	of	India,	late	of	the	Congo.	My
travels	have	taken	me	all	over	the	world	and	all	that	I	have	experienced	you	will
find	here	for	the	sum	of	a	single	penny.’

A	black	dwarf	in	a	pea	jacket	and	military	trousers	stood	next	to	him,	beating	out
a	rhythm	on	a	drum	and	adding	a	loud	roll	every	time	the	penny	was	mentioned.
We	paid	over	two	coins	and	were	duly	ushered	through.

The	spectacle	that	awaited	us	took	me	by	quite	surprise.	I	suppose	in	the	harsh
light	of	the	day	it	might	have	been	revealed	in	all	its	tawdry	shabbiness	but	the
night,	held	at	bay	by	a	ring	of	burning	braziers,	had	lent	it	a	certain	exoticism	so
that	if	you	did	not	look	too	closely	you	really	could	believe	that	you	had	been
transported	to	another	world	…	perhaps	one	in	a	storybook.

We	were	in	a	cobbled	yard,	surrounded	by	buildings	in	such	a	state	of	disrepair
that	they	were	partly	open	to	the	elements	with	crumbling	doorways	and	rickety
staircases	dangling	precariously	from	the	brickwork.	Some	of	these
entranceways	had	been	hung	with	crimson	curtains	and	signs	advertising



entertainments	that	a	further	payment	of	a	halfpence	or	farthing	would	provide.
The	man	with	no	neck.	The	world’s	ugliest	woman.	The	five-legged	pig.	Others
were	open,	with	waxworks	and	peep	shows	providing	a	glimpse	of	the	sort	of
horrors	that	I	knew	all	too	well	from	my	time	with	Holmes.	Murder	seemed	to	be
the	predominant	theme.	Maria	Martin	was	there,	as	was	Mary	Ann	Nichols,
lying	with	her	throat	slit	and	her	abdomen	open	just	as	she	had	been	when	she
was	discovered	not	far	from	here,	two	years	before.	I	heard	the	crack	of	rifles.	A
shooting	gallery	had	been	set	up	inside	one	of	the	buildings,	I	could	make	out	the
gas	flames	jetting	and	the	green	bottles	standing	at	the	far	end.

These	attractions	and	others	were	contained	in	the	outer	perimeter,	but	there
were	also	gypsy	wagons	parked	in	the	courtyard	itself,	with	platforms
constructed	between	them	for	performances	that	would	continue	throughout	the
night.	A	pair	of	identical	twins,	orientals,	were	juggling	a	dozen	balls,	hurling
them	between	them	with	such	fluidity	that	they	made	it	seem	automatic.	A	black
man	in	a	loincloth	held	up	a	poker	that	had	been	made	red-hot	in	a	charcoal
burner	and	licked	it	with	his	tongue.	A	woman	in	a	cumbersome,	feathered
turban	read	palms.	An	elderly	magician	performed	parlour	tricks.	And	all
around,	a	crowd,	far	larger	than	I	would	have	expected	–	there	must	have	been
more	than	two	hundred	people	there	–	laughed	and	applauded,	wandering
aimlessly	from	performance	to	performance	while	a	barrel	organ	jangled
ceaselessly	around	them.	I	noticed	a	woman	of	monstrous	girth	strolling	before
me	and	another	so	tiny	that	she	could	have	been	a	child,	but	for	her	elderly
appearance.	Were	they	spectators	or	part	of	spectacle?	It	was	hard	to	be	sure.

‘So,	what	now?’	Holmes	asked	me.

‘I	really	have	no	idea,’	I	replied.

‘Do	you	still	believe	this	to	be	the	House	of	Silk?’

‘It	seems	unlikely,	I	agree.’	I	suddenly	realised	the	import	of	what	he	had	just
said.	‘Are	you	telling	me	that	you	do	not	think	it	is?’

‘I	knew	from	the	outset	that	there	was	no	possibility	of	it	so	being.’

For	once,	I	could	not	hide	my	irritation	‘I	have	to	say,	Holmes,	that	there	are
times	when	you	try	my	patience	to	the	limit.	If	you	knew	from	the	start	that	this
was	not	the	House	of	Silk	then	perhaps	you	can	tell	me	–	why	are	we	here?’

‘Because	we	are	supposed	to	be.	We	were	invited.’



‘The	advertisement	…?’

‘It	was	meant	to	be	discovered,	Watson.	And	you	were	meant	to	give	it	to	me.’

I	could	only	shake	my	head	at	these	enigmatic	answers	and	decided	that,
following	his	ordeal	in	Holloway	prison,	Holmes	had	returned	entirely	to	his	old
self	–	secretive,	over-confident	and	thoroughly	annoying.	And	still	I	was
determined	to	prove	him	wrong.	Surely	it	could	not	be	a	coincidence,	the	name
of	Dr	Silkin	on	the	advertisements,	the	fact	that	one	had	been	found	concealed
beneath	Ross’s	bed.	If	it	was	meant	to	be	discovered,	why	place	it	there?	I
looked	around	me,	searching	for	anything	that	might	be	worth	my	attention,	but
in	the	whirl	of	activity,	with	the	flames	of	the	torches	flickering	and	dancing,	it
was	almost	impossible	to	settle	on	anything	that	might	be	relevant.	The	jugglers
were	throwing	swords	at	each	other	now.	There	was	another	rifle	shot	and	one	of
the	bottles	exploded,	showering	glass	over	the	shelf.	The	magician	reached	into
the	air	and	produced	a	bouquet	of	silk	flowers.	The	crowd,	standing	around	him,
applauded.

‘Well,	we	might	as	well	…’	I	began.

But	then,	at	that	very	moment,	I	saw	something	and	my	breath	caught	in	my
throat.	It	could,	of	course,	be	a	coincidence.	It	might	mean	nothing	at	all.
Perhaps	I	was	trying	to	read	some	significance	into	a	tiny	detail	simply	to	justify
our	presence	here.	But	it	was	the	fortune-teller.	She	was	sitting	on	a	sort	of
raised	platform	in	front	of	her	caravan	behind	a	table	on	which	were	spread	out
the	tools	of	her	trade:	a	deck	of	tarot	cards,	a	crystal	ball,	a	silver	pyramid	and	a
few	sheets	of	paper	with	strange	runes	and	diagrams.	She	had	been	gazing	in	my
direction	and,	as	I	caught	her	eye,	it	seemed	to	me	that	she	raised	a	hand	in
salutation,	and	there	it	was,	tied	around	her	wrist:	a	length	of	white,	silk	ribbon.

My	immediate	thought	was	to	alert	Sherlock	Holmes	but	almost	at	once	I
decided	against	it.	I	felt	I	had	been	ridiculed	enough	for	one	evening.	And	so,
without	explanation,	I	left	his	side,	wandering	forward	as	if	drawn	by	idle
curiosity	and	then	climbed	the	few	steps	to	the	platform.	The	gypsy	woman
surveyed	me	as	if	she	had	not	just	expected	me	to	come	but	had	foreseen	it.	She
was	a	large,	masculine	woman	with	a	heavy	jaw	and	mournful,	grey	eyes.

‘I	would	like	to	have	my	fortune	told,’	I	said.

‘Sit	down,’	she	replied.	She	had	a	foreign	accent	and	a	manner	of	speech	that
was	surly	and	unwelcoming.	There	was	a	footstool	opposite	her	in	the	cramped



space	and	I	lowered	myself	onto	it.

‘Can	you	see	the	future?’	I	asked.

‘It	will	cost	you	a	penny.’

I	paid	her	the	money	and	she	took	my	hand,	spreading	it	in	her	own	so	that	the
white	ribbon	was	right	before	me.	Then	she	stretched	out	a	withered	finger	and
began	to	trace	the	lines	on	my	palm	as	if	she	could	smooth	them	out	with	her
touch.	‘A	doctor?’	she	asked.

‘Yes.’

‘And	married.	Happily.	No	children.’

‘You	are	quite	correct	on	all	three	counts.’

‘You	have	recently	known	the	pain	of	a	separation.’	Was	she	referring	to	my
wife’s	sojourn	in	Camberwell	or	to	the	brief	imprisonment	of	Holmes?	And	how
could	she	possibly	know	of	either?	I	am	now,	and	was	then,	a	sceptic.	How	could
I	fail	to	be?	In	my	time	with	Holmes	I	found	myself	investigating	a	family	curse,
a	giant	rat	and	a	vampire	–	and	all	three	turned	out	to	have	perfectly	rational
explanations.	I	therefore	waited	for	the	gypsy	to	reveal	to	me	the	source	of	her
trickery.

‘Have	you	come	here	alone?’	she	asked.

‘No.	I	am	with	a	friend.’

‘Then	I	have	a	message	for	you.	You	will	have	seen	a	shooting	range	contained
in	the	building	behind	us.’

‘Yes.’

‘You	will	discover	all	the	answers	that	you	seek	in	the	rooms	above	it.	But	tread
carefully,	doctor.	The	building	is	condemned	and	the	floor	is	lousy.	You	have	a
long	lifeline.	You	see	it	here?	But	it	has	weaknesses.	These	creases	…	They	are
like	arrows	being	fired	towards	you	and	there	are	still	many	more	to	come.	You
should	beware	lest	one	of	them	should	hit	…’

‘Thank	you.’	I	took	my	hand	back	as	if	snatching	it	from	the	flames.	As	sure	as	I
was	that	the	woman	was	a	fake,	there	was	something	about	her	performance	that
had	unnerved	me.	Perhaps	it	was	the	night,	the	scarlet	shadows	writhing	all
about	me,	or	it	could	have	been	the	constant	cacophony,	the	music	and	the



crowds,	that	were	overwhelming	my	senses.	But	I	had	a	sudden	instinct	that	this
was	an	evil	place	and	that	we	should	never	have	come.	I	climbed	back	down	to
Holmes	and	told	him	what	had	just	transpired.

‘So	are	we	now	to	be	guided	by	fortune-tellers?’	was	his	brusque	response.
‘Well,	Watson,	there	are	no	other	obvious	alternatives.	We	must	see	this	through
to	the	end.’

We	made	our	way	past	a	man	with	a	monkey	that	had	climbed	onto	his	shoulder
and	another,	naked	to	the	waist,	exposing	a	myriad	of	lurid	tattoos	which	he
animated	by	flexing	his	various	muscles.	The	shooting	gallery	was	before	us,
with	a	staircase	twisting	unevenly	above.	There	was	a	volley	of	rifle	shots.	A
group	of	apprentices	were	trying	their	luck	at	the	bottles,	but	they	had	been
drinking	and	their	bullets	disappeared	harmlessly	into	the	darkness.	With
Holmes	leading	the	way,	we	climbed	up,	treading	carefully,	for	the	wooden	steps
gave	every	impression	of	being	on	the	edge	of	collapse.	Ahead	of	us,	an	irregular
gap	in	the	wall	–	it	might	once	have	been	a	door	–	loomed	open,	with	only
darkness	beyond.	I	looked	back	and	saw	the	gypsy	woman	sitting	in	her	caravan,
watching	us	with	an	evil	eye.	The	white	ribbon	still	dangled	from	her	wrist.
Before	I	reached	the	top	I	knew	that	I	had	been	deceived,	that	we	should	not
have	come	here.

We	entered	the	upper	floor	which	must	once	have	been	used	for	the	storage	of
coffee	for	the	smell	of	it	was	still	apparent	in	the	grimy	air.	But	now	it	was
empty.	The	walls	were	mouldering.	The	dust	was	thick	on	every	surface.	The
floorboards	creaked	beneath	our	feet.	The	music	from	the	barrel	organ	seemed
distant	now	and	cut	off	and	the	murmur	of	the	crowd	had	disappeared	altogether.
There	was	still	enough	light	reflecting	from	the	torches	which	blazed	all	around
the	fair	to	illuminate	the	room	but	it	was	uneven,	constantly	moving	in	such	a
way	as	to	cast	distorted	shadows	all	around	us,	and	the	further	we	went	in,	the
darker	it	would	become.

‘Watson	…’	Holmes	muttered,	and	the	tone	of	his	voice	was	enough	to	tell	me
what	he	desired.	I	produced	my	gun	and	found	comfort	in	its	weight,	in	the	touch
of	cold	metal	against	my	palm.

‘Holmes,’	I	said.	‘We	are	wasting	our	time.	There	is	nothing	here.’

‘And	yet	a	child	has	been	here	before	us,’	replied	he.

I	looked	beyond	him	and	saw,	lying	on	the	floor	in	the	far	corner,	two	toys	that



had	been	abandoned	there.	One	was	a	spindle	top,	the	other	a	lead	soldier
standing	stiffly	to	attention	with	most	of	its	paint	worn	away.	There	was
something	infinitely	pathetic	about	them.	Had	they	once	belonged	to	Ross?	Had
this	been	a	place	of	refuge	for	him	before	he	was	killed	and	these	the	only
souvenirs	of	a	childhood	he	had	never	really	had?	I	found	myself	drawn	towards
them,	walking	away	from	the	entrance,	just	as	had	been	intended,	for	too	late	did
I	see	the	man	step	out	from	behind	an	alcove,	nor	could	I	avoid	the	cudgel	that
came	sweeping	through	the	air	towards	me.	I	was	struck	on	the	arm	below	the
elbow	and	felt	my	fingers	jerk	open	in	a	blaze	of	white	pain.	The	gun	cluttered
the	ground.	I	lunged	for	it,	but	was	struck	a	second	time,	a	blow	that	sent	me
sprawling.	At	the	same	time,	a	second	voice	came	out	of	the	darkness.

‘Don’t	either	of	you	move	or	I’ll	shoot	you	where	you	stand.’

Holmes	ignored	the	instruction.	He	was	already	at	my	side,	helping	me	to	my
feet.	‘Watson,	are	you	all	right?	I	will	never	forgive	myself	if	they	have	done	you
serious	injury.’

‘No,	no.’	I	clasped	my	arm,	searching	for	any	break	or	fracture	and	knew	at	once
that	I	had	only	been	badly	bruised.	‘I’m	not	hurt.’

‘Cowards!’

A	man	with	thinning	hair,	an	upturned	nose	and	heavy,	round	shoulders	stepped
towards	us,	allowing	the	light	from	outside	to	fall	across	his	face.	I	recognised
Henderson,	the	tidewaiter	(or	so	he	claimed)	who	had	sent	Holmes	into	the	trap
at	Creer’s	opium	den.	He	had	told	us	that	he	was	an	addict,	and	that	must	have
been	one	of	the	only	true	parts	of	his	story,	for	he	still	had	the	bloodshot	eyes
and	sickly	pallor	that	I	remembered.	He	was	holding	a	revolver.	At	the	same
time,	his	accomplice	picked	up	my	own	weapon	and	shuffled	forward,	keeping	it
trained	on	us.	This	second	man	I	did	not	know.	He	was	burly,	toad-like,	with
close-cropped	hair	and	swollen	ears	and	lips,	like	those	of	a	boxer	after	a	bad
fight.	His	cudgel	was	actually	a	heavy	walking	stick,	which	still	dangled	from
his	left	hand.

‘Good	evening,	Henderson,’	Holmes	remarked	in	a	voice	in	which	I	could	detect
nothing	more	than	equanimity.	From	the	way	he	spoke,	he	could	have	been
casually	greeting	an	old	acquaintance.

‘You	are	not	surprised	to	see	me,	Mr	Holmes?’



‘On	the	contrary,	I	had	fully	expected	it.’

‘And	you	remember	my	friend,	Bratby?’

Holmes	nodded.	He	turned	to	me.	‘This	was	the	man	who	held	me	down	in	the
office	at	Creer’s	Place,	when	the	opiate	was	forced	on	me,’	he	explained.	‘I	had
rather	hoped	he	might	be	here	too.’

Henderson	hesitated,	then	laughed.	Gone	was	any	pretence	of	the	weakness	or
inferiority	that	he	had	displayed	when	he	had	come	to	our	lodgings.	‘I	don’t
believe	you,	Mr	Holmes.	I	am	afraid	that	you	are	all	too	easily	gulled.	You	did
not	find	what	you	were	looking	for	at	Creer’s.	You	haven’t	found	it	here,	either.
It	seems	to	me	that	you	will	go	off	like	a	firework	…	in	any	direction.’

‘And	what	are	your	intentions?’

‘I	would	have	thought	that	would	be	obvious	to	you.	We	thought	we’d	dealt	with
you	at	Holloway	Prison,	and	it	would	have	been	better	for	you,	all	in	all,	if	you’d
stayed	there.	So	this	time	our	methods	are	going	to	be	a	little	more	direct.	I	have
been	instructed	to	kill	you,	to	shoot	you	like	a	dog.’

‘In	that	event,	would	you	be	so	kind	as	to	satisfy	my	curiosity	on	a	just	a	couple
of	points?	Was	it	you	who	killed	the	girl	at	Bluegate	Fields?’

‘As	a	matter	of	fact	it	was.	She	was	stupid	enough	to	return	to	the	public	house
where	she	worked	and	it	was	easy	enough	to	pick	her	up.’

‘And	her	brother?’

‘Little	Ross?	Yes,	that	was	us.	It	was	a	horrible	thing	to	have	to	do,	Mr	Holmes,
but	he	brought	it	upon	himself.	The	boy	stepped	out	of	line	and	we	had	to	make
an	example	of	him.’

‘Thank	you	very	much.	It	is	exactly	as	I	thought.’

Henderson	laughed	a	second	time	but	never	had	I	seen	an	expression	more
devoid	of	good	humour.	‘Well,	you’re	a	cool	enough	customer,	aren’t	you,	Mr
Holmes?	And	I	suppose	you’ve	got	it	all	figured	out,	haven’t	you!’

‘Of	course.’

‘And	when	that	old	bird	sent	you	up	here,	you	knew	she’d	been	waiting	for
you?’

‘The	fortune-teller	spoke	to	my	colleague,	not	to	me.	I	assume	you	paid	her	to	do



your	bidding?’

‘Cross	her	palm	with	sixpence	and	she’d	do	anything.’

‘I	expected	another	trap,	yes.’

‘Let’s	get	it	over	with,’	the	man	called	Bratby	urged.

‘Not	yet,	Jason.	Not	quite	yet.’

For	once,	I	did	not	need	Holmes	to	explain	why	they	were	waiting.	I	saw	it	all
too	clearly	for	myself.	When	we	had	been	climbing	the	stairs,	there	had	been	a
crowd	gathered	around	the	shooting	gallery	with	the	shots	ringing	out	below.
Now,	for	the	moment,	it	was	silent.	The	two	assassins	were	waiting	for	the	crack
of	the	rifles	to	recommence.	The	sound	would	mask	two	further	gunshots	up
here.	Murder	is	the	most	horrible	crime	of	which	a	human	being	is	capable,	but
this	coldblooded,	calculated,	double	murder	struck	me	as	particularly	vile.	I	was
still	clutching	my	arm.	All	sense	of	feeling	had	left	me	where	I	had	been	struck,
but	I	dragged	myself	to	my	feet,	determined	that	I	would	not	be	killed	by	these
men	while	I	was	on	my	knees.

‘You	might	as	well	put	down	your	weapons	and	give	yourselves	up	now,’
Holmes	remarked.	He	was	utterly	calm	and	I	began	to	wonder	if	he	had	indeed
known	all	along	that	the	two	men	would	be	here.

‘What?’

‘There	is	going	to	be	no	killing	tonight.	The	shooting	gallery	is	closed.	The	fair
is	over.	Do	you	not	hear?’

For	the	first	time,	I	realised	that	the	barrel	organ	had	stopped.	The	crowd	seemed
to	have	departed.	Outside	this	empty	and	derelict	room,	all	was	silent.

‘What	are	you	talking	about?’

‘I	did	not	believe	you	the	first	time	we	met,	Henderson.	But	then	it	was
expedient	to	walk	into	your	trap,	if	only	to	see	what	you	were	planning.	But	do
you	really	believe	I	would	do	the	same	a	second	time?’

‘Put	those	guns	down!’	a	voice	cried	out.

In	the	next	few	seconds,	there	was	such	a	confusion	of	events	that,	at	the	time,	I
was	barely	able	to	make	any	sense	of	them.	Henderson	brought	his	gun	round,
meaning	to	fire	either	at	me	or	past	me.	I	will	never	know,	for	his	finger	was



never	able	to	tighten	on	the	trigger.	At	the	same	moment,	there	was	a	fusillade	of
shots,	the	muzzle	of	a	gun	flashing	white,	and	he	was	literally	thrown	off	his
feet,	a	fountain	of	blood	bursting	from	his	head.	Henderson’s	associate,	the	man
he	had	referred	to	as	Bratby,	spun	round.	I	do	not	think	he	intended	to	fire	but	it
was	enough	that	he	was	armed.	A	bullet	hit	him	in	the	shoulder	and	another	in
the	chest.	I	heard	him	cry	out	as	he	was	thrown	back,	my	gun	flying	out	of	his
hand.	There	was	a	clatter	as	his	walking	stick	hit	the	wooden	floorboards	and
rolled	away.	He	was	not	dead.	Wheezing,	sobbing	in	pain	and	shock,	he
crumpled	to	the	ground.	There	was	a	brief	pause,	the	silence	almost	as	shocking
as	the	violence	that	had	gone	before.

‘You	left	that	very	late,	Lestrade,’	Holmes	remarked.

‘I	was	interested	to	hear	what	the	villain	said,’	the	same	replied.	I	looked	round
and	saw	that	Inspector	Lestrade	was	indeed	here,	and	three	police	officers	with
him,	already	entering	the	room,	checking	on	the	men	who	had	been	shot.

‘You	heard	him	confess	to	the	murders?’

‘Yes,	indeed,	Mr	Holmes.’	One	of	his	men	had	reached	Henderson.	He	examined
him	briefly	and	shook	his	head.	I	had	seen	the	wound.	I	was	not	surprised.	‘I’m
afraid	he	will	not	face	justice	for	his	crimes.’

‘Some	might	say	he	already	has.’

‘Even	so,	I	would	have	preferred	him	alive,	if	only	as	a	witness.	I’ve	put	my
neck	on	the	line	for	you,	Mr	Holmes,	and	this	night’s	work	could	still	cost	me
dear.’

‘It	will	cost	you	another	commendation,	Lestrade,	and	well	you	know	it.’
Holmes	turned	his	attention	to	me.	‘How	are	you	bearing	up,	Watson?	Are	you
hurt?’

‘Nothing	that	a	little	embrocation	and	a	whisky	and	soda	won’t	cure,’	I	replied.
‘But	tell	me,	Holmes.	You	knew	all	along	that	this	was	a	trap?’

‘I	strongly	suspected	it.	It	seemed	inconceivable	to	me	that	an	illiterate	child
would	keep	an	advertisement	folded	beneath	his	bed.	And	as	our	late	friend,
Henderson,	said,	we	had	already	been	deceived	once.	I	am	beginning	to	learn
how	our	enemies	work.’

‘Meaning	…?’



‘They	used	you	to	find	me.	The	men	who	followed	you	to	Holborn	Viaduct	were
not	police	officers.	They	were	in	the	employ	of	our	enemies,	who	had	provided
you	with	what	appeared	to	be	an	irresistible	clue	in	the	hope	that	you	would
know	of	my	whereabouts	and	would	deliver	it	to	me.’

‘But	the	name,	Dr	Silkin’s	House	of	Wonders.	Are	you	telling	me	that	he	has
nothing	to	do	with	it?’

‘My	dear	Watson!	Silkin	is	not	so	uncommon	a	name.	They	could	have	used
Silkin	the	bootmaker	in	Ludgate	Circus	or	Silkin	the	timber	yard	in	Battersea.	Or
Silkman	or	Silk	Way	or	anything	that	would	have	us	believe	we	were	closing	in
on	the	House	of	Silk.	It	was	only	necessary	to	draw	me	into	the	open	so	that	they
could	finally	be	rid	of	me.’

‘What	of	you,	Lestrade?	How	did	you	come	to	be	here?’

‘Mr	Holmes	approached	me	and	asked	me	to	come,	Dr	Watson.’

‘You	believed	in	his	innocence!’

‘I	never	doubted	it	from	the	start.	And	when	I	looked	into	that	matter	at
Coppergate	Square	it	soon	became	clear	that	there	was	something	crooked	about
the	affair.	Inspector	Harriman	said	he	was	on	his	way	from	a	bank	robbery	on	the
White	Horse	Road,	but	there	was	no	such	robbery.	I	looked	in	the	report	book.	I
visited	the	bank.	And	it	seemed	to	me	that	if	Harriman	was	prepared	to	lie	about
that	in	court,	he	might	be	prepared	to	lie	about	quite	a	few	other	things	too.’

‘Lestrade	took	a	gamble,’	Holmes	cut	in.	‘For	his	first	instinct	was	to	return	me
to	the	prison	authorities.	But	he	and	I	know	each	other	well,	whatever	our
differences,	and	have	collaborated	too	often	to	fall	out	over	a	false	accusation.	Is
that	not	true,	Lestrade?’

‘Whatever	you	say,	Mr	Holmes.’

‘And	at	heart,	he	is	as	eager	as	I	to	bring	an	end	to	this	affair	and	to	bring	the
true	culprits	to	justice.’

‘This	one	is	alive!’	one	of	the	police	officers	exclaimed.	While	Holmes	and	I	had
been	talking,	they	had	been	examining	our	two	assailants.

Holmes	crossed	over	to	where	Bratby	lay	and	knelt	beside	him.	‘Can	you	hear
me,	Bratby?’	he	asked.	There	was	silence,	then	a	soft	whining	like	a	child	in
pain.	‘There	is	nothing	we	can	do	for	you	but	you	still	have	time	to	make	some



amends,	to	atone	for	some	of	your	crimes	before	you	meet	your	maker.’

Very	quietly,	Bratby	began	to	sob.

‘I	know	everything	about	the	House	of	Silk.	I	know	what	it	is.	I	know	where	it	is
to	be	found	…	indeed,	I	visited	it	last	night	but	found	it	empty	and	silent.	That	is
the	one	piece	of	information	which	I	have	no	way	of	discovering	for	myself	and
yet	it	is	vital	if	we	are	to	bring	an	end	to	this	business	once	and	for	all.	For	the
good	of	your	own	salvation,	tell	me.	When	does	it	next	meet?’

There	was	a	long	silence.	Despite	myself,	I	felt	a	surge	of	pity	for	this	man	who
was	about	to	breathe	his	last	even	though	he	had	intended	to	kill	me	–	and
Holmes	with	me	–	just	a	few	minutes	before.	For	all	men	are	equal	at	the
moment	of	death	and	who	are	we	to	judge	them	when	a	much	greater	judge
awaits?

‘Tonight,’	he	said.	And	died.

Holmes	straightened	up.	‘At	last	fortune	is	on	our	side,	Lestrade,’	he	said.	‘Will
you	accompany	me	a	little	further?	And	do	you	have	at	least	ten	men	with	you?
They	will	need	to	be	steadfast	and	resolute	for,	I	promise	you,	they	will	not
forget	what	we	are	about	to	reveal.’

‘We’re	with	you,	Holmes,’	Lestrade	replied.	‘Let’s	get	this	over	with.’

Holmes	had	my	gun.	I	had	not	seen	when	he	had	retrieved	it,	but	once	again	he
pressed	it	into	my	hand,	looking	me	in	the	eyes.	I	knew	what	he	was	asking.	I
nodded	and	together	we	set	off.

	



NINETEEN

The	House	of	Silk

We	returned	to	the	highest	reaches	of	Hamworth	Hill,	to	Chorley	Grange	School
for	Boys.	Where	else	could	the	investigation	have	taken	us?	It	was	from	here
that	the	flyer	had	come	and	it	was	obvious	now	that	somebody	had	placed	it
under	the	mattress	of	Ross’s	bed	for	the	headmaster	to	find,	knowing	that	he
would	bring	it	to	us,	drawing	us	into	the	trap	at	Dr	Silkin’s	winter	fair.	It	was,	of
course,	always	possible	that	Charles	Fitzsimmons	had	been	lying	all	along	and
that	he	was	part	of	the	conspiracy,	too.	And	yet,	even	now	I	found	that	hard	to
believe,	for	he	had	struck	me	as	the	very	model	of	propriety	with	his	sense	of
duty,	his	concern	for	the	welfare	of	his	boys,	his	respectable	wife,	the	anguish
with	which	he	had	greeted	the	death	of	Ross.	It	was	hard	to	imagine	that	all	this
had	been	no	more	than	a	masquerade	and	I	felt	sure,	even	now,	that	if	he	had
been	drawn	into	something	dark	and	evil,	it	had	been	against	his	knowledge	or
inclination.

Lestrade	had	brought	ten	men	with	him	in	four	separate	carriages	that	had
followed	each	other,	silently	climbing	the	hill	that	seemed	to	rise	endlessly	from
the	northern	edge	of	London.	He	was	still	carrying	a	revolver,	as	were	Holmes
and	I,	but	the	rest	of	his	men	were	unarmed,	so	that	if	it	was	the	case	that	we
were	preparing	for	a	physical	confrontation,	speed	and	surprise	would	be	of	the
very	essence.	Holmes	gave	the	signal	and	the	carriages	stopped	a	short	distance
from	our	target,	which	was	not	the	school	itself,	as	I	had	imagined,	but	the
square	building	on	the	other	side	of	the	lane	which	had	once	been	a	coach-
builder’s	factory.	Fitzsimmons	had	told	us	that	it	was	used	for	musical	recitals
and	in	this,	at	least,	he	must	have	been	telling	the	truth	for	there	were	several
coaches	parked	outside	and	I	could	hear	piano	music	coming	from	within.

We	took	up	our	positions	behind	a	clump	of	trees	where	we	could	remain
unobserved.	It	was	half	past	eight	and	it	had	begun	to	snow,	fat	white	feathers
falling	out	of	the	night	sky.	The	ground	was	already	white	and	it	was	markedly



colder	up	here,	at	the	brow	of	the	hill,	than	it	had	been	in	the	city.	I	was	in
considerable	pain	from	the	blow	that	had	been	inflicted	on	me	at	the	fair,	my
entire	arm	throbbing	and	my	old	wound	twitching	in	sympathy,	and	I	feared	I
might	have	the	beginnings	of	a	fever.	But	I	was	determined	to	show	none	of	it.	I
had	come	this	far	and	I	would	see	it	through	to	the	end.	Holmes	was	waiting	for
something	and	I	had	infinite	faith	in	his	judgement,	even	if	we	had	to	stand	here
all	night.

Lestrade	must	have	been	aware	of	my	discomfort	for	he	nudged	me	and	handed
me	a	silver	hip	flask.	I	raised	it	to	my	lips	and	took	a	sip	of	brandy	before
handing	it	back	to	the	little	detective.	He	wiped	it	on	his	sleeve,	drank	some
himself	and	put	it	away.

‘What’s	the	plan,	Mr	Holmes?’	he	asked.

‘If	you	want	to	catch	these	people	red-handed,	Lestrade,	then	we	must	learn	how
to	enter	without	raising	the	alarm.’

‘We’re	going	to	break	into	a	concert?’

‘It	is	not	a	concert.’

I	heard	the	soft	rattle	of	yet	another	approaching	carriage	and	turned	to	see	a
brougham	pulled	by	a	pair	of	fine,	grey	mares.	The	driver	was	whipping	them
on,	for	the	hill	was	steep	and	the	ground	underfoot	already	treacherous,	mud	and
snow	causing	the	wheels	to	slip.	I	glanced	at	Holmes.	There	was	a	look	in	his
face	quite	different	from	any	that	I	had	seen	before.	I	would	describe	it	as	a	sort
of	cold	satisfaction,	a	sense	that	he	had	been	proven	right	and	that	now,	at	last,
he	could	seek	vengeance.	His	eyes	were	bright	but	the	bones	in	his	cheek	drew
dark	lines	below	them	and	I	thought	not	even	the	angel	of	death	would	appear
quite	so	menacing	when	finally	we	met.

‘Do	you	see,	Watson?’	he	whispered.

Concealed	behind	the	trees,	we	could	not	be	seen	but	at	the	same	time	we	had	an
uninterrupted	view	both	of	the	school	building	and	of	the	lane	as	it	ran	in	both
directions.	Holmes	pointed	and,	in	the	moonlight,	I	saw	a	symbol	painted	in	gold
on	the	side	of	the	brougham;	a	raven	and	two	keys.	It	was	the	family	crest	of
Lord	Ravenshaw	and	I	remembered	the	arrogant	man	with	the	swollen	eyes
whose	watch	had	been	stolen	and	whom	we	had	met	in	Gloucestershire.	Was	it
possible	that	he	was	involved	in	this	too?	The	coach	turned	into	the	driveway



and	stopped.	Lord	Ravenshaw	descended,	clearly	recognisable	even	at	this
distance,	dressed	in	a	black	cloak	and	top	hat.	He	walked	to	the	front	door	and
knocked	on	it.	It	was	opened	by	an	unseen	figure,	but	as	the	yellow	light	spilled
out,	I	saw	him	holding	something	which	dangled	from	his	hand.	It	resembled	a
long	strip	of	paper	but	of	course	it	was	no	such	thing.	It	was	a	white	silk	ribbon.
The	new	arrival	was	admitted.	The	door	closed.

‘It	is	exactly	as	I	thought,’	Holmes	said.	‘Watson,	are	you	prepared	to
accompany	me?	I	must	warn	you	that	what	you	will	encounter	on	the	other	side
of	that	door	may	cause	you	great	distress.	This	case	has	been	an	interesting	one
and	I	have	long	feared	that	it	could	lead	to	only	one	conclusion.	Well,	there	is	no
helping	it.	We	must	see	what	has	to	be	seen.	Your	gun	is	loaded?	A	single	shot,
Lestrade.	That	will	be	the	signal	for	you	and	your	men	to	come	in.’

‘Whatever	you	say,	Mr	Holmes.’

We	left	the	protection	of	the	trees	and	crossed	the	road,	our	feet	already
crunching	on	an	inch	of	freshly	laid	snow.	The	house	loomed	up	in	front	of	us,
the	windows	heavily	curtained	and	allowing	only	a	soft	rectangle	of	light	to
show	through.	I	could	still	hear	the	piano	playing	but	it	no	longer	suggested	to
me	a	formal	recital	–	someone	was	performing	an	Irish	ballad,	the	sort	of	music
that	might	have	been	performed	in	the	lowest	public	house.	We	passed	the	line	of
carriages,	still	waiting	for	their	owners,	and	reached	the	front	door.	Holmes
knocked.	The	door	was	opened	by	a	young	man	whom	I	had	not	met	on	my	last
visit	to	the	school,	with	black	hair	pressed	close	to	his	head,	arched	eyebrows
and	a	manner	that	was	both	supercilious	and	deferential.	He	was	dressed	in	a
vaguely	military	style	with	a	short	jacket,	peg-top	trousers	and	buttoned	boots.
He	also	wore	a	lavender	waistcoat	and	matching	gloves.

‘Yes?’	The	house	steward,	if	that	was	what	he	was,	had	failed	to	recognise	us	and
regarded	us	with	suspicion.

‘We	are	friends	of	Lord	Horace	Blackwater,’	Holmes	said,	and	I	was	astonished
to	hear	him	name	one	of	his	accusers	at	the	police	court.

‘He	sent	you	here?’

‘He	very	much	recommended	you	to	me.’

‘And	your	name?’

‘It	is	Parsons.	This	is	a	colleague	of	mine,	Mr	Smith.’



‘And	did	Sir	Horace	provide	you	with	any	token	or	means	of	identification?	It	is
not	normally	our	practice	to	admit	strangers	in	the	middle	of	the	night.’

‘Most	certainly.	He	told	me	to	give	you	this.’	Holmes	reached	into	his	pocket
and	withdrew	a	length	of	white	silk	ribbon.	He	held	it	in	the	air	for	a	moment,
then	handed	it	across.

The	effect	was	immediate.	The	house	steward	bowed	his	head	and	opened	the
door	a	little	wider,	gesturing	with	one	hand.	‘Come	in.’

We	were	admitted	into	a	hallway	that	took	me	quite	by	surprise,	for	I	had	been
remembering	the	austere	and	gloomy	nature	of	the	school	on	the	other	side	of	the
lane	and	had	been	expecting	more	of	the	same.	Nothing	could	have	been	further
from	the	truth,	for	I	was	surrounded	by	opulence,	by	warmth	and	bright	light.	A
black	and	white	tiled	corridor,	in	the	Dutch	style,	led	into	the	distance,
punctuated	by	elegant	mahogany	tables	with	curlicules	and	turned	legs	resting
against	the	walls	between	the	various	doors.	The	gas	lamps	were	themselves
installed	in	highly	ornate	fitments	and	had	been	turned	up	to	allow	the	light	to
pour	onto	the	many	treasures	that	the	house	possessed.	Elaborate	rococo	mirrors
with	brilliant	silver	frames	hung	on	the	walls,	which	were	themselves	draped
with	heavily	embossed	scarlet	and	gold	wallpaper.	Two	marble	statues	from
ancient	Rome	stood	opposite	each	other	in	niches	and,	although	they	might	have
seemed	unremarkable	in	a	museum,	they	seemed	shockingly	inappropriate	in	a
private	home.	There	were	flowers	and	potted	plants	everywhere,	on	the	tables,
on	pilasters	and	on	wooden	plinths,	their	scent	hanging	heavy	in	the	overheated
air.	The	piano	music	was	coming	from	a	room	at	the	far	end.	There	was	nobody
else	in	sight.

‘If	you	would	like	to	wait	in	here,	gentlemen,	I	will	inform	the	master	of	the
house	that	you	are	here.’

The	servant	led	us	through	a	door	and	into	a	drawing	room	as	well	appointed	as
the	corridor	outside.	It	was	thickly	carpeted.	A	sofa	and	two	armchairs,	all
upholstered	in	dark	mauve,	had	been	arranged	around	a	fireplace	where	several
logs	were	blazing.	The	windows	were	covered	by	thick	velvet	curtains	with
heavy	pelmets,	which	we	had	seen	from	outside,	but	there	was	a	glass	door
where	the	curtain	had	been	drawn	back	and	which	led	into	a	conservatory	filled
with	ferns	and	orange	trees	with	a	large	brass	cage	containing	a	green	parakeet	at
the	very	centre.	One	side	of	the	room	was	taken	up	with	bookshelves,	the	other
with	a	long	sideboard	on	which	were	displayed	all	manner	of	ornaments,	from



blue	and	white	Delft	pottery	and	photographs	in	frames,	to	a	tableau	of	two
stuffed	kittens	sitting	on	miniature	chairs,	their	paws	pressed	together	as	if	they
were	husband	and	wife.	An	occasional	table	with	spandrels	stood	beside	the	fire
with	a	number	of	bottles	and	glasses.

‘Please	make	yourselves	comfortable,’	the	house	steward	said.	‘Can	I	offer	you
gentlemen	a	drink?’	We	both	declined.	‘Then	if	you	would	like	to	remain	here,	I
will	return	very	shortly.’	He	left	the	room,	his	feet	making	no	sound	on	the
carpet,	and	closed	the	door.	We	were	alone.

‘For	Heaven’s	sake,	Holmes!’	I	cried.	‘What	is	this	place?’

‘It	is	the	House	of	Silk,’	he	replied,	grimly.

‘Yes.	But	what	…?’

He	held	up	a	hand.	He	had	gone	over	to	the	door	and	was	listening	for	anyone
outside.	Having	satisfied	himself,	he	carefully	opened	it	and	signalled	to	me.
‘We	have	an	ordeal	ahead	of	us,’	he	whispered.	‘I	am	almost	sorry	to	have
brought	you	here,	old	friend.	But	we	must	see	an	end	to	it.’

We	slipped	outside.	The	house	steward	had	disappeared,	but	the	music	was	still
playing,	a	waltz	now,	and	it	struck	me	that	the	keys	were	a	little	out	of	tune.	We
made	our	way	down	the	corridor,	moving	further	into	the	building,	away	from
the	front	door.	Somewhere,	far	above	us,	I	heard	someone	cry	out	very	briefly
and	my	blood	froze,	for	I	was	sure	it	was	the	sound	of	a	child.	A	clock,
suspended	on	the	wall	and	ticking	heavily,	showed	ten	to	nine	but	so	enclosed
were	we,	so	cut	off	from	the	outside	world,	that	it	could	have	been	any	time	of
the	night	or	day.	We	reached	a	staircase	and	began	to	make	our	way	up.	Even	as
we	took	the	first	steps,	I	heard	a	door	open	somewhere	along	the	corridor	and	a
man’s	voice	which	I	thought	I	recognised.	It	was	the	master	of	the	house.	He	was
on	his	way	to	see	us.

We	hurried	forward,	turning	the	corner	just	as	two	figures	–	the	house	steward
who	had	greeted	us	and	another	–	passed	below.

‘Onwards,	Watson,’	Holmes	whispered.

We	came	to	a	second	corridor,	this	one	with	the	gas	lamps	turned	down.	It	was
carpeted,	with	floral	wallpaper	and	there	were	many	more	doors	with,	on	either
side,	oil	paintings	in	heavy	frames	which	proved	to	be	tawdry	imitations	of
classical	works.	There	was	an	odour	in	the	air	that	was	sweet	and	unpleasant.



Even	though	the	truth	had	still	not	fully	dawned	on	me,	my	every	instinct	was	to
leave	this	place,	to	wish	that	I	had	never	come.

‘We	must	choose	a	door,’	Holmes	muttered.	‘But	which	one?’

The	doors	were	unmarked,	identical,	polished	oak	with	white	porcelain	handles.
He	chose	the	one	closest	to	him	and	opened	it.	Together,	we	looked	in.	At	the
wooden	floor,	the	rug,	the	candles,	the	mirror,	the	jug	and	the	basin,	the	bearded
man	we	had	never	seen	before,	sitting,	dressed	only	in	a	white	shirt	open	at	the
collar,	at	the	boy	on	the	bed	behind	him.

It	could	not	be	true.	I	did	not	want	to	believe	it.	But	nor	could	I	disavow	the
evidence	of	my	own	eyes.	For	that	was	the	secret	of	the	House	of	Silk.	It	was	a
house	of	ill-repute,	nothing	more,	nothing	less;	but	one	designed	for	men	with	a
gross	perversion	and	the	wealth	to	indulge	it.	These	men	had	a	predilection	for
young	boys	and	their	wretched	victims	had	been	drawn	from	those	same
schoolchildren	I	had	seen	at	Chorley	Grange,	plucked	off	the	London	streets
with	no	families	or	friends	to	care	for	them,	no	money	and	no	food,	for	the	most
part	ignored	by	a	society	to	which	they	were	little	more	than	an	inconvenience.
They	had	been	forced	or	bribed	into	a	life	of	squalor,	threatened	with	torture	or
death	if	they	did	not	comply.	Ross	had	briefly	been	one	of	them.	No	wonder	he
had	run	away.	And	no	wonder	his	sister	had	tried	to	stab	me,	believing	I	had
come	to	take	him	back.	What	sort	of	country	did	I	live	in,	at	the	end	of	the	last
century,	I	wonder,	that	could	so	utterly	abandon	its	young?	They	could	fall	ill.
They	could	starve.	And	worse.	Nobody	cared.

All	these	thoughts	raced	through	my	consciousness	in	the	few	seconds	that	we
stood	there.	Then	the	man	noticed	us.	‘What	the	devil	you	do	you	think	you’re
doing?’	he	thundered.

Holmes	closed	the	door.	At	that	very	moment,	there	was	a	cry	from	downstairs
as	the	master	of	the	house	entered	the	drawing	room	and	found	that	we	had	gone.
The	piano	music	stopped.	I	wondered	what	we	should	do	next,	but	a	second	later
the	decision	was	taken	from	us.	A	door	opened	further	down	the	corridor	and	a
man	stepped	out,	fully	dressed	but	with	his	clothes	in	disarray,	his	shirt	hanging
out	at	the	back.	This	time	I	knew	him	at	once.	It	was	Inspector	Harriman.

He	saw	us.	‘You!’	he	exclaimed.

He	stood,	facing	us.	Without	a	second	thought,	I	took	out	my	revolver	and	fired
the	single	shot	that	would	bring	Lestrade	and	his	men	rushing	to	our	aid.	But	I



did	not	fire	into	the	air	as	I	could	have	done.	I	aimed	at	Harriman	and	pulled	the
trigger	with	a	murderous	intent	which	I	had	never	felt	before	and	have	never	felt
since.	For	the	only	time	in	my	life,	I	knew	exactly	what	it	meant	to	wish	to	kill	a
man.

My	bullet	missed.	At	the	last	second,	Holmes	must	have	seen	what	I	intended
and	cried	out,	his	hand	leaping	towards	my	gun.	It	was	enough	to	spoil	my	aim.
The	bullet	went	wild,	smashing	a	gas	lamp.	Harriman	ducked	and	ran	away,
reaching	a	second	staircase	and	disappearing	down	it.	At	the	same	time,	the
gunshot	had	set	off	an	alarm	throughout	the	building.	More	doors	flew	open	and
middle-aged	men	lurched	into	the	corridor,	looking	around	them,	their	faces
filled	with	panic	and	consternation	as	if	they	had	been	secretly	waiting	many
years	for	their	sins	to	be	uncovered	and	had	guessed,	at	once,	that	the	moment
had	finally	come.	Down	below,	there	was	the	crash	of	wood	and	the	sound	of
shouting	as	the	front	door	was	forced	open.	I	heard	Lestrade	calling	out.	There
was	a	second	gunshot.	Somebody	screamed.

Holmes	was	already	moving	forward,	pushing	past	anyone	who	happened	to	get
in	his	way,	following	in	Harriman’s	path.	The	Scotland	Yard	man	had	clearly
decided	that	the	game	was	up,	but	it	seemed	inconceivable	that	he	would	be	able
to	escape.	Lestrade	had	arrived.	His	men	would	be	everywhere.	And	yet,	that
was	evidently	what	Holmes	feared,	for	he	had	already	reached	the	staircase	and
was	hurrying	down.	I	followed,	and	together	we	reached	the	ground	floor	with
its	black	and	white	tiled	corridor.	Here,	everything	was	chaos.	The	front	door
was	open,	an	icy	wind	blowing	through	the	corridors	and	the	gas	lamps
flickering.	Lestrade’s	men	had	already	begun	their	work.	Lord	Ravenshaw,	who
had	removed	his	cloak	to	reveal	a	velvet	smoking	jacket,	ran	out	of	one	of	the
rooms,	a	cigar	still	in	his	hand.	He	was	seized	by	an	officer	and	pinned	back
against	the	wall.

‘Get	your	hands	off	me!’	he	shouted.	‘Don’t	you	know	who	I	am?’

It	had	not	yet	dawned	on	him	that	the	whole	country	would	soon	know	who	he
was,	and	would	doubtless	hold	him	and	his	name	in	revulsion.	Other	clients	of
the	House	of	Silk	were	already	being	arrested,	bumbling	around	the	place
without	courage	or	dignity,	many	of	them	weeping	tears	of	self-pity.	The	house
steward	was	sitting	slumped	on	the	floor,	with	blood	trickling	from	his	nose.	I
saw	Robert	Weeks,	the	teacher	who	had	been	a	graduate	from	Baliol	College,
being	dragged	out	of	a	room	with	his	arm	twisted	behind	his	back.



There	was	a	door	at	the	very	back	of	the	house.	It	was	open	and	led	into	a
garden.	One	of	Lestrade’s	men	was	lying	in	front	of	it,	blood	pumping	out	of	a
bullet	wound	in	his	chest.	Lestrade	was	already	attending	to	him	but	seeing
Holmes	he	looked	up,	his	face	flushed	with	anger.	‘It	was	Harriman!’	he
exclaimed.	‘He	fired	as	he	came	down	the	stairs.’

‘Where	is	he?’

‘Gone!’	Lestrade	pointed	at	the	open	door.

Without	another	word,	Holmes	plunged	after	Harriman.	I	followed,	partly
because	my	place	was	always	at	his	side	but	also	because	I	wanted	to	be	there
when	scores	were	finally	settled.	Harriman	might	only	be	a	servant	of	the	House
of	Silk,	but	he	had	made	this	business	personal,	falsely	imprisoning	Holmes	and
conniving	in	his	murder.	I	would	gladly	have	shot	him.	I	was	still	sorry	I	had
missed.

Out	into	the	darkness	and	the	swirling	snow.	We	followed	a	path	round	the	side
of	the	house.	The	night	had	become	a	maelstrom	of	black	and	white	and	it	was
hard	even	to	make	out	the	buildings	on	the	other	side	of	the	lane.	But	then	we
heard	the	crack	of	a	whip	and	the	whinny	of	a	horse,	and	one	of	the	carriages
shot	forward,	racing	towards	the	gate.	There	could	be	no	doubt	who	was	behind
the	reins.	With	a	heavy	heart	and	a	bitter	taste	in	my	mouth,	I	realised	that
Harriman	had	got	away,	that	we	would	have	to	wait	in	the	hope	that	he	would	be
found	and	apprehended	in	the	days	that	followed.

But	Holmes	was	having	none	of	it.	Harriman	had	taken	a	curricle,	a	four-wheeler
drawn	by	two	horses.	Without	stopping	to	choose	from	the	vehicles	that	were
left,	he	leapt	into	the	nearest	one,	a	flimsy	dog	cart	with	but	one	horse	–	and	not
the	healthiest	specimen	at	that.	Somehow	I	managed	to	clamber	into	the	back
and	then	we	were	off	in	pursuit,	ignoring	the	cries	of	the	driver	who	had	been
smoking	a	cigarette	nearby	and	hadn’t	noticed	us	until	it	was	too	late.	We	burst
through	the	gates,	then	swept	round	into	the	lane.	With	Holmes	whipping	it	on,
the	horse	proved	to	have	more	spirit	than	we	might	have	expected	and	the	little
dog	cart	simply	flew	over	the	snow-covered	surface.	We	might	have	one	horse
less	than	Harriman,	but	our	vehicle	was	lighter	and	more	agile.	Perched	high	up,
I	could	only	cling	on	for	dear	life,	thinking	that	if	I	fell	off	I	would	surely	break
my	neck.

This	was	no	night	for	a	chase.	The	snow	was	sweeping	at	us	horizontally,



punching	at	us	in	a	series	of	continuous	bursts.	I	could	not	begin	to	understand
how	Holmes	could	see,	for	every	time	I	tried	to	peer	into	the	darkness	I	was
instantly	blinded	and	my	cheeks	were	already	numb	with	cold.	But	there	was
Harriman,	no	more	than	fifty	yards	ahead	of	us.	I	heard	him	cry	out	with
vexation,	heard	the	lash	of	his	whip.	Holmes	was	sitting	in	front	of	me,	crouched
forward,	holding	the	reins	with	both	hands,	keeping	his	balance	only	with	his
feet.	Every	pothole	threatened	to	throw	him	out.	The	slightest	curve	caused	us	to
skid	madly	across	the	icy	surface	of	the	road.	I	wondered	if	the	splinter	bars
could	possibly	hold,	and	in	my	mind’s	eye	I	saw	imminent	catastrophe	as	our
steed,	excited	by	the	chase,	ended	up	dashing	us	to	pieces.	The	hill	was	steep	and
it	was	as	if	we	were	plunging	into	a	chasm	with	the	snow	swirling	all	around	us
and	the	wind	sucking	us	down.

Forty	yards,	thirty	…	somehow	we	were	managing	to	close	the	gap	between	us.
The	hooves	of	the	other	horses	were	thundering	down,	the	wheels	of	the	curricle
madly	spinning,	the	entire	structure	rattling	and	shaking	as	if	it	would	tear	itself
apart	at	any	time.	Harriman	was	aware	of	us	now.	I	saw	him	glance	back,	his
white	hair	a	mad	halo	around	his	head.	He	reached	for	something.	Too	late	did	I
see	what	it	was.	There	was	a	tiny	flash	of	red,	a	gunshot	that	was	almost	lost	in
the	cacophony	of	the	chase.	I	heard	the	bullet	strike	wood.	It	had	missed	Holmes
by	inches	and	me	by	even	less.	The	closer	we	were,	the	easier	a	target	we
became.	And	yet	still	we	hurtled	down.

Now	there	were	lights	in	the	distance,	a	village	or	a	suburb.	Harriman	fired	a
second	time.	Our	horse	screamed	and	stumbled.	The	entire	dog	cart	flew	into	the
air,	then	came	crashing	down,	jarring	my	spine	and	setting	my	shoulder	ablaze.
But	fortunately	the	animal	had	been	wounded	and	not	killed	and,	if	anything,	the
near	calamity	only	made	it	all	the	more	determined.	Holmes	cried	out
wordlessly.	Thirty	yards,	twenty.	In	a	few	seconds	we	would	overtake.

But	then	Holmes	was	dragging	on	the	reins	and	I	saw	a	sharp	bend	ahead	–	the
lane	veered	round	to	the	left,	and	if	we	tried	to	take	it	at	this	speed	we	would	be
killed	for	sure.	The	dog	cart	sluiced	across	the	surface,	ice	and	mud	spitting	out
from	beneath	the	wheels.	I	must	surely	be	thrown	off.	I	tightened	my	grip,	the
wind	battering	me,	the	whole	world	barely	more	than	a	blur.	There	was	a	sharp
crack	ahead	of	me	–	not	a	third	bullet,	but	the	sound	of	splintering	wood.	I
opened	my	eyes	to	see	that	the	curricle	had	taken	the	corner	too	quickly.	It	was
on	one	wheel	and	that	had	placed	an	unimaginable	strain	on	the	wooden	frame
which	broke	apart	even	as	I	watched.	Harriman	was	jerked	out	of	his	seat	and



into	the	air,	the	reins	pulling	him	forward.	For	a	brief	second	he	was	suspended
there.	Then	the	whole	thing	toppled	on	to	its	side,	with	Harriman	disappearing
from	sight.	The	horses	kept	running,	but	they	had	become	separated	from	the
carriage	and	took	off	into	the	darkness.	The	curricle	slithered	and	span,	finally
coming	to	a	halt	right	in	front	of	us,	and	for	a	moment	I	thought	we	would	crash
into	it.	But	Holmes	still	had	the	reins.	He	guided	our	horse	around	the	obstacle,
drawing	it	into	a	halt.

Our	horse	stood	there,	panting.	There	was	a	bloody	streak	along	its	flank	and	I
felt	as	if	my	every	bone	had	become	dislocated.	I	had	no	coat	and	I	was
shivering	with	cold.

‘Well,	Watson,’	Holmes	rasped,	breathing	heavily.	‘Do	you	think	I	have	a	future
as	a	cab	driver?’

‘You	might	have	one	indeed,’	I	replied.	‘But	don’t	expect	too	many	tips.’

‘Let	us	see	what	we	can	do	for	Harriman.’

We	climbed	down	–	but	one	glance	told	us	that	the	pursuit	was	over	in	every
sense.	Harriman	was	covered	in	blood.	His	neck	was	so	badly	broken	that,
although	he	lay	sprawled	out	with	his	palms	down	on	the	surface	of	the	lane,	his
sightless	eyes	stared	up	at	the	sky	and	his	entire	face	was	contorted	by	a	hideous
grimace	of	pain.	Holmes	took	one	look	at	him,	then	nodded.	‘This	was	no	more
than	he	deserved,’	he	said.

‘He	was	a	wicked	man,	Holmes.	These	are	all	evil	people.’

‘You	put	it	quite	succinctly,	Watson.	Can	you	bear	to	return	to	Chorley	Grange?’

‘Those	children,	Holmes.	Those	poor	children.’

‘I	know.	But	Lestrade	should	by	now	have	taken	charge	of	the	situation.	Let	us
see	what	can	be	done.’

Our	horse	was	full	of	fire	and	resentment,	its	nostrils	steaming	in	the	night.	With
difficulty	we	managed	to	turn	it	round	and	drove	slowly	back	up	the	hill.	I	was
surprised	how	far	we	had	come.	The	journey	down	had	been	a	matter	of	a	few
minutes.	It	took	us	more	than	half	an	hour	to	return.	But	the	snow	seemed	to	be
gentler	and	the	wind	had	dropped.	I	was	glad	to	have	time	to	collect	myself,	to
be	alone	with	my	friend.

‘Holmes,’	I	said.	‘When	did	you	first	know?’



‘About	the	House	of	Silk?	I	suspected	that	something	was	amiss	the	first	time	we
came	to	Chorley	Grange.	Fitzsimmons	and	his	wife	were	consummate	actors	but
you	will	recall	how	angry	he	became	when	the	child	that	we	questioned	–	a	fair-
haired	boy	by	the	name	of	Daniel	–	mentioned	that	Ross	had	a	sister	who
worked	at	The	Bag	of	Nails.	He	covered	it	well	and	tried	to	make	us	believe	that
he	was	annoyed	that	this	information	had	not	come	to	us	sooner.	But	in	fact	he
was	furious	that	anything	had	been	told	to	us	at	all.	I	was	also	puzzled	by	the
nature	of	the	building	opposite	the	school.	I	could	see	at	a	glance	that	the	wheel
tracks	belonged	to	a	number	of	different	carriages,	including	a	brougham	and	a
landau.	Why	should	the	owners	of	such	expensive	vehicles	be	coming	to	a
musical	recital	by	a	group	of	anonymous,	deprived	boys?	It	made	no	sense.’

‘But	you	did	not	realise	…’

‘Not	then.	It	is	a	lesson	that	I	have	learned,	Watson,	and	one	that	I	shall
remember	for	the	future.	In	the	pursuit	of	a	crime,	a	detective	must	occasionally
be	guided	by	his	worst	imaginings	–	which	is	to	say	that	he	must	put	himself	in
the	mind	of	the	criminal.	But	there	are	limits	beyond	which	any	civilised	man
will	not	allow	himself	to	stoop.	Such	was	the	case	here.	I	did	not	imagine	what
Fitzsimmons	and	his	cohorts	might	be	involved	in	for	the	simple	reason	that	I
did	not	wish	to.	Like	it	or	not,	in	future	I	must	learn	to	be	less	fastidious.	It	was
only	when	we	discovered	the	body	of	poor	Ross	that	I	began	to	see	that	we	had
entered	an	arena	different	to	anything	we	had	formerly	experienced.	It	was	not
just	the	cruelty	of	his	injuries.	It	was	the	white	ribbon	tied	around	his	wrist.
Anyone	who	could	have	done	such	a	thing	to	a	dead	child	must	have	a	mind	that
was	utterly,	completely	corrupt.	To	such	a	man,	anything	would	be	possible.’

‘The	white	ribbon	…’

‘As	you	saw,	it	was	the	token	by	which	these	men	recognised	each	other	and
which	would	allow	them	entrance	to	the	House	of	Silk.	But	it	had	a	second
purpose.	By	looping	it	around	the	child’s	wrist,	they	made	an	example	of	him.
They	knew	that	it	would	be	reported	in	the	papers	and	would	therefore	act	as	a
warning,	that	this	is	what	would	happen	to	anyone	who	dared	cross	their	path.’

‘And	the	name,	Holmes.	Is	that	why	they	called	it	the	House	of	Silk?’

‘It	was	not	the	only	reason,	Watson.	I	fear	the	answer	has	been	in	front	of	us	all
the	time,	although	perhaps	it	only	became	obvious	in	retrospect.	You	will	recall
the	name	of	the	charity	which	Fitzsimmons	told	us	supported	his	work?	The



Society	for	the	Improvement	of	London’s	Children.	I	rather	think	we	have	been
pursuing	the	House	of	SILC	–	and	not	Silk.	That	must	surely	have	been	its	origin
at	any	rate.	The	charity	could	have	been	constructed	precisely	for	these	people.	It
gave	them	the	mechanism	to	find	the	children	and	the	mask	behind	which	they
could	exploit	them.’

We	had	reached	the	school.	Holmes	handed	the	dog	cart	back	to	its	driver	with
an	apology.	Lestrade	was	waiting	for	us	at	the	door.	‘Harriman?’	he	asked.

‘He	is	dead.	His	cart	overturned.’

‘I	can’t	say	I’m	sorry.’

‘How	is	your	officer,	the	man	who	was	shot?’

‘Badly	hurt,	Mr	Holmes.	But	he’ll	live.’

Unwilling	though	I	was	to	enter	the	building	a	second	time,	we	followed
Lestrade	back	inside.	Some	blankets	had	been	brought	down	and	used	to	cover
the	police	officer	who	had	been	shot	by	Harriman	and	the	piano,	of	course,	was
silent.	But	apart	from	that	the	House	of	Silk	was	much	as	it	had	been	when	we
had	first	entered	it.	It	made	me	shudder	to	return,	but	I	was	aware	that	we	still
had	unfinished	business.

‘I	have	sent	for	more	men,’	Lestrade	told	us.	‘It’s	a	nasty	business	we	have	here,
Mr	Holmes,	and	it’s	going	to	take	someone	a	lot	more	senior	than	me	to	sort	it
out.	Let	me	tell	you	that	the	children	have	been	sent	back	to	the	school	on	the
other	side	of	the	lane	and	I	have	two	officers	keeping	an	eye	on	them,	for	all	the
teachers	in	this	horrible	place	are	implicated	in	what’s	been	going	on	and	I	have
them	all	under	arrest.	Two	of	them	–	Weeks	and	Vosper	–	I	think	you	met.’

‘What	of	Fitzsimmons	and	his	wife?’	I	asked.

‘They’re	in	the	drawing	room	and	we’ll	see	them	shortly,	although	there’s
something	I	want	to	show	you	first,	if	you	can	stomach	it.’	I	could	hardly	believe
that	the	House	of	Silk	could	hold	any	further	secrets	but	we	followed	Lestrade
back	upstairs,	he	talking	all	the	while.	‘There	were	another	nine	men	here.	What
am	I	to	call	them?	Clients?	Customers?	They	include	Lord	Ravenshaw	and
another	man	who	will	be	well	known	to	you,	a	certain	doctor	by	the	name	of
Ackland.	Now	I	can	see	why	he	was	so	keen	to	perjure	himself	against	you.’

‘And	what	of	Lord	Horace	Blackwater?’	asked	Holmes.



‘He	was	not	present	here	tonight,	Mr	Holmes,	although	I’m	sure	we’ll	find	that
he	was	a	frequent	visitor.	But	come	this	way.	I’ll	show	you	what	we’ve	found
and	see	if	you	can	make	sense	of	it.’

We	walked	along	the	corridor	where	we	had	encountered	Harriman.	The	doors
were	now	open,	revealing	bedrooms,	all	of	which	were	luxuriously	appointed.	I
had	no	wish	to	enter	any	of	them	–	my	very	skin	recoiled	–	but	I	went	in	after
Holmes	and	Lestrade	and	found	myself	in	a	room	draped	in	blue	silk	with	a	cast-
iron	bed,	a	low	sofa	and	a	door	leading	into	a	bathroom	with	piped	water.	The
opposite	wall	was	taken	up	by	a	low	cabinet	on	which	stood	a	glass	tank
containing	a	number	of	rocks	and	dried	flowers	arranged	in	what	amounted	to	a
miniature	landscape,	the	possession	of	a	naturalist,	perhaps,	or	a	collector.

‘This	room	was	not	in	use	when	we	entered	it,’	Lestrade	explained.	‘My	men
continued	along	the	corridor	to	the	next	room,	which	is	nothing	more	than	a
storage	cupboard,	and	they	only	opened	it	quite	by	chance.	Now,	look	over	here.
This	is	what	we	found.’

He	drew	our	attention	to	the	tank	and	at	first	I	could	not	see	why	we	were
examining	it.	But	then	I	realised	that	there	was	a	small	aperture	cut	into	the	wall
behind	it,	perfectly	concealed	by	the	glass	so	that	it	was	virtually	invisible.

‘A	window!’	I	exclaimed.	And	then	I	grasped	its	significance.	‘Anything	that
happened	in	this	room	could	be	observed.’

‘Not	just	observed,’	Lestrade	muttered,	grimly.

He	took	us	back	out	into	the	corridor,	then	threw	open	the	door	of	the	cupboard.
It	was	empty	inside	but	for	a	table	on	which	stood	a	mahogany	box.	At	first,	I
was	not	sure	what	I	was	seeing	but	then	Lestrade	unfastened	the	box	which
opened	like	a	concertina	and	I	realised	that	it	was	in	fact	a	camera	and	that	its
lens,	at	the	end	of	a	sliding	tube,	was	pressed	against	the	other	side	of	the
window	that	we	had	just	seen.

‘A	quarter	plate	Le	Merveilleux,	manufactured	by	J.	Lancaster	and	Son	of
Birmingham,	if	I	am	not	mistaken,’	Holmes	remarked.

‘Is	this	part	of	their	depravity?’	Lestrade	demanded.	‘That	they	had	to	keep	a
record	of	what	took	place?’

‘I	think	not,’	Holmes	replied.	‘But	I	now	understand	why	my	brother,	Mycroft,
was	given	such	a	hostile	reception	when	he	began	his	enquiries	and	why	he	was



unable	to	come	to	my	aid.	You	say	you	have	Fitzsimmons	downstairs?’

‘And	his	wife.’

‘Then	I	think	it	is	time	we	had	our	reckoning.’

The	fire	was	still	burning	in	the	drawing	room	and	the	room	was	warm	and
close.	The	Reverend	Charles	Fitzsimmons	was	sitting	on	the	sofa	with	his	wife
and	I	was	glad	to	see	that	he	had	exchanged	his	clerical	garb	for	a	black	tie	and
dinner	jacket.	I	do	not	think	I	could	have	borne	any	more	of	his	pretence	that	he
was	part	of	the	church.	Mrs	Fitzsimmons	sat	rigid	and	withdrawn	and	refused	to
meet	our	eyes.	She	did	not	utter	a	word	throughout	the	interview	that	followed.
Holmes	sat	down.	I	stood	with	my	back	to	the	fire.	Lestrade	remained	by	the
door.

‘Mr	Holmes!’	Fitzsimmons	sounded	pleasantly	surprised	to	see	him.	‘I	suppose	I
must	congratulate	you,	sir.	You	certainly	have	proven	yourself	to	be	every	bit	as
formidable	as	I	was	led	to	believe.	You	managed	to	escape	from	the	first	trap	that
we	set	you.	Your	disappearance	from	Holloway	was	extraordinary.	And	as
neither	Henderson	nor	Bratby	have	returned	to	this	establishment,	I	will	assume
that	you	got	the	better	of	them	at	Jackdaw	Lane	and	they	are	both	under	arrest?’

‘They	are	dead,’	Holmes	said.

‘They	would	have	ended	up	being	hanged	anyway,	so	I	suppose	it	makes	no
great	difference.’

‘Are	you	prepared	to	answer	my	questions?’

‘Of	course.	I	see	absolutely	no	reason	why	not.	I	am	not	ashamed	of	what	we
have	been	doing	here	at	Chorley	Grange.	Some	of	the	policemen	have	treated	us
very	roughly	and	…’	Here	he	called	out	to	Lestrade	at	the	door.	‘…	I	can	assure
you	I	will	be	making	an	official	complaint.	But	the	truth	is	that	we	have	only
been	providing	what	certain	men	have	been	requesting	for	centuries.	I	am	sure
you	have	studied	the	ancient	civilisations	of	the	Greeks,	the	Romans	and	the
Persians?	The	cult	of	Ganymede	was	an	honourable	one,	sir.	Are	you	repulsed
by	the	work	of	Michelangelo	or	even	by	the	sonnets	of	William	Shakespeare?
Well,	I’m	sure	you	have	no	wish	to	discuss	the	semantics	of	the	matter.	You	have
the	upper	hand,	Mr	Holmes.	What	do	you	wish	to	know?’

‘Was	the	House	of	Silk	your	idea?’

‘It	was	entirely	mine.	I	can	assure	you	that	the	Society	for	the	Improvement	of



London’s	Children	and	the	family	of	our	benefactor,	Sir	Crispin	Ogilvy	who,	as	I
told	you,	paid	for	the	purchase	of	Chorley	Grange,	have	no	knowledge	of	what
we	have	been	doing	and	would,	I	am	sure,	be	as	dismayed	as	you.	I	have	no	need
to	protect	them.	I	am	merely	telling	you	the	truth.’

‘It	was	you	who	ordered	the	killing	of	Ross?’

‘I	will	confess	to	it,	yes.	I	am	not	proud	of	it,	Mr	Holmes,	but	it	was	necessary	to
ensure	my	own	safety	and	the	continuation	of	this	enterprise.	I	am	not	confessing
to	the	murder	itself,	you	understand.	That	was	carried	out	by	Henderson	and
Bratby.	And	it	might	be	as	well	to	add	that	you	would	be	deluding	yourself	if
you	thought	of	Ross	as	some	innocent,	a	little	angel	who	fell	into	bad	ways.	Mrs
Fitzsimmons	was	right.	He	was	a	nasty	piece	of	work	and	brought	his	end
entirely	upon	himself.’

‘I	believe	you	have	been	keeping	a	photographic	record	of	some	of	your	clients.’

‘You	have	been	into	the	blue	room?’

‘Yes.’

‘It	has	been	necessary	from	time	to	time.’

‘I	assume	your	purpose	was	blackmail.’

‘Blackmail,	occasionally,	and	only	when	absolutely	necessary,	for	it	will	not
surprise	you	to	learn	that	I	have	made	a	considerable	amount	of	money	from	the
House	of	Silk	and	had	no	particular	need	for	any	other	form	of	revenue.	No,	no,
no,	it	was	more	to	do	with	self-protection,	Mr	Holmes.	How	do	you	think	I	was
able	to	persuade	Dr	Ackland	and	Lord	Horace	Blackwater	to	appear	in	a	public
court?	It	was	an	act	of	self-preservation	on	their	part.	And	it	is	for	this	very	same
reason	that	I	can	tell	you	now	that	my	wife	and	I	will	never	stand	trial	in	this
country.	We	know	too	many	secrets	about	too	many	people,	some	of	whom	are
in	the	very	highest	positions,	and	we	have	the	evidence	carefully	tucked	away.
The	gentlemen	whom	you	found	here	tonight	were	but	a	small	selection	of	my
grateful	clients.	We	have	ministers	and	judges,	lawyers	and	lords.	More	than
that,	I	could	name	one	member	of	the	noblest	family	in	the	country	who	has	been
a	frequent	visitor	here,	but	of	course	he	relies	on	my	discretion,	just	as	I	can	rely
on	his	protection	should	the	need	arise.	You	take	my	point,	Mr	Holmes?	They
will	never	allow	you	to	bring	this	matter	to	light.	Six	months	from	now	my	wife
and	I	will	be	free	and,	quietly,	we	will	begin	again.	Perhaps	it	will	be	necessary



to	look	to	the	continent.	I	have	always	had	a	certain	penchant	for	the	south	of
France.	But	wherever	and	whenever,	the	House	of	Silk	will	re-emerge.	You	have
my	word	on	it.’

Holmes	said	nothing.	He	stood	up	and	together	he	and	I	left	the	room.	He	did	not
mention	Fitzsimmons	again	that	night	and	nor	did	he	have	anything	further	to
say	on	the	subject	the	following	morning.	But	by	then,	we	were	busy	again,	for
the	entire	adventure	had	of	course	begun	at	Wimbledon	and	it	was	to	there	that
we	now	returned.

	



TWENTY

Keelan	O’Donaghue

The	snowfall	of	the	night	before	had	tranformed	Ridgeway	Hall	in	a	way	that
was	quite	startling,	accentuating	its	symmetry	and	rendering	it	somehow
timeless.	I	had	thought	it	handsome	on	both	occasions	that	I	had	visited,	but	as	I
approached	it	for	the	last	time,	in	the	company	of	Sherlock	Holmes,	I	thought	it
as	perfect	as	the	miniature	houses	one	might	see	behind	the	window	of	a	toy
shop	and	it	almost	felt	like	an	act	of	vandalism	to	scour	the	white	driveway	with
our	carriage	wheels.

It	was	early	in	the	afternoon	of	the	following	day	and	I	must	confess	that,	had	I
been	given	a	chance,	I	would	have	postponed	this	visit	at	least	for	another
twenty-four	hours,	for	I	was	exhausted	from	the	night	before	and	my	arm,	where
I	had	been	struck,	was	aching	to	the	extent	that	I	could	barely	close	the	fingers	of
my	left	hand.	I	had	passed	a	wretched	night,	desperate	to	fall	asleep	in	order	to
put	out	of	my	mind	everything	I	had	seen	at	Chorley	Grange,	yet	unable	to	do	so
precisely	because	it	was	still	so	fresh	in	my	memory.	I	had	come	to	the	breakfast
table	and	had	been	irked	to	see	Holmes,	quite	fresh,	restored	in	every	way	to	his
old	self,	greeting	me	in	that	clipped,	precise	way	of	his	as	if	nothing	untoward
had	occurred.	It	was	he	who	had	insisted	on	this	visit,	having	already	sent	a	wire
to	Edmund	Carstairs	before	I	had	risen.	I	remembered	our	meeting	at	The	Bag	of
Nails	when	I	had	described	what	had	befallen	the	family,	and	Eliza	Carstairs	in
particular.	He	was	as	concerned	now	as	he	had	been	then	and	clearly	placed
great	significance	on	her	sudden	illness.	He	insisted	on	seeing	her	for	himself,
although	quite	how	he	might	be	able	to	help	her	when	I	and	so	many	other
doctors	had	failed	was	beyond	my	comprehension.

We	knocked	on	the	door.	It	was	opened	by	Patrick,	the	Irish	scullery	boy	whom	I
had	met	in	the	kitchen.	He	looked	blankly	at	Holmes,	then	at	me.	‘Oh,	it’s	you,’
he	scowled.	‘I	wasn’t	expecting	to	see	you	back	here	again.’

Never	had	I	been	greeted	on	a	doorstep	with	quite	such	insolence	but	Holmes



seemed	amused.	‘Is	your	master	in?’	he	asked.

‘Who	shall	I	say	is	calling?’

‘My	name	is	Sherlock	Holmes.	We	are	expected.	And	who	are	you?’

‘I’m	Patrick.’

‘That’s	a	Dublin	accent	if	I’m	not	mistaken.’

‘What’s	it	to	you?’

‘Patrick?	Who	is	it?	Why	is	Kirby	not	here?’	Edmund	Carstairs	had	appeared	in
the	hallway	and	came	forward,	clearly	agitated.	‘You	must	forgive	me,	Mr
Holmes.	Kirby	must	still	be	upstairs	with	my	sister.	I	did	not	expect	the	door	to
be	opened	by	the	kitchen	boy.	You	can	go	now,	Patrick.	Go	back	to	your	place.’

Carstairs	was	as	immaculately	attired	as	he	had	been	on	every	occasion	that	I
had	seen	him,	but	the	lines	that	days	of	anxiety	had	drawn	were	clearly	visible
on	his	face	and,	like	me,	I	suspected	that	he	had	not	been	sleeping	well.

‘You	received	my	wire,’	Holmes	said.

‘I	did.	But	you	evidently	did	not	receive	mine.	For	I	clearly	stated,	as	I	had
already	intimated	to	Dr	Watson,	that	I	had	no	further	need	of	your	services.	I	am
sorry	to	say	it,	but	you	have	not	been	helpful	to	my	family,	Mr	Holmes.	And	I
must	add	that	I	understood	that	you	had	been	arrested	and	were	in	serious	trouble
with	the	law.’

‘Those	matters	have	been	resolved.	As	to	your	wire,	Mr	Carstairs,	I	did	indeed
receive	it,	and	read	what	you	had	to	say	with	interest.’

‘And	you	came	anyway?’

‘You	first	came	to	me	because	you	were	being	terrorised	by	a	man	in	a	flat	cap,	a
man	you	believed	to	be	Keelan	O’Donoghue	from	Boston.	I	can	tell	you	that	I
am	now	in	command	of	the	facts	of	the	matter	which	I	am	happy	to	share	with
you.	I	can	also	tell	you	who	killed	the	man	that	we	found	at	Mrs	Oldmore’s
Private	Hotel.	You	may	try	to	persuade	yourself	that	these	things	are	no	longer
important,	and	if	that	is	the	case,	let	me	put	it	very	simply.	If	you	wish	your
sister	to	die,	you	will	send	me	away.	If	not,	you	will	invite	me	in	and	hear	what	I
have	to	say.’

Carstairs	hesitated	and	I	could	see	that	he	was	fighting	with	himself,	that	in	some



strange	way	he	seemed	almost	afraid	of	us,	but	in	the	end	his	better	sense
prevailed.	‘Please,’	he	said.	‘Let	me	take	your	coats.	I	don’t	know	what	Kirby	is
doing.	It	sometimes	seems	to	me	that	this	entire	household	is	in	disarray.’	We
removed	our	outer	garments	and	he	gestured	towards	the	drawing	room	where
we	had	been	received	on	our	first	visit.

‘If	you	will	permit	me,	I	would	like	to	see	your	sister	before	we	sit	down,’
Holmes	remarked.

‘My	sister	is	no	longer	able	to	see	anyone.	Her	sight	has	failed	her.	She	can
barely	speak.’

‘No	speech	will	be	necessary.	I	wish	merely	to	see	her	room.	Is	she	still	refusing
to	eat?’

‘It	is	no	longer	a	question	of	refusal.	She	is	unable	to	consume	solid	food.	It	is
the	best	I	can	do	to	make	her	take	a	little	warm	soup	from	time	to	time.’

‘She	still	believes	she	is	being	poisoned.’

‘In	my	view,	it	is	this	irrational	belief	that	has	become	the	main	cause	of	her
illness,	Mr	Holmes.	As	I	told	your	colleague,	I	have	tasted	every	single	morsel
that	has	passed	her	lips	with	no	ill-effect	at	all.	I	do	not	understand	the	curse	that
has	come	upon	me.	Before	I	met	you,	I	was	a	happy	man.’

‘And	hope	to	be	again,	I	am	sure.’

We	climbed	back	up	to	the	attic	room	that	I	had	been	in	before.	As	we	arrived	at
the	doorway,	the	manservant,	Kirby,	appeared	with	a	tray	of	soup,	the	plate
untouched.	He	glanced	at	his	master	and	shook	his	head,	indicating	that	once
again	the	patient	had	refused	to	eat.	We	went	in.	I	was	at	once	dismayed	by	the
sight	of	Eliza	Carstairs.	How	long	had	it	been	since	I	had	last	seen	her?	Hardly
more	than	a	week	and	yet	in	that	time	she	had	visibly	deteriorated	to	the	extent
that	she	put	me	in	mind	of	the	living	skeleton	that	I	had	seen	advertised	at	Dr
Silkin’s	House	of	Wonders.	Her	skin	was	stretched	in	that	horrible	way	that
attends	upon	patients	only	when	they	are	close	to	the	end,	her	lips	drawn	back	to
expose	her	gums	and	teeth.	The	shape	of	the	body	beneath	the	covers	was	tiny
and	pathetic.	Her	eyes	stared	at	us	but	saw	nothing.	Her	hands,	folded	across	her
chest,	were	those	of	a	woman	thirty	years	older	than	Eliza	Carstairs.

Holmes	examined	her	briefly.	‘Her	bathroom	is	next	door?’	he	asked.

‘Yes.	But	she	is	too	weak	to	walk	there.	Mrs	Kirby	and	my	wife	bathe	her	where



she	lies	…’

Holmes	had	already	left	the	room.	He	entered	the	bathroom,	leaving	Carstairs
and	myself	in	an	uneasy	silence	with	the	staring	woman.	At	last	he	reappeared.
‘We	can	return	downstairs,’	he	said.	Carstairs	and	I	followed	him	out,	both	of	us
bemused,	for	the	entire	visit	had	lasted	less	than	thirty	seconds.

We	went	back	down	to	the	drawing	room	where	Catherine	Carstairs	was	sitting
in	front	of	a	cheerful	fire,	reading	a	book.	She	closed	it	the	moment	we	entered
and	rose	quickly	to	her	feet.	‘Why,	Mr	Holmes	and	Dr	Watson!	You	are	the	last
two	people	I	expected	to	see.’	She	glanced	at	her	husband.	‘I	thought	…’

‘I	did	exactly	as	we	agreed,	my	dear.	But	Mr	Holmes	chose	to	visit	us	anyway.’

‘I	am	surprised	that	you	did	not	wish	to	see	me,	Mrs	Carstairs,’	Holmes
remarked.	‘Particularly	as	you	came	to	consult	me	a	second	time	after	your
sister-in-law	fell	ill.’

‘That	was	a	while	ago,	Mr	Holmes.	I	don’t	wish	to	be	rude,	but	I	have	long	since
given	up	any	hope	that	you	can	be	of	assistance	to	us.	The	man	who	came
uninvited	to	this	house	and	stole	money	and	jewellery	from	us	is	dead.	Do	we
want	to	know	who	stabbed	him?	No!	The	fact	that	he	can	trouble	us	no	more	is
enough.	If	there	is	nothing	you	can	do	to	help	poor	Eliza,	then	there	is	no	reason
for	you	to	stay.’

‘I	believe	I	can	save	Miss	Carstairs.	It	may	still	be	not	too	late.’

‘Save	her	from	what?’

‘From	poison.’

Catherine	Carstairs	started.	‘She	is	not	being	poisoned!	There	is	no	possibility	of
that.	The	doctors	do	not	know	the	cause	of	her	illness	but	they	are	all	agreed	on
that.’

‘Then	they	are	all	wrong.	May	I	sit	down?	There	is	much	that	I	have	to	tell	you
and	I	think	we	would	all	be	more	comfortable	seated.’

The	wife	glared	at	him	but	this	time	the	husband	took	Holmes’s	side.	‘Very	well,
Mr	Holmes.	I	will	listen	to	what	you	have	to	say.	But	make	no	mistake.	If	I
believe	that	you	are	attempting	to	deceive	me,	I	will	have	no	hesitation	in	asking
you	to	leave.’

‘My	aim	is	not	to	deceive	you,’	returned	Holmes.	‘In	fact,	quite	the	contrary.’	He



sat	down	in	the	armchair	furthest	from	the	fire.	I	took	the	chair	next	to	him.	Mr
and	Mrs	Carstairs	sat	together	on	the	sofa	opposite.	Finally	he	began.

‘You	came	to	my	lodgings,	Mr	Carstairs,	on	the	advice	of	your	accountant,
because	you	were	afraid	that	your	life	might	be	threatened	by	a	man	you	had
never	met.	You	were	on	your	way	that	evening	to	the	opera,	to	Wagner,	as	I
recall.	But	it	was	late	by	the	time	you	left	me.	I	imagine	you	missed	the	first
curtain.’

‘No.	I	arrived	on	time.’

‘No	matter.	There	were	many	aspects	of	your	story	that	I	found	quite
remarkable,	the	principal	one	being	the	strange	behaviour	of	this	vigilante,
Keelan	O’Donaghue,	if	indeed	it	was	he.	I	could	well	believe	that	he	had
followed	you	all	the	way	to	London	and	found	out	your	address	here	in
Wimbledon,	with	the	express	purpose	of	killing	you.	You	were,	after	all,
responsible	–	at	least	in	part	–	for	the	death	of	his	twin	brother,	Rourke
O’Donaghue,	and	twins	are	close.	And	he	had	already	taken	vengeance	on
Cornelius	Stillman,	the	man	who	had	purchased	the	oil	paintings	from	you	and
who	subsequently	paid	for	the	Pinkerton’s	agents	who	tracked	down	the	Flat	Cap
Gang	in	Boston	and	put	an	end	to	their	careers	in	a	hail	of	bullets.	Remind	me,	if
you	will.	What	is	the	name	of	the	agent	you	employed?’

‘It	was	Bill	McParland.’

‘Of	course.	As	I	say,	twins	are	often	very	close	and	it	is	no	surprise	that	Keelan
should	have	sought	your	death.	So	why	did	he	not	kill	you?	Once	he	had
discovered	where	you	lived,	why	did	he	not	spring	out	and	put	a	knife	in	you?
That	is	what	I	would	have	done.	Nobody	knew	he	was	in	this	country.	He	could
have	been	on	a	ship	back	to	America	before	you	were	even	in	the	morgue.	But,
in	fact,	he	did	the	exact	opposite	of	that.	He	stood	outside	your	house,	wearing
the	flat	cap	that	he	knew	would	identify	him.	Worse	than	that,	he	appeared	again,
this	time	when	you	and	Mrs	Carstairs	were	leaving	the	Savoy.	What	was	in	his
mind,	do	you	think?	It	is	almost	as	if	he	were	daring	you	to	go	to	the	police,	to
get	him	arrested.’

‘He	wished	to	frighten	us,’	Mrs	Carstairs	said.

‘But	that	was	not	the	motive	on	his	third	visit.	This	time	he	returned	to	the	house
with	a	note	which	he	pressed	into	your	husband’s	hand.	He	asked	for	a	meeting
at	your	local	church	at	midday.’



‘He	did	not	show	up.’

‘Perhaps	he	never	intended	to.	His	final	intervention	in	your	life	came	when	he
broke	into	the	house	and	stole	fifty	pounds	and	jewellery	from	your	safe.	By
now,	I	am	finding	his	behaviour	more	than	remarkable.	Not	only	does	he	know
exactly	which	window	to	choose,	he	has	somehow	got	his	hands	on	a	key	lost	by
your	wife	several	months	before	he	arrived	in	the	country.	And	it	is	interesting,
is	it	not,	that	he	is	now	more	interested	in	money	than	in	murder,	for	he	is
actually	standing	in	this	very	house	in	the	middle	of	the	night.	He	could	climb
the	stairs	and	kill	you	both	in	your	bed—’

‘I	woke	up	and	heard	him.’

‘Indeed	so,	Mrs	Carstairs.	But	by	that	time	he	had	already	opened	the	safe.	I	take
it	that	you	and	Mr	Carstairs	sleep	in	separate	rooms,	by	the	way?’

Carstairs	flushed.	‘I	do	not	see	that	our	domestic	arrangements	have	any	bearing
on	the	case.’

‘But	you	do	not	deny	it.	Very	well,	let	us	stay	with	our	strange	and	somewhat
indecisive	intruder.	He	makes	his	getaway	to	a	private	hotel	in	Bermondsey.	But
now	events	take	a	surprising	turn	when	a	second	assailant,	a	man	about	whom
we	know	nothing,	catches	up	with	Keelan	O’Donaghue	–	again,	we	must	assume
it	is	he	–	stabs	him	to	death,	and	takes	not	only	his	money	but	anything	that
might	identify	him,	apart	from	a	cigarette	case	which	is	in	itself	unhelpful	as	it
bears	the	initials	WM.’

‘What	do	you	mean	by	all	this,	Mr	Holmes?’	Catherine	Carstairs	asked.

‘I	am	merely	making	it	clear	to	you,	Mrs	Carstairs,	as	it	was	to	me	from	the	very
start,	that	this	narrative	makes	no	sense	whatsoever	–	unless,	that	is,	you	start
from	the	premise	that	it	was	not	Keelan	O’Donaghue	who	came	to	this	house,
and	that	it	was	not	your	husband	with	whom	he	wished	to	communicate.’

‘But	that’s	ridiculous.	He	gave	my	husband	that	note.’

‘And	failed	to	appear	at	the	church.	It	may	help	if	we	put	ourselves	in	the
position	of	this	mysterious	visitor.	He	seeks	a	private	interview	with	a	member
of	this	household	but	that	is	not	such	a	simple	matter.	Apart	from	yourself	and
your	husband,	there	is	your	sister,	various	servants	…	Mr	and	Mrs	Kirby,	Elsie
and	Patrick,	the	kitchen	boy.	To	begin	with,	he	watches	from	a	distance	but
finally	he	approaches	with	a	note	written	in	large	letters	and	neither	folded	nor	in



an	envelope.	Clearly,	his	intention	cannot	be	to	post	it	through	the	door.	But	is	it
possible,	perhaps,	that	he	hopes	to	see	the	person	for	whom	this	correspondence
is	intended,	simply	to	hold	it	up	so	that	it	can	be	read	through	the	window	of	the
breakfast	room?	No	need	to	ring	the	bell.	No	need	to	risk	the	message	falling
into	the	wrong	hands.	It	will	be	known	to	just	the	two	of	them	and	they	can
discuss	their	business	later.	Unfortunately,	however,	Mr	Carstairs	returns
unexpectedly	early	to	the	house,	moments	before	our	man	has	had	the	chance	to
achieve	his	aim.	So	what	does	he	do?	He	raises	the	note	high	above	him	and
hands	it	to	Mr	Carstairs.	He	knows	he	is	being	watched	from	the	breakfast	room
and	his	meaning	now	is	rather	different.	“Find	me,”	he	is	saying.	“Or	I	will	tell
Mr	Carstairs	everything	I	know.	I	will	meet	him	in	the	church.	I	will	meet	him
anywhere	I	please.	You	cannot	prevent	me.”	Of	course,	he	does	not	turn	up	at	the
assignation.	He	has	no	need	to.	The	warning	is	enough.’

‘But	with	whom	did	he	wish	to	speak	if	not	with	me?’	Carstairs	demanded.

‘Who	was	in	the	breakfast	room	at	the	time?’

‘My	wife.’	He	frowned	as	if	anxious	to	change	the	subject.	‘Who	was	this	man,
if	he	was	not	Keelan	O’Donaghue?’	he	asked.

‘The	answer	to	that	is	perfectly	simple,	Mr	Carstairs.	He	was	Bill	McParland,	the
Pinkerton’s	detective.	Consider	for	a	moment.	We	know	that	Mr	McParland	was
injured	during	the	shootout	in	Boston	and	the	man	we	discovered	in	the	hotel
room	had	a	recent	scar	on	his	right	cheek.	We	also	know	that	McParland	had
fallen	out	with	his	employer,	Cornelius	Stillman,	who	had	refused	to	pay	him	the
amount	of	money	he	felt	he	was	owed.	He	therefore	had	a	grievance.	And	then
there	is	his	name.	Bill,	I	would	imagine,	is	short	for	William	and	the	initials	we
found	on	the	cigarette	case	were—’

‘WM,’	I	interjected.

‘Precisely,	Watson.	And	now	things	begin	to	fall	into	place.	Let	us	begin	by
considering	the	fate	of	Keelan	O’Donaghue	himself.	First,	what	do	we	know
about	this	young	man?	Your	narrative	was	surprisingly	comprehensive,	Mr
Carstairs,	and	for	that	I	am	grateful	to	you.	You	told	us	that	Rourke	and	Keelan
O’Donaghue	were	twins	but	that	Keelan	was	the	smaller	of	the	two.	They	carried
each	other’s	initials,	tattooed	on	their	arms,	proof,	if	any	were	needed,	of	the
extraordinary	closeness	of	their	relationship.	Keelan	was	clean-shaven	and
taciturn.	He	wore	a	flat	cap	which,	one	would	imagine,	would	have	made	it



difficult	to	see	very	much	of	his	face.	We	know	that	he	was	of	slender	build.	He
alone	was	able	to	squeeze	through	the	gulley	that	led	to	the	river	and	so	effect
his	escape.	But	I	was	particularly	struck	by	one	detail	that	you	mentioned.	The
gang	all	lived	together	in	the	squalor	of	the	tenement	in	South	End	–	all,	that	is,
apart	from	Keelan	who	had	the	luxury	of	his	own	room.	I	wondered	from	the
very	start	why	that	might	be.

‘The	answer,	of	course,	is	quite	obvious,	given	all	the	evidence	I	have	just	laid
out	and	I	am	happy	to	say	that	I	have	had	it	confirmed	by	no	less	than	Mrs
Caitlin	O’Donaghue	who	still	lives	in	Sackville	Street	in	Dublin	where	she	has	a
laundry.	It	is	this.	In	the	spring	of	1865	she	gave	birth,	not	to	twin	brothers	but	to
a	brother	and	a	sister.	Keelan	O’Donaghue	was	a	girl.’

The	silence	that	greeted	this	revelation	was,	in	a	word,	profound.	The	stillness	of
the	winter’s	day	pressed	in	on	the	room	and	even	the	flames	in	the	fireplace,
which	had	been	flickering	cheerfully,	seemed	to	be	holding	their	breath.

‘A	girl?’	Carstairs	looked	at	Holmes	in	wonderment,	a	sickly	smile	playing
around	his	lips.	‘Running	a	gang?’

‘A	girl	who	would	have	had	to	conceal	her	identity	if	she	were	to	survive	in	such
an	environment,’	Holmes	returned.	‘And	anyway,	it	was	her	brother,	Rourke,
who	ran	the	gang.	All	the	evidence	points	to	this	single	conclusion.	There	can	be
no	alternative.’

‘And	where	is	this	girl?’

‘That	is	simple,	Mr	Carstairs.	You	are	married	to	her.’

I	saw	Catherine	Carstairs	turn	pale	but	she	said	nothing.	Sitting	next	to	her,
Carstairs	was	suddenly	rigid.	The	two	of	them	reminded	me	of	the	waxworks	I
had	glimpsed	at	the	fair	at	Jackdaw	Lane.

‘You	do	not	deny	it,	Mrs	Carstairs?’	Holmes	asked.

‘Of	course	I	deny	it!	I	have	never	heard	anything	quite	so	preposterous.’	She
turned	to	her	husband	and	suddenly	there	were	tears	in	her	eyes.	‘You’re	not
going	to	allow	him	to	speak	to	me	in	this	way,	are	you,	Edmund?	To	suggest	that
I	might	have	some	connection	with	a	hateful	brood	of	criminals	and	evil-doers!’

‘Your	words,	I	think,	fall	on	deaf	ears,	Mrs	Carstairs,’	Holmes	remarked.

And	it	was	true.	From	the	moment	that	Holmes	had	made	his	extraordinary



declaration,	Carstairs	had	been	gazing	in	front	of	him	with	an	expression	of
peculiar	horror	that	suggested	to	me	that	some	small	part	of	him	must	have
always	known	the	truth,	or	at	least	suspected	it,	but	now,	at	last,	he	was	being
forced	to	stare	it	straight	in	the	face.

‘Please,	Edmund	…’	She	reached	out	to	him,	but	Carstairs	flinched	and	turned
away.

‘May	I	continue?’	Holmes	asked.

Catherine	Carstairs	was	about	to	speak	but	then	relaxed.	Her	shoulders	slumped
and	it	was	as	if	a	silken	veil	had	been	torn	from	her	face.	Suddenly	she	was
glaring	at	us	with	a	hardness	and	an	expression	of	hatred	that	would	have	been
unbecoming	in	any	English	gentlewoman	but	which	had	surely	sustained	her
throughout	her	life.	‘Oh	yes,	oh	yes,’	she	snarled.	‘We	might	as	well	hear	the	rest
of	it.’

‘Thank	you.’	Holmes	nodded	in	her	direction,	when	went	on.	‘After	the	death	of
her	brother,	and	the	destruction	of	the	Flat	Cap	Gang,	Catherine	O’Donoghue	–
for	that	was	her	given	name	–	found	herself	in	a	situation	that	must	have	seemed
quite	desperate.	She	was	alone,	in	America,	wanted	by	the	police.	She	had	also
lost	the	brother	who	had	been	closer	to	her	than	anyone	on	this	planet,	and	whom
she	must	have	dearly	loved.	Her	first	thoughts	were	of	revenge.	Cornelius
Stillman	had	been	foolish	enough	to	boast	of	his	exploits	in	the	Boston	press.
Still	in	disguise,	she	tracked	him	down	to	the	garden	of	his	house	in	Providence
and	shot	him	dead.	But	he	was	not	the	only	person	mentioned	in	the
advertisement.	Reverting	now	to	her	female	persona,	Catherine	followed	his
junior	partner	onto	the	Cunard	liner,	the	Catalonia.	It	is	clear	what	was	on	her
mind.	She	no	longer	had	any	future	in	America.	It	was	time	to	return	to	her
family	in	Dublin.	Nobody	would	suspect	her,	travelling	as	a	single	woman,
accompanied	by	a	maid.	She	took	with	her	what	profits	she	had	been	able	to	save
from	her	past	crimes.	And	somewhere	in	the	middle	of	the	Atlantic	she	would
come	face	to	face	with	Edmund	Carstairs.	It	is	easy	enough	to	commit	murder	on
the	high	seas.	Carstairs	would	disappear	and	her	revenge	would	be	complete.’

Holmes	now	addressed	Mrs	Carstairs	directly.	‘But	something	changed	your
mind.	What	was	it,	I	wonder?’

The	woman	shrugged.	‘I	saw	Edmund	for	what	he	was.’

‘It	is	precisely	as	I	thought.	Here	was	a	man	with	no	experience	of	the	opposite



sex	apart	from	a	mother	and	a	sister	who	had	always	dominated	him.	He	was	ill.
He	was	afraid.	How	amusing	it	must	have	been	for	you	to	come	to	his	aid,	to
befriend	him	and	finally	to	draw	him	into	your	net.	Somehow	you	persuaded	him
to	marry	you	in	defiance	of	his	own	family	–	and	how	much	sweeter	this	revenge
than	the	one	you	had	originally	planned.	You	were	intimately	connected	to	a	man
you	loathed.	But	you	would	play	the	part	of	the	devoted	wife,	the	charade	made
easier	by	the	fact	that	you	have	chosen	to	sleep	in	separate	rooms	and,	I	fancy,
you	have	never	allowed	yourself	to	be	seen	in	a	state	of	undress.	There	was	the
inconvenience	of	that	tattoo,	was	there	not.	So	were	you	ever	to	visit	a	pleasure
beach,	you	would	naturally	be	unable	to	swim.

‘All	would	have	been	well	but	for	the	arrival	of	Bill	McParland	from	Boston.
How	had	he	picked	up	your	trail	and	learned	your	new	identity?	We	will	never
know,	but	he	was	a	detective,	a	very	good	one,	and	doubtless	had	his	methods.	It
was	not	your	husband	he	was	signalling	outside	this	house	and	at	the	Savoy.	It
was	you.	By	this	stage,	he	was	no	longer	interested	in	arresting	you.	He	had
come	here	for	the	money	he	was	owed	and	his	desire	for	it,	his	sense	of	injustice,
his	recent	wound	–	all	this	drove	him	to	desperation.	He	met	with	you,	did	he
not?’

‘Yes.’

‘And	he	demanded	money	from	you.	If	you	paid	him	enough,	he	would	let	you
keep	your	secret.	When	he	handed	your	husband	that	note,	he	was	effectively
warning	you.	At	any	time,	he	could	reveal	everything	he	knew.’

‘You	have	it	all,	Mr	Holmes.’

‘Not	all,	not	quite	yet.	You	needed	to	give	McParland	something	to	keep	him
quiet	but	had	no	resources	of	your	own.	It	was	therefore	necessary	to	create	the
illusion	of	a	burglary.	You	came	down	in	the	night	and	guided	him	to	the	correct
window	with	a	light.	You	opened	that	window	from	inside	and	allowed	him	to
climb	in.	You	opened	the	safe,	using	a	key	which	you	had	never	in	fact	lost.	And
even	here	you	could	not	resist	a	touch	of	malice.	As	well	as	the	money,	you	gave
him	a	necklace	which	had	belonged	to	the	late	Mrs	Carstairs	and	which	you
knew	had	great	sentimental	value	to	your	husband.	It	seems	to	me	that	any
chance	you	had	to	hurt	him	was	irresistible	to	you	and	you	always	seized	it	with
alacrity.

‘McParland	made	one	mistake.	The	money	that	you	gave	to	him	–	fifty	pounds	–



was	only	a	first	payment.	He	had	demanded	more	and,	foolishly,	he	gave	you	the
name	of	the	hotel	where	he	was	staying.	It	is	possible	that	the	sight	of	you	in	all
the	finery	of	a	wealthy	English	lady	deceived	him	and	he	forgot	the	creature	you
had	once	been.	Your	husband	was	at	the	gallery	in	Albemarle	Street.	You	chose
your	moment,	slipped	out	of	the	house	and	climbed	into	the	hotel	through	a	back
window.	You	were	waiting	in	McParland’s	room	when	he	returned	and	struck
from	behind,	stabbing	him	in	the	neck.	I	wonder,	incidentally,	how	you	were
dressed?’

‘I	was	dressed	in	my	old	style.	Petticoats	and	crinolette	would	have	been	a	little
cumbersome.’

‘You	silenced	McParland	and	removed	any	trace	of	his	identity,	missing	only	the
cigarette	case.	And	with	him	gone,	there	was	nothing	to	stand	in	the	way	of	the
rest	of	your	scheme.’

‘There	is	more?’	Carstairs	rasped.	All	the	blood	had	left	his	face	and	I	thought	he
might	be	about	to	faint.

‘Indeed	so,	Mr	Carstairs.’	Holmes	turned	back	to	the	wife.	‘The	cold-blooded
marriage	that	you	had	arranged	for	yourself	was	only	the	means	to	an	end.	It	was
your	intention	to	kill	Edmund’s	family	one	at	a	time:	his	mother,	his	sister	and
then	he.	At	the	end	of	it,	you	would	inherit	everything	that	had	been	his.	This
house,	the	money,	the	art	…	all	of	it	would	be	yours.	It	is	hard	to	imagine	the
hatred	that	must	have	been	driving	you	forward,	the	relish	with	which	you	went
about	your	task.’

‘It	has	been	a	pleasure,	Mr	Holmes.	I	have	enjoyed	every	minute	of	it.’

‘My	mother?’	Carstairs	gasped	the	two	words.

‘The	most	likely	explanation	was	the	one	you	first	suggested	to	me,	that	the	gas
fire	in	her	bedroom	blew	out.	But	it	was	not	one	that	stood	up	to	scrutiny.	For
your	manservant,	Kirby,	told	us	that	he	blamed	himself	for	the	death	as	he	had
stopped	up	every	crack	and	crevice	in	the	room.	Your	mother	disliked	draughts
so	it	was	impossible	that	a	draught	could	have	blown	out	the	fire.	Your	sister,
however,	had	come	to	another	conclusion.	She	believed	that	the	late	Mrs
Carstairs	had	taken	her	own	life,	so	distraught	was	she	at	your	marriage.	But	as
much	as	Eliza	loathed	your	new	wife	and	instinctively	knew	her	to	be
dissembling,	even	she	was	unable	to	arrive	at	the	truth,	which	is	that	Catherine
Carstairs	entered	the	room	and	deliberately	blew	out	the	flame,	leaving	the	old



lady	to	perish.	There	could	be	no	survivors,	you	see.	For	the	property	to	be	hers,
everyone	had	to	die.’

‘And	Eliza?’

‘Your	sister	is	being	slowly	poisoned.’

‘But	that’s	impossible,	Mr	Holmes.	I	told	you—’

‘You	told	me	that	you	have	carefully	examined	everything	she	has	eaten,	which
only	suggests	to	me	that	she	is	being	poisoned	in	another	way.	The	answer,	Mr
Carstairs,	is	the	bath.	Your	sister	insists	on	bathing	regularly	and	uses	strong,
lavender	bath	salts.	I	must	confess	that	this	is	a	most	novel	way	of	administering
poison,	and	I	am	frankly	surprised	that	it	has	been	so	effective,	but	I	would	say
that	a	small	measure	of	aconitine	has	been	added,	regularly,	to	the	bath	salts.	It
has	entered	Miss	Carstairs’s	system	through	her	skin	and	also,	I	would	imagine,
through	the	moisture	and	the	fumes	which	she	has,	of	necessity,	absorbed.
Aconitine	is	a	highly	toxic	alkaloid	which	is	soluable	in	water	and	which	would
have	killed	your	sister	instantly	if	a	large	dose	had	been	used.	Instead,	you	have
noted	this	slow	but	remorseless	decline.	It	is	a	striking	and	innovative	method	of
murder,	Mrs	Carstairs,	and	one	which	I	am	sure	will	be	added	to	the	annals	of
crime.	It	was	also	quite	daring	of	you,	incidentally,	to	visit	my	colleague	while	I
was	incarcerated,	although	you	naturally	pretended	you	knew	nothing	of	that.	It
doubtless	persuaded	your	husband	of	your	devotion	to	your	sister-in-law	while,
in	fact,	you	were	actually	laughing	at	them	both.’

‘You	devil!’	Carstairs	twisted	away	from	her	in	horror.	‘How	could	you?	How
could	anyone?’

‘Mr	Holmes	is	right,	Edmund,’	his	wife	returned	and	I	noticed	that	her	voice	had
changed.	It	was	harder,	the	Irish	accent	now	prominent.	‘I	would	have	put	all	of
you	in	your	graves.	First	your	mother.	Then	Eliza.	And	you	have	no	idea	what	I
was	planning	for	you!’	She	turned	to	Holmes.	‘And	what	now,	clever	Mr
Holmes?	Do	you	have	a	policeman	waiting	outside?	Should	I	go	upstairs	and
pack	a	few	things?’

‘There	is	indeed	a	policeman	waiting,	Mrs	Carstairs.	But	I	have	not	finished	yet.’
Holmes	drew	himself	up	and	I	saw	a	coldness	and	a	vengefulness	in	his	eyes	that
went	beyond	anything	I	had	ever	seen	before.	He	was	a	judge	about	to	deliver
sentence,	an	executioner	opening	the	trapdoor.	A	certain	chill	had	entered	the
room.	A	month	from	now,	Ridgeway	Hall	would	be	empty,	unoccupied	–	and	am



I	too	fanciful	to	suggest	that	something	of	its	fate	was	already	being	whispered,
that	somehow	the	house	already	knew?	‘There	is	still	the	death	of	the	child,
Ross,	to	be	accounted	for.’

Mrs	Carstairs	burst	out	laughing.	‘I	know	nothing	about	Ross,’	she	said.	‘You
have	been	very	bright,	Mr	Holmes.	But	now	you	go	beyond	yourself.’

‘It	is	no	longer	you	I	am	addressing,	Mrs	Carstairs,’	Holmes	replied	and	turned
instead	to	her	husband.	‘My	investigation	into	your	affairs	took	an	unexpected
turn	on	the	night	that	Ross	was	murdered,	Mr	Carstairs,	and	that	is	not	a	word	I
use	often,	for	it	is	my	habit	to	expect	everything.	Every	crime	that	I	have	ever
investigated	has	had	what	you	might	call	a	narrative	flow	–	it	is	this	invisible
thread	that	my	friend,	Dr	Watson,	has	always	unerringly	identified.	It	is	what	has
made	him	such	an	excellent	chronicler	of	my	work.	But	I	have	been	aware	that
this	time	I	have	been	diverted.	I	was	following	one	line	of	investigation	and	it
took	me,	suddenly	and	quite	accidentally,	onto	another.	From	the	moment	I
arrived	at	Mrs	Oldmore’s	Private	Hotel,	I	had	left	Boston	and	the	Flat	Cap	Gang
behind	me.	Instead,	I	was	moving	in	a	new	direction	and	one	that	would
eventually	take	me	to	the	unveiling	of	a	crime	more	unpleasant	than	any	I	had
ever	encountered.’

Carstairs	flinched	when	he	heard	this.	His	wife	was	regarding	him	curiously.

‘Let	us	go	back	to	that	night,	for	you,	of	course,	were	with	me.	I	knew	very	little
about	Ross,	except	that	he	was	one	of	the	band	of	street	urchins	that	I	have
affectionately	named	the	Baker	Street	Irregulars	and	who	have	helped	me	from
time	to	time.	They	have	been	of	use	to	me	and	I	have	recompensed	them.	It
seemed	a	harmless	arrangement,	at	least	until	now.	Ross	was	left	to	watch	the
hotel	while	his	companion,	Wiggins,	came	for	me.	We	drove,	the	four	of	us	–
you,	me,	Watson	and	Wiggins	–	over	to	Blackfriars.	Ross	saw	us.	And	at	once	I
perceived	that	the	boy	was	terrified.	He	asked	who	we	were,	who	you	were.
Watson	attempted	to	reassure	him	and,	in	doing	so,	both	named	you	and	gave	the
boy	your	address.	That,	I	rather	fear,	was	to	be	the	death	of	him	–	though	do	not
blame	yourself,	Watson,	for	the	mistake	was	equally	mine.

‘I	had	assumed	that	Ross	was	frightened	because	of	what	he	had	seen	at	the
hotel.	It	was	a	natural	assumption	to	make	for,	as	things	turned	out,	a	murder	had
taken	place.	I	was	convinced	that	he	must	have	seen	the	killer	and,	for	reasons	of
his	own,	had	decided	to	keep	silent.	But	I	was	wrong.	What	had	frightened	and
amazed	the	boy	was	nothing	to	do	with	it	at	all.	It	was	the	sight	of	you,	Mr



Carstairs.	Ross	was	determined	to	know	who	you	were	and	where	he	could	find
you	because	he	recognised	you.	God	knows	what	you	had	done	to	that	child,	and
even	now	I	refuse	even	to	consider	it.	But	the	two	of	you	had	met	at	the	House
of	Silk.’

Another	dreadful	silence.

‘What	is	the	House	of	Silk?’	Catherine	Carstairs	asked.

‘I	will	not	answer	your	question,	Mrs	Carstairs.	Nor	do	I	need	to	address	myself
to	you	again	except	to	say	this:	your	entire	scheme,	this	marriage	of	yours,
would	only	have	worked	with	a	certain	sort	of	man	–	one	who	wanted	a	wife	to
spite	his	family,	to	give	him	a	certain	standing	in	society,	not	for	reasons	of	love
or	affection.	As	you	put	it	so	delicately	yourself,	you	knew	him	for	what	he	was.
I	myself	wondered	exactly	what	sort	of	creature	I	was	dealing	with	on	the	very
first	day	that	we	met	for	it	always	fascinates	me	to	meet	a	man	who	tells	me	he	is
late	for	a	Wagner	opera	on	an	evening	when	no	Wagner	is	being	played	in	town.

‘Ross	recognised	you,	Mr	Carstairs.	It	was	the	very	worst	thing	that	could	have
happened,	for	I	can	imagine	that	anonymity	was	the	watchword	at	the	House	of
Silk.	You	came	in	the	night,	you	did	what	you	had	to	do,	and	you	left.	Ross	was,
in	all	this,	the	victim.	But	he	was	also	old	beyond	his	years	and	poverty	and
desperation	had	driven	him	inexorably	to	crime.	He	had	already	stolen	a	gold
pocket	watch	from	one	of	the	men	who	had	preyed	on	him.	As	soon	as	he	got
over	the	shock	of	encountering	you,	he	must	have	seen	the	possibilities	of
considerably	more.	Certainly,	that	is	what	he	told	his	friend,	Wiggins.	Did	he
visit	you	the	next	day?	Did	he	threaten	to	expose	you	if	you	did	not	pay	him	a
fortune?	Or	had	you	already	scuttled	off	to	Charles	Fitzsimmons	and	his	gang	of
thugs	and	demanded	that	they	take	care	of	the	situation?’

‘I	never	asked	them	to	do	anything,’	Carstairs	muttered	in	a	voice	that	seemed	to
be	straining	to	bring	the	words	to	his	lips.

‘You	went	to	Fitzsimmons	and	told	him	that	you	were	being	threatened.	Acting
on	his	instructions,	you	sent	Ross	to	a	meeting	where	he	believed	he	would	be
paid	for	his	silence.	He	had	left	for	that	meeting	moments	before	Watson	and	I
arrived	at	The	Bag	of	Nails	and	by	then	we	were	too	late.	It	was	not
Fitzsimmons	or	yourself	that	Ross	met.	It	was	the	two	thugs	who	called
themselves	Henderson	and	Bratby.	And	they	made	sure	he	would	not	trouble	you
again.’	Holmes	paused.	‘Ross	was	tortured	to	death	for	his	audacity,	a	white



ribbon	placed	around	his	wrist	as	a	warning	to	any	other	of	these	wretched
children	who	might	have	the	same	ideas.	You	may	not	have	commanded	it,	Mr
Carstairs,	but	I	want	you	to	know	that	I	hold	you	personally	responsible.	You
exploited	him.	You	killed	him.	You	are	a	man	as	debased	and	as	vile	as	any	I
have	ever	met.’

He	rose	to	his	feet.

‘And	now	I	will	leave	this	house,	for	I	do	not	wish	to	tarry	here	any	longer.	It
occurs	to	me	that,	in	some	ways,	your	marriage	was	not	perhaps	as	ill-judged	as
might	be	thought.	The	two	of	you	are	made	for	each	other.	Well,	you	will	find
police	carriages	waiting	outside	for	both	of	you,	although	they	will	be	taking	you
their	separate	ways.	You	are	ready,	Watson?	We	will	show	ourselves	out.’

Edmund	and	Catherine	Carstairs	sat	motionless	on	the	sofa	together.	Neither	of
them	spoke.	But	I	felt	them	watching	us	intently	as	we	left.

	



Afterword

It	is	with	a	heavy	heart	that	I	draw	to	the	end	of	my	task.	While	I	have	been
writing	this,	it	is	as	if	I	have	been	reliving	it,	and	although	there	are	some	details
I	would	wish	to	forget,	still	it	has	been	good	to	find	myself	back	at	Holmes’s
side,	following	him	from	Wimbledon	to	Blackfriars,	to	Hamworth	Hill	and
Holloway,	always	one	step	behind	him	(in	every	sense)	and	yet	enjoying	the	rare
privilege	of	observing,	at	close	quarters,	that	unique	mind.	Now	that	the	final
page	draws	near,	I	am	aware	once	again	of	the	room	in	which	I	find	myself,	the
aspidistra	on	the	windowsill,	the	radiator	that	is	always	a	little	too	hot.	My	hand
is	aching	and	all	my	memories	are	skewered	on	the	page.	Would	that	there	was
more	to	tell,	for	once	I	am	finished	I	will	find	myself	alone	once	again.

I	should	not	complain.	I	am	comfortable	here.	My	daughters	visit	me
occasionally	and	bring	my	grandchildren	too.	One	of	them	was	even	christened
Sherlock.	His	mother	thought	she	was	paying	homage	to	my	long	friendship,	but
it	is	a	name	he	never	uses.	Ah	well,	they	will	come	at	the	end	of	the	week	and	I
will	give	them	this	manuscript	with	directions	for	its	safe	lodging	and	then	my
work	will	be	done.	All	that	remains	is	to	read	it	one	last	time	and	perhaps	take
the	advice	of	the	nurse	who	attended	upon	me	this	morning.

‘Nearly	finished,	Dr	Watson?	I’m	sure	there	are	still	a	few	loose	ends	that	need
tying	up.	Dot	the	i’s	and	cross	the	t’s,	and	then	you	must	let	us	all	read	it.	I’ve
been	talking	to	the	other	girls	and	they	can	hardly	wait!’

There	is	a	little	more	to	add.

Charles	Fitzsimmons	–	I	forbear	to	use	the	word	Reverend	–	was	quite	correct	in
what	he	said	to	us	on	that	final	night	in	the	House	of	Silk.	He	never	did	come	to
trial.	But	on	the	other	hand,	he	was	not	released	as	he	had	so	fondly	expected.
Apparently	there	was	an	accident	at	the	prison	where	he	was	being	held.	He	fell
down	a	flight	of	stairs	and	was	found	with	a	fractured	skull.	Was	he	pushed?	It
would	seem	very	likely	for,	as	he	had	boasted,	he	knew	some	unpleasant	secrets
about	a	number	of	important	people	and,	unless	I	misunderstood	him,	even	went



so	far	as	to	suggest	that	he	might	have	connections	with	the	royal	family.
Absurd,	I	know,	and	yet	I	remember	Mycroft	Holmes	and	his	extraordinary	visit
to	our	lodgings.	From	what	he	said	to	us,	and	from	the	way	he	behaved,	it	was
evident	that	he	had	come	under	considerable	pressure	and	…	But	no,	I	will	not
even	consider	the	possibility.	Fitzsimmons	was	lying.	He	was	attempting	to
inflate	his	own	importance	before	he	was	arrested	and	carried	away.	There’s	an
end	to	it.

Let	us	just	say	that	there	were	people	in	government	who	knew	what	he	was
doing	but	who	were	afraid	to	expose	him	for	fear	of	the	scandal,	backed,	of
course,	by	photographic	evidence	–	and	it	is	true	that	in	the	weeks	that	followed,
there	was	a	series	of	resignations	at	the	highest	level	that	both	astonished	and
alarmed	the	country.	I	very	much	hope,	though,	that	Fitzsimmons	was	not
assassinated.	He	was	without	any	doubt	a	monster	but	no	country	can	afford	to
throw	aside	the	rule	of	law	simply	for	the	sake	of	expediency.	This	seems	even
more	clear	to	me	now,	while	we	are	at	war.	Perhaps	his	death	was	just	an
accident,	though	a	lucky	one	for	all	concerned.

Mrs	Fitzsimmons	disappeared.	Lestrade	told	me	that	she	went	mad	after	the
death	of	her	husband	and	was	transferred	to	a	lunatic	asylum	in	the	far	north.
Again,	this	was	a	fortunate	outcome,	as	there	she	could	say	what	she	liked	and
nobody	would	believe	her.	For	all	I	know,	she	is	still	there	to	this	day.

Edmund	Carstairs	was	not	prosecuted.	He	left	the	country	with	his	sister	who,
though	she	recovered,	remained	an	invalid	for	the	rest	of	her	life.	The	firm	of
Carstairs	and	Finch	ceased	to	trade.	Catherine	Carstairs	was	tried	under	her
maiden	name,	found	guilty	and	sentenced	to	life	imprisonment.	She	was
fortunate	to	escape	the	noose.	Lord	Ravenshaw	went	into	his	study	with	a
revolver	and	blew	his	brains	out.	There	may	have	been	one	or	two	other	suicides,
too,	but	Lord	Horace	Blackwater	and	Dr	Thomas	Ackland	both	escaped	justice.	I
suppose	one	has	to	be	pragmatic	about	these	things,	but	it	still	annoys	me,
particularly	after	what	they	tried	to	do	to	Sherlock	Holmes

And	then,	of	course,	there	is	the	strange	gentleman	who	accosted	me	that	night
and	gave	me	such	an	unusual	supper.	I	never	did	tell	Holmes	about	him	and,
indeed,	have	never	mentioned	him	again	until	now.	Some	might	find	this	odd,
but	I	had	given	my	word	and	even	though	he	was	a	self-acclaimed	criminal,	as	a
gentleman	I	felt	I	had	no	choice	but	to	keep	it.	I	am	quite	certain,	of	course,	that
my	host	was	none	other	than	Professor	James	Moriarty,	who	was	to	play	such	a



momentous	role	in	our	lives	a	short	while	later,	and	it	was	the	devil’s	own	work
to	pretend	that	I	had	never	met	him.	Holmes	talked	about	him	in	detail	shortly
before	we	left	for	the	Reichenbach	Falls,	and	even	then	I	was	fairly	sure	it	was
the	same	man.	I	have	often	reflected	on	this	unusual	aspect	of	Moriarty’s
character.	Holmes	spoke	with	horror	of	his	malevolence	and	the	vast	number	of
crimes	in	which	he	had	been	involved.	But	he	also	admired	his	intelligence	and,
indeed,	his	sense	of	fair	play.	To	this	day	I	believe	that	Moriarty	genuinely
wanted	to	help	Holmes	and	wanted	to	see	the	House	of	Silk	shut	down.	As	a
criminal	himself,	he	had	learned	of	its	existence	but	felt	it	inappropriate,	against
the	grain,	for	him	to	take	action	personally.	But	it	offended	his	sensibilities	and
so	he	sent	Holmes	the	white	ribbon	and	provided	me	with	the	key	to	his	cell	in
the	hope	that	his	enemy	would	do	his	work	for	him.	And	that,	of	course,	is	what
happened,	although	to	the	best	of	my	knowledge	Moriarty	never	sent	a	note	of
thanks.

I	did	not	see	Holmes	over	Christmas	for	I	was	home	with	my	wife,	Mary,	whose
health	had	by	now	become	a	serious	concern	to	me.	However,	in	January	she	left
London	to	stay	a	few	days	with	friends	and,	at	her	suggestion,	I	returned	to	my
old	lodgings	once	again	to	see	how	Holmes	was	bearing	up	after	our	adventure.
It	was	during	this	time	that	one	last	incident	took	place	which	I	must	now	record.

Holmes	had	been	completely	exonerated,	and	any	record	of	the	accusations
made	against	him	annulled.	He	was	not,	however,	in	an	easy	state	of	mind.	He
was	restless,	irritable	and,	from	his	frequent	glances	at	the	mantelpiece	(I	did	not
need	his	powers	of	deduction)	I	could	tell	that	he	was	tempted	by	the	liquid
cocaine	that	was	his	most	lamentable	habit.	It	would	have	helped	if	he	was	on	a
case,	but	he	was	not	and,	as	I	have	often	noted,	it	was	when	he	was	idle,	when
his	energies	were	not	being	directed	towards	some	insoluble	mystery,	that	he
became	distracted	and	prone	to	long	moods	of	depression.	But	this	time,	I
realised,	it	was	something	more.	He	had	not	mentioned	the	House	of	Silk	or	any
of	the	details	associated	with	it,	but	reading	the	newspaper	one	morning,	he	drew
my	attention	to	a	brief	article	concerning	Chorley	Grange	School	for	Boys	which
had	just	been	closed	down.

‘It’s	not	enough,’	he	muttered.	He	crumpled	the	paper	in	both	hands	and	set	it
aside,	then	added:	‘Poor	Ross!’

From	this,	and	from	other	indications	in	his	behaviour	–	he	mentioned,	for
example,	that	he	might	never	call	upon	the	services	of	the	Baker	Street	Irregulars



again	–	I	gathered	that	he	still	blamed	himself,	in	part,	for	the	boy’s	death,	and
that	the	scenes	we	had	witnessed	that	night	on	Hamworth	Hill	had	left	an
indelible	mark	on	his	consciousness.	Nobody	knew	evil	like	Holmes,	but	there
are	some	evils	that	it	is	better	not	to	know,	and	he	could	not	enjoy	even	the
rewards	of	his	success	without	being	reminded	of	the	dark	places	to	which	it	had
taken	him.	I	could	understand	this.	I	had	bad	dreams	myself.	But	I	had	Mary	to
consider,	and	a	medical	practice	to	run.	Holmes	found	himself	trapped	in	his
own	particular	world,	forced	to	dwell	on	things	he	would	rather	forget.

One	evening,	after	we	had	taken	dinner	together,	he	suddenly	announced	that	he
was	going	out.	The	snow	had	not	returned,	but	January	was	as	glacial	as
December	had	been,	and	though	I	had	no	desire	at	all	for	this	late	expedition,	I
nonetheless	asked	him	if	he	would	like	me	to	accompany	him.

‘No,	no,	Watson.	It’s	kind	of	you.	But	I	think	I	would	be	better	alone.’

‘But	where	are	you	going	at	this	late	hour,	Holmes?	Let’s	go	back	to	the	fire	and
enjoy	a	whisky	peg	together.	Any	business	you	may	have	can	surely	wait	until
the	day.’

‘Watson,	you	are	the	very	best	of	friends	and	I	am	aware	that	I	have	been	poor
company.	What	I	need	is	a	little	time	alone.	But	we	will	have	breakfast
tomorrow	and	I	am	sure	you	will	find	me	in	better	spirits.’

We	did	and	he	was.	We	spent	a	pleasant	and	companionable	day	visiting	the
British	Museum	and	lunching	at	Simpson’s,	and	it	was	only	as	we	were	returning
home	that	I	saw	in	the	newspapers	a	report	of	the	great	fire	on	Hamworth	Hill.	A
building	that	had	once	been	occupied	by	a	charitable	school	had	been	razed	to
the	ground,	and	apparently	the	flames	had	leapt	so	high	into	the	night	sky	that
they	had	been	visible	as	far	afield	as	Wembley.	I	said	nothing	about	it	to	Holmes
and	asked	no	questions.	Nor	had	I	remarked	that	morning	that	his	coat,	which
had	been	hanging	in	its	usual	place,	had	carried	about	it	the	strong	smell	of
cinders.	That	evening,	Holmes	played	his	Stradivarius	for	the	first	time	in	a
while.	I	listened	with	pleasure	to	the	soaring	tune	as	we	sat	together	on	either
side	of	the	hearth.

I	hear	it	still.	As	I	lay	down	my	pen	and	take	to	my	bed,	I	am	aware	of	the	bow
being	drawn	across	the	bridge	and	the	music	rises	into	the	night	sky.	It	is	far
away	and	barely	audible	but	–	there	it	is!	A	pizzicato.	Then	a	tremolo.	The	style
is	unmistakable.	It	is	Sherlock	Holmes	who	is	playing.	It	must	be.	I	hope	with	all



my	heart	that	he	is	playing	for	me	…

	



Anthony	Horowitz	on	Writing	The	House	of
Silk:	Conception,	Inspiration	and	The	Ten

Rules.

I’m	still	quite	surprised	that	I	was	approached	to	write	The	House	of	Silk	(I’m
assuming,	by	the	way,	that	you	have	read	it	before	you	reach	this	point.	Spoilers
follow!).	Although	the	bulk	of	my	television	work	is	adult,	when	it	comes	to
fiction	I’m	better	known	for	children’s	books	–	in	particular	the	Alex	Rider
series	–	and	I’m	fairly	sure	that	the	Doyle	estate	wasn’t	interested	in	a	fast-paced
action	thriller	full	of	explosions	and	improbable	chases.	They’d	already	had
plenty	of	that	with	Robert	Downey	Jnr.	At	the	time,	they	weren’t	even	aware	that
I	have	long	been	an	admirer	of	the	Sherlock	Holmes	novels	and	short	stories.	I
was	actually	given	a	set	by	my	father	for	my	seventeenth	birthday	(I	think)	and
they	immediately	wove	themselves	into	the	fabric	of	my	life.	I	cannot	now	read
The	Dying	Detective	or	The	Devil’s	Foot	(two	of	my	favourites)	without
somehow	regressing	into	my	teens.	For	me,	Jeremy	Brett	was	the	finest	TV
Holmes	and	watching	occasional	re-runs	on	ITV3,	I	find	myself	being	taken
back	to	my	late	twenties	and	can	see	the	house	where	I	lived,	even	the	clothes	I
was	wearing.	There	are	very	few	characters	in	fiction	who	have	the	power	to	do
this	–	but	Holmes	is	certainly	one	of	them.

It	may	well	be	that	Sherlock	Holmes	is	the	reason	why	I	have	spent	so	much	of
my	life	writing	crime	fiction	of	my	own	and	if	there	is	one	small	boast	that	I
occasionally	make,	it’s	that	I	have	probably	written	more	fictional	murders	than
any	other	writer.	Ever.	The	crime	figures	can	be	quickly	totted	up.

I	helped	to	create	Midsomer	Murders	from	the	novels	of	Caroline	Grahame
(‘Agatha	Christie	on	acid’)	and	they	certainly	have	the	highest	body	count	on
British	Television.	I	wrote	the	first	seven	episodes	which	saw	no	fewer	than
nineteen	fatalities	including	Elizabeth	Spriggs	(poisoned),	Anna	Massey	(pushed
out	of	a	window)	and	Orlando	Bloom	(stabbed	with	a	pitchfork).	In	the	early
days	of	MM,	writers	were	encouraged	to	develop	a	bad	habit	in	that	whenever	an



advertising	break	approached,	someone	would	be	killed	simply	to	make	the	story
more	interesting	and	to	encourage	the	audience	to	keep	watching.	It	could	be
argued	that	in	the	end	this	would	turn	the	series	into	a	parody	of	itself.	For	my
part,	I	had	to	give	up	writing	the	show	when	I	realised	that	there	was	hardly
anybody	left	in	Midsomer	to	murder.

Before	MM,	I	adapted	fourteen	hours	of	Agatha	Christie’s	Poirot,	which
averaged	at	least	one	murder	in	the	short	stories,	often	two	or	three	in	the	novels.
A	less	successful	original	series	of	mine,	Crime	Traveller,	had	a	detective
travelling	back	in	time	to	prevent	murders	and	invariably	feeling	(it	was	a	time
paradox	…	if	there	hadn’t	been	a	murder	he	would	never	have	travelled	back	in
time	so	the	very	fact	that	he	had	done	so	proved	that	it	had	to	have	happened).
Eight	hours,	eight	more	deaths.	Given	that	they	were	supposed	to	be	a	slice	of
UK	life	in	the	21st	Century,	there	were	a	surprising	number	of	murders	in	the
two	five-part	shows	that	I	developed	for	ITV:	Collision	and	Injustice.

And	then	there’s	Foyle’s	War,	which	has	now	run	for	ten	years	on	ITV	with
Michael	Kitchen	superb	as	a	reluctant	detective	investigating	crimes	during	the
Second	World	War.	Perhaps	this	was	the	programme	that	brought	me	to	the
attention	of	the	Doyle	estate.	More	serious	and	low-key	than	Midsomer	Murders,
it	was	set	in	the	past,	very	carefully	researched	and	perhaps	more	in	keeping
with	the	book	they	had	in	mind.	I	wrote	twenty-one	two	hour	episodes	and
although	we	did	our	best	to	keep	the	body	count	down	(my	favourite	episode,
The	French	Drop,	has	no	murder	at	all)	the	deaths	still	added	up.

And	that’s	not	counting	my	children’s	books.	The	Alex	Rider	world	is
necessarily	a	violent	one.	I	have	produced	over	thirty	horror	stories.	And	then
there	are	the	less	well	known	but	surprisingly	blood-splattered	detective	stories
featuring	the	Diamond	brothers.	I	Know	What	You	Did	Last	Wednesday,	contains
seven	violent	deaths	in	just	seventy-eight	pages.

I’m	often	asked	why	readers	have	such	a	keen	interest	in	murder.	The	short
answer	is	that	actually	I	think	we	don’t	–	but	in	fiction,	whether	it’s	television	or
books	–	murder	is	a	simple,	very	immediate	way	of	focusing	attention	on	a
character.	We	may	have	no	particular	interest	in	a	man	who	makes	pizzas	but	the
moment	his	wife	is	found	with	her	head	in	the	pizza	oven,	we’re	forced	to	ask
questions	about	him,	to	look	behind	their	relationship,	to	search	for	the	truth.	In
detective	drama,	the	viewer	and	the	detective	have	a	very	similar	role.	And	what
is	it	about	the	British	that	makes	us	so	pre-eminent	in	this	field?	Well,	I	think	the



fictitious	county	of	Midsomer	provides	part	of	the	answer.	As	a	race	we’re	very
secretive.	By	and	large	we	don’t	display	our	emotions	in	the	same	way	as,	say,
the	Americans.	We	live	behind	net	curtains.	This	is	an	atmosphere	very
conducive	to	murder	and	it	reminds	me	that	when	I	put	together	a	document	to
explain	the	ethos	of	Midsomer	Murders	–	this	was	before	the	series	had	even
been	commissioned	–	I	put	at	the	head	of	it	a	famous	quotation	from	the
Sherlock	Holmes	story,	The	Adventure	of	the	Copper	Beeches:	‘the	lowest	and
vilest	alleys	in	London	do	not	present	a	more	dreadful	record	of	sin	than	does	the
smiling	and	beautiful	countryside.’

How	do	I	set	about	creating	a	murder	mystery?	This	is	another	question	that
often	comes	up	at	literary	festivals.	For	me,	all	murder	stories	boil	down	to	a
very	simple	formula:	A+B=C.	A	is	one	person.	B	is	another	person.	C	is	the
reason	why	A	wants	to	murder	B.	The	genius	of	Agatha	Christie	was	that	she
managed	to	find	so	many	variations	on	this	basic	formula.	The	narrator	did	it.
The	detective	did	it.	The	little	boy	did	it.	They	all	did	it.	And	yet,	the	strange
thing	is	that	when	you	come	to	think	them	up,	there	are	very,	very	few	reasons
why	anybody	actually	wants	to	murder	anybody.	In	fact	I	can	only	really	think	of
three:	money,	fear	and	passion	…	which	may	be	sexual	passion,	revenge	or
whatever.

I	see	a	murder	story	as	a	series	of	concentric	circles,	almost	like	a	dart	board.	At
the	very	centre	is	that	equation.	It	is	where	I	start	because	it	is	both	the	beginning
and	the	end;	the	springboard	and	the	solution	to	the	crime.	But	then	I	have	to	add
the	next	levels.	The	other	suspects.	More	stories	which,	though	often	irrelevant,
nonetheless	link	up	with	the	bull’s	eye.	In	Foyle’s	War,	I	would	add	whole	stories
which	had	nothing	whatsoever	to	do	with	the	crime	but	which	in	many	ways
interested	me	much	more:	anti-Semitism	in	Britain,	the	birth	of	plastic	surgery,
funk	holes,	spies,	etc	These	would	all	be	layered	in.	Every	book	has	to	have	a
shape.	A	murder	story	is	circular.

If	there	was	a	model	for	Foyle	or,	for	that	matter,	Midsomer	Murders,	it	was
probably	closer	to	Agatha	Christie	or	Dorothy	L.	Sayers	than	Doyle.	The	crime
is	committed.	The	detective	is	introduced	and	pursues	a	scattering	of	clues,
meeting	people	who	all	add	a	new	perspective	to	the	original	crime.	A	second
murder	takes	place	and	seems	to	send	the	story	in	a	completely	new	direction.	At
last	the	suspects	gather	in	one	place.	The	detective	has	his	moment	in	the
spotlight	–	and	if	he’s	Poirot	he	accuses	everyone	in	the	room	before	he	finally
settles	on	the	guilty	party	who	is,	of	course,	the	last	person	you	expected.	The



guilty	party	claims	innocence.	Cue	the	flashback.	Poirot	is	proved	right.
Everyone	goes	home.

All	of	which	is	actually	completely	irrelevant	to	Sherlock	Holmes	because
Doyle’s	approach	was	completely	different.	Take,	for	example,	the	twelve	stories
which	make	up	the	collection	with	the	title	The	Adventures	of	Sherlock	Holmes.
No	fewer	than	nine	of	these	contain	no	murder.	Even	more	remarkably,	three	of
the	stories	–	A	Case	of	Identity,	The	Noble	Bachelor	and	The	Twisted	Lip	–	don’t
even	contain	a	crime.	Throughout	the	canon,	there	is	a	remarkable	shortage	of
red	herrings	and	suspects.	One	of	the	two	favourite	stories	that	I	mentioned,	The
Dying	Detective,	is	virtually	a	two-hander.	In	one	story,	the	killer	is	a	horse.	In
another,	it’s	a	jellyfish.	Even	more	oddly,	if	you	look	at	the	four	novels,	three	of
them	–	A	Study	in	Scarlet,	The	Valley	of	Fear	and	to	a	lesser	extent	The	Hound	of
the	Baskervilles	even	manage	to	lose	sight	of	the	detective,	transporting	us	to
Utah,	to	Vermissa	and	to	Dartmoor.

If	you	were	to	ask	what	has	made	Sherlock	Holmes	the	most	successful	and	best
loved	detective	of	all	time,	I	would	argue	that	it	is	not	in	fact	the	crimes	or	the
mysteries.	It	seems	to	me	that	the	appeal	of	the	books	has	much	more	to	do	with
character,	the	friendship	of	Holmes	and	Watson,	the	extraordinary	and	very	rich
world	they	inhabit	and	the	genuine	and	often	under-rated	excellence	of	Conan
Doyle’s	writing,	a	touch	melodramatic	at	times	but	still	very	much	in	the
tradition	of	gothic	romance.	When	I	was	asked	to	write	The	House	of	Silk,	I
realised	that	this	would	be	the	key.	I	had	to	become	invisible.	I	had	to	find	that
extraordinary,	authentic	voice.

And	the	first	two	challenges	were	immediately	apparent.	The	first	one	was	the
length.	My	publishers,	Orion	Books,	had	requested	a	novel	of	between	90,000
and	100,000	words	(the	final	length	was	around	94,000)	–	big	enough	to	seem
like	value	for	money	on	an	airport	stand.	But	actually,	this	goes	quite	against	the
spirit	of	Doyle’s	originals	which	barely	run	to	half	that	length.	The	very	nature
of	a	Sherlock	Holmes	story	is	that	the	narrative	has	a	slightly	silky	feel.	The
chapters	are	short	and	to	the	point.	Characters	are	not	described	at	any	great
length	and	even	Victorian	London	is	economically	sketched	in.	Nor	are	there	any
major	action	sequences	as	such.	A	boat	chase	down	the	River	Thames,	yes.	A
midnight	encounter	with	a	hell	hound	on	the	moors.	But	these	are	singular
occurrences.	The	greater	part	of	the	novels	take	place	in	closed	rooms	…	hardly
ideal	for	a	modern	audience	and	certainly	of	no	interest	to	any	circling
Hollywood	producers	(well,	it’s	just	a	thought).



The	other	challenge	was	the	title.	Modern	novels,	particularly	the	sort	of
bestseller	than	Orion	had	in	mind,	have	to	shout	loud	on	a	crowded	shelf.	Doyle,
although	he	had	an	uncanny	eye	for	what	the	market	wanted,	was	less	troubled
by	such	commercial	pressures.	The	Sign	of	Four	is	a	perfect	title	and	many	of	the
short	stories	have	the	same	gentle	elegance:	The	Problem	of	Thor	Bridge	or	The
Golden	Pince-nez.	Although	titles	for	the	Alex	Rider	books	were	always	a	bit	of
a	struggle,	I	decided	on	The	House	of	Silk	at	a	very	early	stage.	It	just	felt	right.

I	should	also	add	that	the	plot	of	the	book	came	very	quickly.	In	fact,	by	the	end
of	my	original	meeting,	when	I	hadn’t	even	accepted	the	commission,	most	of	it
was	in	place.	This	is	very	rare	for	me	and	helped	persuade	me	that	I	should	go
ahead.	Writing	the	book	was	also	an	intense	pleasure	and	I	hope	I	won’t	sound
arrogant	when	I	say	that	I	think	it	is	my	best	work.	I	am	not	superstitious	by
nature	but	Doyle,	of	course,	was	a	confirmed	spiritualist	and	before	I	began
writing	The	House	of	Silk,	I	went	out	and	bought	an	old	Holmes	edition	which	he
had	personally	signed.	It	was	with	me	the	whole	time	and	that	tiny,	neat
signature	became	something	of	a	talisman	for	me.	I	even	felt	occasionally	(or
was	tempted	to	feel)	that	Doyle	was	in	some	way	watching	over	me,	guiding	my
hand.	This	may	sound	completely	ridiculous	but	it’s	just	how	it	was.

By	a	strange	coincidence,	I	was	invited	to	give	a	talk	to	the	Sherlock	Holmes
society	in	the	House	of	Commons	while	I	was	writing	the	book	and	it	was	then	–
December	2010	–	that	I	announced	it	for	the	first	time.	I	can’t	say	they	were
completely	overwhelmed.	These	people	take	Holmes	very	seriously.	They	can
recognise	a	short	story	from	a	quotation	of	three	or	four	words.	Once	a	year	they
visit	the	Reichenbach	Falls	and	dress	up	as	their	favourite	characters.	They	are
not	eccentrics	or	fanatics	but	they	are	fairly	extreme	and	they	can	be	found	all
over	the	world.

This	essay	is,	in	part,	adapted	from	the	talk	I	gave	that	night.	And	it	seemed
important	to	me	to	reassure	them	that	I	was	not	going	to	play	fast	and	loose	with
their	beloved	creation.	Part	of	this	was	commercial	good	sense.	If	you	annoy	the
core	enthusiasts,	you’re	going	to	make	enemies	you	don’t	need.	I	have	had
contact	with	several	estates	–	Tintin,	Agatha	Christie,	Ian	Fleming	–	and	know
this	to	be	true.	But	I	was	more	swayed	by	a	sense	of	personal	responsibility.	I
liked	Sherlock	Holmes	much	too	much	to	want	to	muck	him	up.

And	so	I	set	out	the	ten	rules	which	I	would	have	beside	me	as	I	wrote	The
House	of	Silk	–	and	here	they	are	again.	If	you’ve	read	the	book,	you	can	judge



for	yourself	how	well	they	were	kept	and,	indeed,	if	they	were	worth	keeping.

1.	No	over-the-top	action.	I’ve	already	touched	on	this	–	but	after	writing	nine
Alex	Rider	novels,	this	was	the	most	difficult,	the	most	exasperating	piece	of
self-restraint.	It’s	difficult	to	think	of	a	modern	thriller	without	gun-fights	and	car
chases.	We	all	know	that	Holmes	is	an	expert	singlestick	player,	boxer	and
swordsman	and	occasionally	carries	a	firearm.	But	the	original	stories	have	a
cerebral,	even	sedentary	feel	to	them.	My	image	of	Holmes	is	in	his	study,	in
front	of	the	fire	–	not	escaping	from	circular	saws	or	diving	six	storeys	into	the
River	Thames.	All	that	I	can	leave	to	Robert	Downey	Jnr.	The	House	of	Silk	has
disguises.	There	are	expeditions	to	Bluegate	Fields,	to	Vauxhall	and	to	the	slums
of	Boston	…	but	I	hope	I	have	managed	to	avoid	the	genre-crossing	extremes
which,	though	enjoyable,	might	best	be	described	as	Indiana	Holmes.	I	have	to
admit,	though,	that	I	was	quite	pleased	to	be	able	to	sneak	in	the	brief	coach
chase	at	the	end.

2.	No	women.	Of	course	it	was	tempting	to	create	a	romantic	lead,	to	give
Holmes	a	love	interest.	But	re-reading	the	short	stories	before	I	began	work,	I
came	almost	immediately	upon	that	famous	sentence	–	‘To	Sherlock	Holmes	she
is	always	the	woman’	–	and	knew	at	once	that	it	would	have	been	madness	to	try
and	create	another	Irene	Adler.	I	did	briefly	think	of	bringing	Irene	back	(I
believe	she	appears	in	the	second	Holmes	movie)	but	I	felt	somehow	it	would
have	been	taking	a	liberty	and	anyway	Watson	had	already	set	the	seal	on	that
subject:	‘All	emotions	and	that	one	(love)	particularly,	were	abhorrent	to	his
cold,	precise	but	admirably	balanced	mind.’

3.	This	is	very	much	related	to	rule	number	two.	There	would	be	no	gay
references	either	overt	or	implied	in	the	relationship	between	Holmes	and
Watson.	This	was	hinted	at	in	Billy	Wilder’s	film,	The	Private	Life	of	Sherlock
Holmes	which	has	a	scene	with	Watson	tangled	up	with	dancers	from	the
Bolshoi	ballet.	But	it	is	of	course	silly	and	wrong	–	although	I	did	have	an
advantage,	being	a	modern	writer,	in	that	I	was	able	to	examine	some	aspects	of
the	sexual	mores	of	Victorian	England	in	a	way	that	Doyle	could	not.



4.	No	walk-on	appearances	by	famous	people.	The	American	writer,	Nicholas
Meyer	put	Holmes	together	with	Freud	in	his	1974	novel,	The	Seven	Percent
Solution.	Billy	Wilder	had	Queen	Victoria.	I’ve	heard	that	one	Doyle	pastiche
even	has	Holmes	meeting	Hitler!	But	for	me	the	power	of	the	books	is	that	they
largely	create	a	world	of	their	own	with	very	little	reference	to	contemporary
affairs.	Holmes	quotes	Goethe,	Flaubert,	Petrarch,	Poe	and	Winwood	Reade	but
even	his	most	august	clients	–	The	King	of	Scandinavia	or	Wilhelm	Gottsreich
Sigismond	von	Ormstein,	the	Grand	Duke	of	Cassel-Felstein	tend	to	be
fictitious.	This	seemed	to	me	to	be	a	good	rule	so	I	followed	it	too.

5.	No	drugs	–	at	least,	none	to	be	taken	by	Sherlock	Holmes.	Although	Holmes
now	has	a	reputation	for	being	something	of	a	cocaine	fiend,	it’s	only	in	The
Sign	of	Four	that	we	meet	him	when	he	is	actually	taking	the	drug.	I	was	very
nervous	of	doing	any	post-modern	take	on	Holmes	and	it	struck	me	that	to	have
him	ravaged	by	cocaine	would	only	detract	from	the	story-telling.	I	knew	that
drugs	would	play	a	part	in	the	story	–	I	wanted	to	describe	an	opium	den	because
Holmes	had	never	actually	visited	one	–	but	drug	addiction	was	out.

6.	Do	the	research.	Try	to	get	the	details	right.	It’s	unlikely	that	the	Doyle	estate
knew	this	–	or	cared	–	but	all	my	life	I	have	read	and	enjoyed	nineteenth	century
literature:	Dickens,	George	Gissing,	Anthony	Trollope,	George	Meredith	and	so
on.	This	made	writing	the	book	and	finding	my	voice	a	lot	easier.	I	also	received
a	great	deal	of	help	from	other	sources	–	you’ll	find	them	in	the
acknowledgements	page.	That	said,	I’m	sure	there	are	plenty	of	mistakes	too	…
and	will	argue	(when	the	time	comes)	that	this	is	entirely	in	the	spirit	of	Doyle
who	was	himself	occasionally	slapdash.	Watson’s	wound,	for	example,	moves
from	his	arm	to	his	leg.	And	most	famously,	in	The	Speckled	Band,	snakes
cannot	climb	ropes!

7.	Use	the	right	language.	It’s	quite	difficult	to	pastiche	nineteenth	century
English	in	a	way	that	won’t	put	off	twenty-first	century	readers,	particularly
younger	ones.	I	have	to	say	that	I	plucked	quite	a	few	words	out	of	the	original
stories	to	act	as	guideposts,	to	give	the	text	a	sense	of	authenticity.	My	favourites
are:	‘snibbed’,	‘foeman’,	‘sickish’	(used	by	Lestrade)	and	‘passementerie’.	That
said,	the	book	is	actually	being	written	in	around	1916	and	I	would	imagine	that



by	this	time	Watson’s	own	language	and	writing	style	would	have	become	more
modern.

8.	Not	too	many	murders.	Again,	this	is	a	point	that	I’ve	already	made	but	it	was
a	very	important	discipline	to	set	out	at	the	start.	And	actually,	when	I	count	up
the	bodies,	it	does	rather	looks	as	if	I’ve	failed.

9.	Include	all	the	best-known	characters	–	but	try	and	do	so	in	a	way	that	will
surprise.	Mrs	Hudson	is	there,	of	course,	as	well	as	Lestrade,	Mycroft	and
Wiggins.	In	each	case,	I	added	very	little	to	what	was	known	about	them	simply
because	it	seemed	to	be	taking	liberties.	I	have,	however,	given	Lestrade	a
Christian	name	…	Doyle	only	every	provided	an	initial.	And	of	course,	I	had	to
have	Moriarty	in	the	book	…	that	was	obvious	from	the	start.	Even	so,	I	shied
away	from	making	him	the	main	villain.	It’s	odd	that	a	character	who	is	only
mentioned	in	about	three	of	the	Sherlock	Holmes	stories	and	who	only	appears
in	one	should	have	had	such	a	huge	impact	on	crime	fiction.	Perhaps	it	has
something	to	do	with	his	name?	I	loved	including	him	in	Chapter	14	and
although	I	have	no	plans	to	write	a	second	Sherlock	Holmes	novel,	I	have	a
suspicion	that	the	two	of	us	will	meet	again	…

10.	Rule	number	ten	was	the	most	important	rule	of	all	and	as	I	am	writing	this
in	August,	before	the	publication	of	The	House	of	Silk,	I	don’t	yet	know	if	Orion
will	have	twisted	my	arm	and	made	me	break	it	(the	rule,	not	my	arm).	It	was
this.	When	publicising	the	book,	never,	ever	be	seen	wearing	a	deerstalker	hat	or
smoking	a	pipe.	I	actually	asked	my	agent	to	put	this	into	the	contract.

By	the	time	you	read	this,	I	will	know	if	The	House	of	Silk	has	been	a	success	or
not.	All	I	can	say	is	that	I	have	never	written	a	book	with	more	pleasure	nor	been
more	pleased	with	the	result.	This	essay	appears,	I	believe,	in	the	ebook.	Doyle,
who	was	always	a	man	ahead	of	his	time,	would	have	had	no	trouble	with	it	but
personally	I	find	it	hard	to	believe.	No	paper,	no	cover,	no	back	cover	blurb?	But
then	I	always	was	old-fashioned.	The	nineteenth	century	is	where	I	most	like	to
be.



Anthony	Horowitz

August,	2011,	Crete
	



Ten	Fiendishly	Difficult	Questions	about
Sherlock	Holmes

1.	Who	wrote	‘Dynamics	of	an	Asteroid’?

2.	What	was	Victor	Hatherley’s	profession	and	which	part	of	his	body	did	he
lose?

3.	What	do	the	killers	in	The	Speckled	Band,	The	Lion’s	Mane	and	Silver	Blaze
all	have	in	common?

4.	What	was	Mary	Watson’s	maiden	name?

5.	What	links	The	Greek	Interpreter,	The	Final	Problem,	The	Empty	House	and
The	Bruce-Partington	Plans?

6.	Why	is	The	Adventure	of	the	Mazarin	Stone	unique?

7.	Napoleons	plus	students	plus	gables	plus	orange	pips	equals	what?

8.	What	relevance	does	the	answer	to	Question	Seven	have	to	221B	Baker
Street?

9.	Who	was	‘the	second	most	dangerous	man	in	London’?



10.	Name	the	odd	one	out:	Inspector	Lestrade,	Wiggins,	Dr	Watson,	Mrs
Hudson.

	



ANSWERS

1.	Professor	Moriarty.

2.	He	was	an	engineer.	He	lost	his	thumb.	(The	Engineer’s	Thumb)

3.	They	were	all	animals.

4.	Mary	Morstan.

5.	Stories	in	which	Mycroft	Holmes	appears	or	gets	a	mention.

6.	It’s	the	only	Holmes	story	told	in	the	third	person.

7.	17.	(The	Six	Napoleons,	The	Three	Students,	The	Three	Gables,	The	Five
Orange	Pips).

8.	There	were	seventeen	steps	to	Holmes’s	rooms.

9.	Colonel	Sebastian	Moran	(The	Empty	House).

10.	Dr	John	Watson.	The	others	have	no	Christian	names.
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