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5
            PROLOGUE

         

         It is five o’clock on a December evening, but I have not yet closed the curtains. On my desk, in front of me, warm in the lamplight, are the loose pages of the paper I have promised to review. A sensible piece of work, and good science. Well written too. The writer, a very promising young man, knows a great deal about measuring chromium impurities in crystalline aluminium oxide.

         In short, he knows why rubies are red.

         I no longer teach, no longer even give lectures, but I am not entirely forgotten. Old students visit me and tell me of their work, sometimes send me papers. To avoid disappointing them, I’m forced to keep myself up to date with the latest knowledge, the latest thinking. I am not ready yet to be thought a helpless old lady.

         But tonight, looking out over the park, I have no appetite for my subject. I too have some knowledge of the chemical composition of gemstones, but when someone talks to me of rubies it is not a scientific formula that leaps into my mind.

         Outside, the first snowflakes of winter are beginning to fall and tonight they remind me of a different evening, a lifetime ago, when the winters lasted forever and the streets below me rang to the clip of horses’ hooves …6

      

   


   
      
         
7
            CHAPTER ONE

            Snow Falls on Baker Street

         

         ‘News!’ the newsboy cried. ‘All the news! Famous gem arrives in London. Guard of honour for priceless stone!’

         When I heard his shout that night, the snow was already falling and the carriages had turned the cobbled streets to slush. It was hardly the night for a young girl to dream of adventure. At first I scarcely heard the cry over the clattering wheels and clinking bridles, and if I had any thoughts at all as I battled homewards that night, they were of dry clothes and dry feet and a warm fire. But then the boy’s shout reached me again, this time a little louder and a little clearer.

         ‘Indian jewel is gift to nation! Priceless stone in safe hands!’

         I knew nothing then of priceless stones, still less of the fierce and fiery passions they can inspire. But even on that ill-tempered December evening the words kindled a little spark inside me, and I paused in my progress to look around.

         Through the flurries of falling snow, between the jousting hansoms and the lumbering victorias, I could distinguish dimly the figure of the newsboy, pale in the gaslight on the far side of the street. He was a thin boy, hunched with cold, and his 8boots when he tried to stamp them were so heavy with snow that he struggled to lift them clear off the pavement. Between us the cobbled street was thick with mud and I hesitated for a moment on the edge of the kerb, reaching into my coat pocket for the penny to buy a paper.

         It was then that I felt the hand. It brushed mine so softly and so unexpectedly that for a moment I thought it was no more than the fabric of my coat against my fingers. But that first touch was followed by a firm and jarring tug at my purse and in an instant the purse was gone, my fingertips left grasping at air. I let out a cry and grabbed wildly for the invading hand, knowing that in a fraction of a second it would be gone. But my reactions were fast that night, and so swift was my movement that I felt my fingers close on my assailant. At the same time my eyes met those of a tiny street urchin, frozen for an instant in utter surprise. I could see him clearly by the light of the lamps and saw at once that he was no more than ten or eleven years old, and skinny as a Thames eel.

         My lucky grab had caught hold of his wrist, and so small was it that my fingers closed right round it. But it was something else that struck me about him: his eyes. They were unlike any I had seen before, a very pale blue, almost cornflower blue, and his cap was pulled down low over his brow as if to hide them from public scrutiny. Something about that peculiar colour caught me off guard for in the next moment, with his free hand, he seized the stolen purse and with all his strength thrust it back inside my coat.

         So surprised was I by this manoeuvre and by the force with which he pushed me that I stepped back and loosened my grip 9on his arm; and in that moment he broke free, darting into the road between the wheels of the hansoms and the coattails of pedestrians, until the crowds and the darkness closed around him and he was gone.

         He did not look back as he made his escape. I stood and watched him go, clutching my rescued purse against my chest and panting slightly from the shock.

         ‘News!’ the paper boy continued to cry. ‘News! World’s rarest ruby arrives in London! Read all the news!’

         
             

         

         In the end I didn’t read the news until later, when I was warm and dry again. I arrived home flushed and still foolishly shaken by the attempt on my purse, and strangely unsettled by the youth and boldness of my assailant. And yet I was no stranger to the darker side of London’s streets, nor to the dangers that lurked there. It was little more than three years since those cold and unforgiving streets had been my only home, until hunger and despair had led me to attempt a theft of my own. But the strictness of the orphanage had left me an inexpert thief, and my capture by Scraggs, the grocer’s boy, had been the moment that changed my life. Marched by him into the stern and substantial presence of Mrs Hudson, a housekeeper respected by all who knew her for her common sense and her most uncommon perspicacity, I found myself adopted as her scullery maid. And three years on, that same imposing figure welcomed me now, her sleeves pushed up and her formidable forearms white with flour as she kneaded a mess of fruit-dough with the most punishing severity.

         ‘Why, Flotsam!’ she began when she looked up from her 10work and noticed the wateriness of my smile. But Mrs Hudson was not a woman to employ words when actions were required and saying nothing more she advanced and removed my coat with her strong, floury hands, then seated me close to the fire and chaffed some warmth into my fingers while I explained what had befallen me.

         ‘And it was the strangest thing, ma’am,’ I told her, ‘but when he shoved me backwards to get free, my purse fell straight into the pocket inside my coat. It was as though I’d placed it there myself.’

         Mrs Hudson nodded appreciatively and rose to her feet. ‘Then he was a boy who knew his trade, Flotsam. For if you’d managed to hold him fast and wrestle him into the arms of a policeman you’d have found there was no crime to report. Just an innocent child in front of you and a purse in your pocket, exactly as it should be.’

         I sat back and watched her as she returned to her baking. She had just begun to plait the dough into a delicate braid. I had watched her do the same thing many times before but I never failed to be fascinated by the speed and the dexterity of her fingers. It was a dexterity I had never been able to emulate, though the art of baking was one of the many I had learnt in my years as Mrs Hudson’s helper. For Mrs Hudson believed in education, and the things I had been required to learn from her were both varied and surprising. I had learnt how to skin a hare and to scrub floors; how to polish silver and how to take tea in polite society. I had read every book in Baker Street, from Horace to On Housekeeping, and from Blood Stains to Belinda; and I could with equal confidence pluck a chicken 11or dress a lobster or announce correctly a visiting peer of the realm. By the age of fifteen it was impossible to recognise in me the ragged orphan of before, a change surely accelerated by our arrival in the service of Mr Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson, and by the excitements I had encountered there.

         ‘Well, Flotsam,’ Mrs Hudson continued, still shaping the dough, ‘since our gentlemen are to be away for a few days, this would be a good opportunity to sort out their study. So if you’ve told me everything, it wouldn’t do any harm to run round there with a duster.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Is there something else, Flotsam?’

         ‘Ma’am?’

         ‘About the little incident this evening. It’s not like you to be so very thrown by such a thing.’

         I hesitated, not sure at first if it really was something. But she was right. Something else that evening had unsettled me. I had been given a glimpse of another place, a winter’s day in another lifetime. But I wasn’t sure it was a place I wanted to revisit.

         ‘It’s nothing really, ma’am. It’s just that there was a boy once. A long time ago, back in the orphanage. I suppose I must have been about six or seven. He was little more than a baby, really. They brought him in one night. His parents had just died, both of them together. There’d been some scandal, I think, and there was no one to look after him.’

         Mrs Hudson nodded and said nothing. I told the tale hesitantly, struggling to remember. So much had happened since then, so many things both good and bad, that it was hard to take myself back to that other time, a time when everything 12hurt. All of us at the orphanage were used to that – used to the cold and the hunger, the knocks and the curses. But this boy was different. He’d known nothing but kindness until that day. He must have been about two years’ old – too young to understand his loss, but old enough to feel the terrible change that had come upon him.

         For no reason I ever understood, the boy adopted me. Perhaps because I had once lost a brother he sensed in me some sympathy that was absent from our companions. He would come to me at the end of the day, when we met for prayers, and would press close to me, silently, afraid to speak for fear of being punished. He was only tiny; he barely came up to my waist. I remember there was one possession that he had been able to keep, a portrait of his mother in a locket around his neck. She had seemed to me little more than a girl herself, and so pretty that, although I have no memory of my own mother’s eyes, for some reason I can still remember hers, smiling out from that little golden frame as if happiness was all that could ever happen.

         Mrs Hudson had been listening to my tale, her fruit dough temporarily laid to one side.

         ‘But, Flotsam, why did you remember him tonight?’

         ‘It was those blue eyes, ma’am. That boy in the orphanage had blue eyes too. It just made me wonder what happened to him …’

         I shrugged, not sure why the question filled me with such sadness. But Mrs Hudson seemed to understand, and for a moment or two she said nothing. However, when she spoke again it was in a brisk, business-like tone.

         13‘Now, young lady …’ She startled me out of my reverie by clapping her hands together so firmly that a light mist of flour rose into the air above her. ‘I’m not saying that this evening hasn’t given you a bit of a shock, young Flottie, but there’s still work to be done, and if the gentlemen’s study hasn’t been dusted by the time supper’s ready I daresay you’ll be getting another one. So if you would seize that duster and some old newspapers for the grate …’

         I rose obediently and was about to go about my tasks when the sight of the newspapers reminded me of the paper I had gone to such pains to bring home.

         ‘Oh, ma’am, there was something else. I was that shaken by everything I almost forgot it. It’s tonight’s evening paper. I just thought it sounded exciting, ma’am.’

         I passed Mrs Hudson the newspaper and she moved towards the fire to study the front page. For a moment she stood still, her eyes intent on it, and then, to my surprise, I noticed a tiny smile on the corner of her lips.

         ‘Well, well, well!’ she chuckled. ‘A fine kettle of fish and no mistake. Have you read this yet, Flotsam?’

         ‘No, ma’am, I only heard what the newsboy was shouting.’

         ‘Then get back over here by the fire, girl, and take a look. I’ll spread it out so we can both see.’

         So I dropped another coal on the fire while Mrs Hudson rose to adjust the lamp, and to pour herself a small glass of our finest pale sherry. Then we settled down with the newspaper in front of us to examine together the leading item.

         I can’t deny that the words we read were plain enough but as I read them I felt again something of the quickening 14excitement that had come to me in the street when I heard the newsboy’s cry. It was as if, behind the lines of plain newsprint, there lurked a story deeper and richer and more complex.

         
            PRICELESS JEWEL ARRIVES IN LONDON 

MALABAR ROSE IS TO BE GIFT TO CROWN

            A guard of honour led by Major General Sir John Plaskett was on duty at the Pool of London today to greet the return of HMS Imperious and to receive its unique cargo, the famous ruby known as The Malabar Rose. The great stone, among the largest of its kind ever found, is believed to have been mined on the Malabar Coast of India in the course of the last century and has long been the property of the Maharajahs of Majoudh. Now the current Maharajah has made it known that he wishes to present the stone to the Crown in recognition of the great services rendered to his people by Her Majesty over many years.

            The Malabar Rose is famed not only for its unprecedented size, but also for the spectacular flame that appears to burn at its heart, a fire so exquisite that jewellers have declared the stone beyond value.

            At the Maharajah’s request, the stone is to be displayed to a select audience later this month before being presented to the Crown as part of the New Year celebrations. The audience for the private viewing will include the Dowager Duchess of Marne, Princess Alicia Karageorgevich and many other notable dignitaries and will take place in the Satin Rooms of the Blenheim Hotel on Thursday 26th December.

         

         When Mrs Hudson had finished reading, she raised an eyebrow in my direction. ‘So, Flotsam, just what do you make of that?’15

         I looked down at the paper again, uncertain of what I did make of it.

         ‘Well, ma’am, it seems very generous of the Maharajah.’

         ‘Oh, I’m sure the Maharajah has his reasons, Flottie,’ she assured me, waving away a whole world of diplomatic machinations with a sweep of her hand. Her face in the firelight was set in firm lines as if she were thinking something through very carefully. I waited quietly until she spoke again.

         ‘Did you notice what that ruby was said to be worth, Flotsam?’

         ‘It’s supposed to be priceless, ma’am.’

         At this Mrs Hudson sat back with a sigh and held her sherry at eye level, then rolled the glass gently between her fingers so that the golden liquid caught the firelight. Its motion sent little fragments of light spinning around the darkened room.

         ‘Priceless things are all very well, Flottie, but one thing you can be sure of: there’s never any shortage of people willing to put a price on them.’ She stood up purposefully and placed her glass on the stool in front of her. ‘Now, Flotsam, I believe you have some dusting to do. And, if we want any supper, I have some vegetables to chop. You’ve got twenty minutes until I’m finished, so jump to it …’

         I went about the work happily. Mr Holmes and Dr Watson were away in the West Country investigating a matter that, judging from their telegrams, was as baffling as it was remote. In their absence, Mrs Hudson and I had brought some order to their rooms, returning stray items of clutter to their allocated places in the filing system. Thus a collection of exotic dried beetles that had been scattered over the hearth were returned to a drawer labelled ‘Infestations – Unexplained’ and the mess 16of cigar ash that had been smeared carelessly across a side table was most carefully scraped into an envelope that Mrs Hudson marked ‘Counterfeit Trinchinopoly – Christmas gift of Lord Fieldborough – possibly toxic’. It was always a pleasure for me to dust Mr Holmes’s various cabinets and to wonder at their contents and for a while I quite forgot about pickpockets, rubies and even the smell of supper wafting invitingly up the stairs.

         When the last speck of dust had been banished and I felt myself safe to return downstairs, I was surprised to hear voices coming from the kitchen. As well as Mrs Hudson’s low rumble there was male laughter too, and when I opened the door it was to see a boy of sixteen with riotous hair and an unruly smile munching happily on a carrot pinched from Mrs Hudson’s chopping board.

         ‘Hello, Flot,’ he chirruped happily. ‘You’re just in time to see Mrs H set about me with that ladle of hers.’

         ‘I shall be doing no such thing, Scraggs,’ Mrs Hudson growled. ‘That carrot will be coming off your bill at the end of the month, young man. Now if you want to eat with us, I’ll see some proper manners and some soap on your hands before we go any further.’

         Scraggs, the grocer’s boy, had been supplying Mrs Hudson with news, information and general comestibles since he’d been old enough to stack blocks of soap and I knew that underneath her gruff manner she trusted him more than any newspaper to tell her what was passing in the streets outside.

         ‘So, Scraggs,’ she asked when the three of us were sitting down to supper, ‘what’s new today?’17

         ‘Well, there’s been a bit of a rumpus down at Fortescue’s. Turns out the caviar they’ve been buying from Russia isn’t the real thing. Lots of talk about cheap fish and black ink. There’s been quite a row.’

         Mrs Hudson nodded as if the news came as no surprise. ‘Old Mr Fortescue used to know his caviar but those sons of his are sadly lacking. Anything else?’

         Scraggs turned to me and winked. ‘This is one you’ll like, Flot. There’s been a big stir at the Regal Theatre. Seems they’ve booked some foreign conjurer for just after Christmas. They say he’s the toast of society over on the Continent – Paris, Berlin, Budapest, all the posh places. Packed houses everywhere he goes, and he never does more than one night. Keeps himself mysterious. And he does tricks no one’s ever even seen before. And it gets even better. You’ve heard of Lola Del Fuego?’

         I nodded breathlessly. ‘The dancer? Yes, of course. They say she’s the most beautiful woman in Europe. And half of the gentlemen on the Continent seem to be in love with her. They say she’s turned down offers of marriage from royalty in three different countries. You can’t mean that she’s coming to London, Scraggs?’

         He chewed slowly on a mouthful of hot dumpling, enjoying my pent up excitement. ‘She most certainly is,’ he confirmed at last. ‘On the same bill as the magician. Just for the one night. They say it will be the biggest event for years. The tickets are starting at a guinea a go, and they reckon they’ll all be gone by the end of tomorrow.’

         The fact that a guinea was a quite impossible price did nothing to dampen my enthusiasm. Just the thought that the 18most famous dancer in the world was going to be in London, walking the same pavements as I walked, was more than enough for me.

         ‘Do you think we shall see her?’ I asked, looking across at Mrs Hudson. ‘In the street, I mean, on the way to the theatre perhaps?’

         Mrs Hudson rose and began to pile up our empty plates. ‘I daresay we might, Flotsam. Though I can’t say that particular line of dancing is one I greatly approve of. I should imagine that Miss Del Fuego’s admirers are not always intent on her dance steps. Tell me, Scraggs, you say that there is really only one performance?’

         ‘That’s right, Mrs H. Apparently it’s going to contain some stupendous piece of magic never seen before. Everyone at the theatre’s talking about it. Simkins, the boy who does the chestnuts outside, says they’re expecting the toffs to be fighting for tickets.’

         ‘I imagine he’s right. If the magic doesn’t appeal, the dancing surely will, especially to a certain sort of gentleman.’

         At that moment there came a crisp, decisive knock at the front door. Mrs Hudson paused in her handling of the dirty dishes.

         ‘Hmm,’ she murmured thoughtfully. ‘It’s rather late for callers. Flotsam, would you be so kind?’

         So pausing only to smooth down my apron and to push out of sight the strands of hair that habitually escaped down my forehead, I slipped out of the kitchen and up the back stairs that led to the front door. The bolts were not yet drawn for the evening and the door, though heavy, swung open easily.19

         The first thing that struck me was the snow. It had come on much stronger since we’d closed the shutters for the night and now it was piling high on the rooftops and coating everything below with a crisp layer of greying white. In front of me, exposed to the full hostility of the elements, stood a short, bespectacled man with the most marked air of self-regard. He had removed his hat on my opening the door and as a result the snow was beginning to land unimpeded on the bald dome of his head, but his chest was pushed out very determinedly and his manner when he spoke was one of the most scrupulous formality.

         ‘I believe this is the residence of Mr Sherlock Holmes?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘Very good. And is Mr Holmes at home?’

         ‘No, sir. I’m afraid Mr Holmes is out of London.’

         This information appeared to disconcert the caller and he wiped a gloved hand over his forehead where the flakes of snow were beginning to melt.

         ‘I have a letter here of the utmost importance. Please see to it that it is brought to his attention at the very earliest opportunity.’

         He reached inside his coat and produced a heavily embossed envelope that he pressed into my hands, then turned on his heel and trotted to a dark carriage that was waiting on the other side of the street. Even through the falling snow I could see that its doors were adorned with a bright gold crest but before I could make out the details the carriage had pulled away, and a thicker than usual flurry of snow reminded me of the need to close the door against the swirling night.20

         Returning to the kitchen with snowflakes still unmelted on my shoulders, I found Mrs Hudson washing plates and instructing Scraggs in the art of polishing glasses. ‘Not your hand,’ she was rumbling, ‘always move the glass instead. That’s more like it …’ She looked up at me as I entered.

         ‘A message, Flotsam?’

         ‘A letter for Mr Holmes, ma’am. The gentleman said it was very urgent.’

         ‘Did he now?’ She performed three emphatic wipes of her cloth on a large meat platter then placed it on the draining board and joined me by the fire. ‘Just what did this gentleman look like?’ she asked, taking the envelope and turning it thoughtfully between her fingers.

         ‘A small man, ma’am. Bald with little round glasses. And all puffed up like a bantam.’

         ‘Was he on foot?’

         ‘No, ma’am, he came in a carriage, a big, black one with a gold crest on the door.’

         ‘I see. And was the crest like this one?’

         She showed me a golden emblem pressed into the surface of the envelope.

         ‘Yes, I think so. It was a little hard to see because of all the snow.’

         While Scraggs strained to peer over her shoulder she ran her finger over the envelope once more. ‘This paper is handmade, Flottie, and of the very highest quality. And this is the Home Office crest. But the Home Office doesn’t use paper like this every day. And the Brunswick Carriage doesn’t come out in 21the snow for any old errand. I have a suspicion that this letter comes from the minister himself.’

         ‘Surely not the little man at the door, ma’am?’

         ‘Certainly not, Flotsam. The Home Secretary does not deliver his own mail.’

         ‘Blimey, just think of that!’ Scraggs sounded impressed. ‘Lord Shastonbury himself writing to old Sherlock.’

         ‘So what do we do with the letter now, ma’am? Do we send it on?’

         She looked at me then and I could see she had come to a decision.

         ‘Matters of state must not be trifled with,’ she said firmly. ‘Not a moment must be wasted.’ She began to examine the envelope’s big wax seal.

         ‘But Mrs Hudson, ma’am, you surely don’t mean …?’

         ‘This is a time for common sense, Flotsam. There’ll be plenty of time later to stand on ceremony. Now pass me the paper knife – it’s in the dresser, next to the nutmeg grater – and let’s see what his lordship has to say.’

         While I fetched the knife from the big dresser at the back of the kitchen, Mrs Hudson settled down in her familiar chair by the fire and Scraggs pulled up a seat alongside her. She took the paper knife from me with barely concealed relish and sliced open the envelope with a flourish of the wrist.

         Inside there was a single sheet of paper, headed with the same gold crest. The few words on it were written in a strong, flowing hand and the wording was that of a man accustomed to command.22

         
            Sir,

            
                

            

            It is in your power to assist in a matter of vital importance. The honour of the nation is at stake. You are requested to attend at the address below at the earliest opportunity. Please consider it your duty to do so.

            
                

            

            Yours, etc, etc,

            Shastonbuty

         

         Printed neatly below was an address in Whitehall. The envelope contained no further instructions.

         For a moment none of us spoke and I could hear the fresh coals spitting on the fire.

         ‘What a very interesting letter,’ Mrs Hudson said at last. ‘I hadn’t thought things would progress so quickly. What do you think, Flotsam?’

         ‘We must telegraph Mr Holmes at once, ma’am! He must start for Whitehall immediately.’

         I think I must have sounded rather breathless in my excitement, but Mrs Hudson greeted this call to action with only a very slow nod of her head.

         ‘Yes, Flottie, I suppose Mr Holmes must be alerted. Come, you two, we have telegrams to write.’

         She moved across the room to the kitchen table and, from its drawer, produced paper and a bit of pencil. She had seated herself comfortably at the table and seemed about to write when she noticed that Scraggs and I were still hovering uncertainly by the fire.

         ‘Come on, Flotsam. Over here. You must tell me if you think my wording is appropriate. And Scraggs, you’ll be taking these 23to the office so start getting your things on. There’s no time to lose.’

         Mrs Hudson wrote two telegrams that evening and both were remarkable. The first was addressed to the Earl of Shastonbury:

         
            REGRET CANNOT REACH LONDON UNTIL WEDNESDAY EARLIEST STOP INDISPOSITION RENDERS ME UNABLE TO ATTEND WHITEHALL STOP BEG YOU TO CALL AT BAKER ST WED FROM NOON STOP HOLMES

         

         ‘But Mrs Hudson, ma’am,’ I spluttered, ‘Mr Holmes is in perfect health. How can he refuse to attend Whitehall? And won’t he be furious if you answer for him like that?’

         ‘On the contrary, Flottie. You know Mr Holmes. He likes to hear these things in the comfort of his own study. I think this arrangement will be altogether more to his liking, don’t you?’

         While I contemplated the audacity of this argument, Mrs Hudson was composing a telegram to Mr Holmes in the West Country. If I had found the contents of the first telegram startling, the second left me blinking with bewilderment.

         
            PRESENCE REQUIRED BAKER STREET STOP MOST URGENT STOP HOME SECRETARY WISHES TO CONSULT YOU RE SAFETY OF MALABAR ROSE

         

      

   


   
      
         
24
            CHAPTER TWO

            A Silver Case

         

         The next day passed in a haze of excitement. A telegram from Mr Holmes confirmed that he and Watson would catch the night train and would be in Baker Street the following morning. Mrs Hudson had been planning accordingly and even before that message reached us preparations for the gentlemen’s return had begun. Beds needed to be aired, provisions bought and a veritable banquet of baking, roasting, stuffing and chopping was required before Mrs Hudson was satisfied that the pantry was in a sufficient state of readiness. My day was spent running errands and carrying messages to tradesmen through the slushy streets of a leaden day. In between I was searching the markets for winter vegetables or collecting supplies of pipe tobacco from Mr Hicks, the tobacconist on York Street. There was no time to be cold or to worry about the mud, and when I spotted Scraggs pushing a heavy barrow through Smithfields I barely had time to wave my hand before I was off in the other direction, in search of sausages and silver polish.

         Only when the dusk began to close in from the docks and 25my list of tasks was finally complete did I find an opportunity to ask Mrs Hudson the question that she had somehow evaded the night before. I returned weighed down with packages and weary from head to toe, and found Mrs Hudson lighting the lamps. Outside, the cold of the previous evening had returned and with the fading light there had appeared a strange yellowness in the clouds that threatened snow; but inside, in Mrs Hudson’s kitchen, the fire was burning with a hearty roar and the air was heavy with the scent of cinnamon and cloves. The effect was to send a little shiver of pleasure through me and Mrs Hudson, noticing it, feared it might be a sign of too much time out of doors.

         ‘Now, Flotsam,’ she ordered, ‘sit yourself down in front of the fire. We’ve done fine work today and I’ve just taken two game pies out of the oven. The gentlemen won’t miss a slice or two of one of them. So get yourself out of that coat and we’ll have a little something by the fire.’

         Mrs Hudson’s idea of a little something turned out to be a cup of hot shrub and lemon for me and for herself a glass of the old Madeira. I waited until she had taken a first, contented sip before I dared to begin my questions.

         ‘Mrs Hudson, ma’am?’

         ‘Yes, Flotsam?’

         ‘There’s something I don’t quite understand. Last night, that letter …’

         ‘Yes, Flotsam?’

         Twenty hours’ worth of curiosity came bubbling out. ‘Well, how can you know it’s about the Malabar Rose, ma’am? There was nothing in it about rubies. It could be about anything. 26And what if Mr Holmes rushes all the way back here and it turns out to be about something else altogether?’

         She permitted herself the faintest twitch of a smile and sighed happily.

         ‘Ah, yes. The Malabar Rose. Very interesting. Wait a moment while I fetch that newspaper …’ She bustled to the back of the kitchen and returned with the item we had read together the previous day. ‘Now, Flottie, there are one or two very noticeable things in this report. For instance, yesterday’s guard of honour was led by Major General Sir John Plaskett. Does that name mean anything to you?’

         ‘Isn’t he the Hero of Ishtabad, ma’am?’

         ‘And the safest pair of hands in a British uniform, Flottie. Now he’s hardly the sort of man to be chosen for minor ceremonial duties at a time when there’s so many rumblings abroad. He’d expect to be out on the Irrawaddy, or wintering in Kabul, not leading guards of honour around the streets of London. And then there’s HMS Imperious, the newest ship in the Navy. She was supposed to be in the Indian Ocean, Flotsam, but instead we find her over here, playing the role of glorified cargo ship.’

         ‘I suppose they want to keep the Malabar Rose very safe, ma’am.’

         She nodded thoughtfully. ‘That’s right, Flotsam. Somebody is worried. A gift like the Malabar Rose sounds like good news, but until they get it safely into the vaults, it’s a terrible headache for the government. And they can’t just lock it away at once, which is probably what they’d like to do, because the Maharajah, God bless him, insists that his stone is shown off beforehand.’

         27I paused to consider this while Mrs Hudson took another sip of Madeira. ‘But, ma’am,’ I continued after a moment, ‘you still can’t be sure that last night’s letter was about the Malabar Rose. It could be about any number of things.’

         Mrs Hudson gave a little chuckle. ‘The Home Secretary is hardly likely to require Mr Holmes’s views on the suffrage or on prison welfare, now is he, Flotsam? But who better to turn to when it is feared that plans may be afoot to steal a national treasure?’

         Mrs Hudson took another sip of Madeira while I considered the simple logic of her reasoning and found myself looking forward with quickening interest to our impending visit from the Home Office.

         ‘Mrs Hudson, ma’am?’ I asked timidly. ‘You know that you sent me for some silver polish today?’

         ‘Yes, Flotsam?’ Her tone could not have been more innocent.

         ‘I was thinking that we’ll need to get to work on the silver tomorrow, won’t we?’

         ‘We certainly will, Flotsam.’

         ‘And we usually work on the silver in the little storeroom by the study, don’t we, ma’am?’

         ‘That’s what we usually do, yes, Flottie.’

         I was about to say more but just then our eyes met and Mrs Hudson nodded gently. So I said nothing, but sipped my drink and wiggled my toes and waited for the morrow.

         
             

         

         The return of Mr Holmes and Dr Watson created a great deal of hustle and bustle. They were much later than we had expected and no sooner was the door open than they stamped up to the 28study, blowing on their fingers and leaving little frozen lumps of slush in their wake.

         ‘Really, Mrs Hudson, it was the smallest dusting of snow imaginable!’ Dr Watson’s outrage was almost incandescent.

         ‘Indeed it was,’ agreed Mr Holmes more calmly. ‘It is difficult to see how such a thin covering of snow would be enough to halt a locomotive of approximately fifty tons. However, as it is the same story every winter, I suppose we should have anticipated some such delay.’

         The two men had taken up positions in front of the fire in their study, their favourite room of the house, where as well as reading and discussing their cases, the two men would smoke, take their meals, interview visitors and enjoy the comfort of Mrs Hudson’s excellent housekeeping. Now, as they allowed the warmth of the room to sweep over them, the flushed, puffing indignation of Dr Watson contrasted quite noticeably with the angular intelligence and rather hawkish features of his friend.

         ‘Dashed incompetence is what I call it!’ Dr Watson insisted. ‘You’d think our train companies might anticipate a degree of bad weather in December, eh?’

         ‘Well, my friend, we’re here now with a good fire and a new case to occupy us.’ Mr Holmes looked about him, his features softened by the pleasure of once more being amid familiar surroundings. The study was a large, bright room with two good windows, a table in front of them, and comfortable armchairs arranged around a generous fireplace. Around the walls stood the various cabinets that held his collections. He gave a contented sigh.

         29‘I see that you have once again created order out of chaos, Mrs Hudson. Your talent for the domestic arts never ceases to impress.’

         ‘Thank you, sir. We’ve done a little tidying and I believe Flotsam here has done some dusting. Now, gentlemen, if you’ll allow us to take those coats …?’

         But Mr Holmes wasn’t listening. He had advanced to the tall bookcase in the corner of the room and, while I helped Dr Watson out of his overcoat, he appeared to be examining something. As he turned I could see that he was holding in his hand a gentleman’s cigarette case.

         ‘So!’ he exclaimed. ‘I perceive we have had visitors already this morning, Mrs Hudson.’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ Mrs Hudson responded, evidently unimpressed by this particular deduction. ‘A gentleman called at noon and waited for a few minutes. He promised to return within the hour.’

         ‘I see …’ Mr Holmes was studying the cigarette case with the most minute attention and only when he had run his gaze over it four or five times did he pass it over to his companion. ‘Well, Watson, what does this object tell us of our visitor?’

         ‘Eh, Holmes? What’s that?’ Dr Watson, having escaped from his rather damp coat, had made haste to the tray of brandy and shrub that Mrs Hudson had positioned on the sideboard.

         ‘Come, Watson, demonstrate for us your powers of deduction!’

         ‘Very well, Holmes.’ He took up the case and proceeded to observe it rather glumly. ‘Well, it’s a nice piece of work. Silver obviously. Very good quality, I’d say. Had one a bit like 30it myself once. Lasted me for years until I left it on a train just outside West Wittering. Never saw it again after that.’

         ‘Indeed?’ Holmes smiled fondly. ‘Now if you could confine your musings to that particular cigarette case …’

         ‘Oh, yes. Of course … Well, it goes without saying that the silver on the lid is a bit worn, so I should say it’s been well-used. Now this inscription here …’ He peered more closely and rubbed at something with his thumb. ‘It seems to be someone’s initials. They’re quite worn. Is that a G and a D?’

         Mr Holmes took the slim case off him with a smile. ‘What if I told you, Watson, that the owner of this case is a grey-haired man of above average height, left-handed, who travelled here from Whitehall this morning by carriage?’

         Dr Watson snorted. ‘Why, then I should call you a fraud, Holmes. How could you possibly deduce all that from a simple cigarette case?’

         Mr Holmes placed the case upon the mantelpiece and began to divest himself of his coat.

         ‘You know, Watson, sometimes I despair of you. Everything I have just told you is written there as plain as day. All you need to read it is some basic observation. That is the key, Watson! It is only by being alert to every detail that you can be sure of arriving at the truth.’

         ‘Really, Holmes,’ grunted Watson, sinking into his seat, then brightening somewhat as Mrs Hudson replenished his glass. ‘It’s only a cigarette case after all.’

         ‘Well, let’s see …’ Mr Holmes took it up again and sat down opposite his friend. ‘As you yourself point out, this object is of excellent quality, and we can see from the way the silver 31has worn that it has clearly seen service over a very substantial number of years. Now, it is unusual but not impossible that a gentleman might choose to carry a second-hand cigarette case. But it is much more likely that this item has aged in the service of one owner. And if that is the case, then it would be safe to assume that the gentleman is himself a man of advancing years. And so, of course, it is highly probable that his hair will be grey. And if you recall I found this item on a shelf that is a good twenty inches higher than the mantelpiece. For a fellow to idly place his cigarette case there, in a position awkwardly high for most men, suggests that he is a taller man than most.’

         Mr Holmes paused for a moment while he focused his attention on the lid of the case.

         ‘This is where there is most to observe, Watson. Note that the silver is worn very decidedly on one side. That would suggest that the owner is in the habit of holding it in a particular way. Now a right-handed man would keep this in a left-hand pocket and would reach for it thus.’ He mimed the action of reaching inside his jacket. ‘Then, still holding it in his right hand, he would release the catch with his left. But look at how the silver is worn. If I hold it in my right hand, the marks are in the wrong place. No, Watson, this case is habitually kept in a right-hand pocket and is retrieved with the left hand, which strongly suggests that the owner is left-handed.’

         ‘That certainly sounds simple enough, Holmes,’ Dr Watson nodded, apparently greatly restored by a long sip from his glass. ‘But what of the carriage from Whitehall? You can’t tell me that is somehow written on the fellow’s silverware!’

         32Holmes leant back and surveyed his audience with an air of profound satisfaction.

         ‘Not on it, Watson, but in it. Here, look inside. A very rare brand of Turkish cigarette. I know of only two establishments which stock this brand. One is in Edinburgh, the other is Stieglitz & Brothers of Whitehall. Now the case is nearly full – you see that only one cigarette has been removed – so it has only recently been refilled, and refilled in the Whitehall store itself. How am I so sure? See, the tissue beneath is stamped with the Stieglitz name. Had the cigarettes been delivered to the gentleman’s home and the case refilled by one of his servants, the tissue would be plain or – more probably – missing altogether.’

         ‘Remarkable, Holmes! But the carriage … I simply can’t see …’

         The great detective smiled.

         ‘A gentleman stops in Whitehall to have his cigarette case filled with his favourite brand. Yet he does not smoke the first cigarette until he reaches this room – the evidence is in the ashtray over there. Now it may be that he walked all the way from Whitehall with a full cigarette case, fighting temptation with every step. Yet it is more likely that only a short time elapsed between the filling of the case and the gentleman’s arrival here. And so, Watson, I do not think it is unreasonable to assume a carriage!’

         ‘I say, Holmes, you make it sound the easiest thing in the world!’

         ‘A simple thing, Watson, though it would perhaps be ingenuous to call it an easy one. Observation is the key. 33Observation!’ Mr Holmes had turned his attention to the inscription on the lid of the case. ‘These initials, Watson. You are correct that the first two are “G” and “D”, but I believe there is a third. I suspect that our visitor’s surname begins with the letter “P”.’ He passed the object to Mrs Hudson who took it and, after glancing at it in the most cursory way, gave a little cough.

         ‘If you please, sir, I think you’ll find his name begins with a “B”.’

         ‘You think so, Mrs Hudson? I fear that the script is too faded for any certainty in the matter.’

         ‘That’s probably true, sir. But of course the gentleman gave me his name when he called. Mr Godwin Branchester, sir.’

         I am ashamed to confess that the name of Godwin Branchester meant nothing to me. It was only later that the eminence and influence of the man was explained and I came to understand why, at the mention of his name, a startled silence fell. For although the name of Branchester was never widely known amongst the public at large, amongst the circles of government it was whispered in awe.

         Godwin Branchester was at that time a man of seventy-eight years, but still a powerful figure in every sense of the word. His family was not remarkable, but his magnificent legal brain, his razor-sharp wits and, most of all, his tremendous personal authority had made him the pre-eminent adviser to the government of the day, regardless of its political hue. For nearly forty years he had maintained that position. He had advised prime ministers, admirals, archbishops, Lord Chancellors and, it was whispered, was the most trusted 34adviser to the Queen herself. He had long since retired from any official position but it was said that no foreign policy was formed that he had not first commented on, no new measures introduced that had not first been placed before him.

         ‘Godwin Branchester? Here?’ Dr Watson sounded slightly hoarse, as if the very thought made him nervous.

         ‘Yes, sir.’ Only Mrs Hudson seemed unmoved. ‘I explained that your train was probably delayed by the snow, and he agreed that was almost certainly the case, there having been so little of it.’

         ‘Well done, Mrs Hudson.’ Mr Holmes reached into his pocket for his pipe. ‘Watson, we must be on our mettle for such a distinguished visitor. I suggest we spend the time between now and his return in a period of quiet contemplation so that our faculties are rested and our minds prepared.’

         Whether a period of calm would have achieved this outcome was never to be tested because as Mr Holmes finished speaking there was a sharp knock at the front door. Dr Watson, who had just returned to the drinks tray, jumped visibly. Mr Holmes raised his eyebrows. And I, crouched in one corner and mopping at a pool of water left by the gentlemen’s boots, decided to crouch a little lower in the hope that my presence would not be noticed.

         In the silence that followed the knock, Mr Holmes allowed himself a low laugh that spoke more of anticipation than of amusement.

         ‘Well, Watson, it seems we are to wrestle with the problem without the benefit of rest. But the great affairs of state will not wait on our convenience. Mrs Hudson, would you be so 35good as to show our caller straight up? There is no need to announce him. This is one visitor who needs no introduction.’

         In the minute or so that followed Mrs Hudson’s departure, a tense and rather awkward silence fell on the study. Mr Holmes remained seated with his eyes closed. Dr Watson, having poured another drink, seemed suddenly unsure what to do with it and finally solved the problem by drinking it off in one gulp. Unnoticed by either, I made haste to make the room ready for our visitor, sweeping the coal dust from the hearth and wiping away further marks of melted snow that the two gentlemen had left on the carpet. Intent on finishing my task, I didn’t look up when I heard footsteps outside the door, nor when Mrs Hudson’s polite cough heralded the new arrival. It seems that neither of the two gentlemen had looked up either because the next words Mrs Hudson spoke took us all by surprise.

         ‘Mrs Smithers, sir,’ she announced calmly. ‘Mrs Smithers wishes to consult you, sir. It appears her son-in-law has vanished into thin air.’
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            CHAPTER THREE

            A Disappearance in Ealing

         

         Mrs Hudson’s announcement was met with some considerable consternation. Where we had anticipated a figure of magisterial gravity, there stood before us a rather corpulent woman of about fifty-five, dressed in an old-fashioned coat and a hat that, although maintaining the awkward air of Sunday best, had clearly in its time witnessed a great many Sundays. And if her appearance caused a surprise in the study at Baker Street, that surprise seemed nothing to the astonishment felt by our visitor at finding herself the focus of such direct and bemused scrutiny. She stood before us wringing her hands nervously and looking from Sherlock Holmes to Dr Watson and back again, until Dr Watson, remembering his manners, leapt to his feet.

         ‘Mrs Smithers, you say?’ he began, clearly still in some confusion. ‘Surely not from the Home Office, madam?’

         The stout woman’s nervousness began to intensify into outright panic.

         ‘The Home Office, sir? No, sir, from Sefton Avenue. That’s in Ealing, sir.’

         ‘Mrs Smithers has come to consult Mr Holmes on a 37personal matter, sir.’ Mrs Hudson ushered the visitor smoothly to the centre of the room. ‘Her difficulty sounds most intriguing, sir, and your instructions were to bring the caller straight up … I am sure the matter she wishes to discuss will be of some interest to you gentlemen.’

         Mr Holmes had raised himself to the edge of his chair upon Mrs Smithers’s arrival and he now rose to his feet and paced towards the window.

         ‘Quite right, Mrs Hudson. Under normal circumstances I’m sure we would be delighted to assist. But at this particular moment …’ He began to feel in his pockets for his pipe, as if his attention was already returning to matters of greater import.

         ‘You must excuse us, madam,’ Dr Watson explained. ‘Mr Holmes and I are expecting a most distinguished visitor. If you were to return at another time, perhaps in the New Year …’

         Mrs Smithers nodded frantically and began to back away.

         ‘Yes, of course,’ she murmured. ‘No wish to be a trouble. Another time …’ But I could see that Mrs Hudson was having none of that. The housekeeper reached out a reassuring arm that had the effect of holding our visitor firmly on the edge of the rug. When she spoke, there was iron in her voice.

         ‘I fear, sir, that Mrs Smithers’s business is more pressing than that. And it is her belief that, in the whole of London, only Mr Holmes can assist her.’

         ‘Oh yes, sir,’ burst out Mrs Smithers eagerly. ‘I’ve heard so much about you, sir, and when I found that the police were right flummoxed by the whole thing, I said to my Lavinia “this is a case for Mr Sherlock Holmes, this is. Mark my words, he’s the man to sort this out,” I told her.’

         38Dr Watson appeared at a loss how to respond to this statement but Mr Holmes, who had now succeeded in lighting his pipe, appeared strangely moved by her words.

         ‘Now, Watson,’ he reproved, ‘let us not be too hasty in this. There is no doubt a lot of truth in what our visitor says.’ Here he favoured Mrs Smithers with a polite nod and motioned her vaguely towards a chair. ‘While we have a few moments I can see no harm in hearing her story. That the police are bewildered means nothing, of course. It may be something that we can clear up here and now, without the need for further investigation.’

         He turned again to Mrs Smithers, who had remained standing, her hand now clamped tightly to Mrs Hudson’s arm.

         ‘Now, madam, if you would tell your tale clearly, confining yourself strictly to the facts, Dr Watson and I will endeavour to assist in any way we can. Mrs Hudson, since Mrs Smithers appears to find your presence reassuring, perhaps you would be so good as to remain with us?’

         And with that, he returned to his seat, drew deeply on his pipe and closed his eyes again. Watson perched himself on the arm of his chair and smiled encouragingly.

         ‘Go ahead, Mrs Smithers. Whenever you’re ready …’

         By now I had retreated to a corner of the room that was partially hidden by Dr Watson’s collection of primitive medical instruments. Realising that neither the gentleman nor Mrs Smithers were aware of my presence, I decided that I would be least in the way by sitting still and saying nothing.

         Even when settled in a low chair, Mrs Smithers seemed uncertain where to begin, but eventually she took a deep breath and plunged in.

         39‘Well, sir,’ she began, ‘it all happened last Sunday. Sunday is the day when my daughter – my Lavinia, that is – likes to take tea in town. It’s a little thing of hers. I daresay you will think it a little piece of nonsense, and it’s certainly an extravagance, but in truth my Vinnie was spoilt something terrible by her father, and when he died she was that upset I’ve never liked to rein her in. She’s certainly grown up more lady-like than the daughter of a haberdasher has any right to be.’

         Now that she’d begun, Mrs Smithers began to gather speed.

         ‘That’s why I was quite surprised when she married Phillimore, sir. He being only a clerk, and a quiet chap at that. Reserved, you’d call him. But she saw something in him and, to be fair to her, he’s always kept her as she likes to be kept, and he’s never said anything against indulging her little habits. Take Sunday afternoons, for instance. She likes to dress up so you wouldn’t know her from a duchess, and he takes her into town to have afternoon tea in a proper hotel. Always somewhere fancy, it is.’

         Throughout this speech, Mr Holmes’s eyes had remained tightly shut but now he opened one of them and fixed her with a baleful glare.

         ‘Very nice, I’m sure, Mrs Smithers,’ he opined. ‘However perhaps if we were to get back to this particular Sunday …’

         ‘Yes, sir. Well, this Sunday they were going off as normal. The three of us live together in Ealing, sir. Sefton Avenue – I don’t know if you know it. It’s just the three of us there. Vinnie and her husband haven’t had no children yet, sir, but of course there’s plenty of time for that. To be honest with you, sir, I’m not sure Lavinia is that bothered by it, though of 40course I’d like grandchildren for myself, sir.’

         Sherlock Holmes stirred dangerously in his seat.

         ‘This particular Sunday, Mrs Smithers?’

         ‘Yes, sir. Well, sir, this Sunday they were going out at about half past two. I happened to be going out at the same time because I wanted to call on a cousin of mine who lives in Perivale. So the three of us left the house together, sir, which is a bit unusual. Anyway, we’d only gone about twenty steps when Phillimore began to fret about the weather. He said he thought there’d be showers.’

         ‘Eh?’ Dr Watson scratched his head. ‘But Sunday was a fine day, Mrs Smithers. Remember it well because we haven’t had many this winter. I almost went for a walk myself, if I remember rightly.’

         ‘That’s right, sir. That’s what I told Phillimore, but he seemed uneasy. Said he’d just step inside for an umbrella.’

         ‘Very well, Mrs Smithers. So what happened then?’

         ‘That’s just it, sir. Nothing happened. We waited, but he didn’t come out again. And when we went in to look for him, well, you could have knocked me down with a feather! You see, he just wasn’t there! He couldn’t have left the house, sir, not without us noticing. But he weren’t inside, neither. And we’ve never seen him since, sir. It’s as Mrs Hudson here said: he’s gone and vanished into thin air.’

         
             

         

         Mrs Smithers’s story made Sherlock Holmes sit up sharply and open his eyes. Although he remained silent, and made a show of attending to his pipe, I could tell by the gleam in his eye that her narrative had engaged his interest. Even so, it was Dr 41Watson who spoke first, blinking slightly as if a crucial element of the tale had passed him by.

         ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Smithers, I don’t quite see … Could your son-in-law not have left the house unnoticed by some back route?’

         ‘Oh, no, sir. I can be sure he did not.’

         ‘But you have a back door and rear windows, Mrs Smithers?’ Mr Holmes was still apparently absorbed in his pipe. ‘It must have been impossible for you to observe them from the street.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ Mrs Smithers turned to him eagerly, her honest face full of confidence. ‘But the back door was locked from the inside and all the windows were latched. You see, when we couldn’t find Phillimore anywhere in the house I thought he must be playing some joke on us. I thought he’s gone out the back. But he couldn’t have done. I took care to check all the windows, sir. Everything was locked from the inside.’

         ‘Remarkable!’ Dr Watson reached for his glass. ‘What do you make of it, Holmes?’

         ‘That remains to be seen, Watson.’ Mr Holmes removed his pipe and looked directly at our visitor. ‘You say, Mrs Smithers, that your daughter is a woman of expensive tastes?’

         ‘Well, sir, let’s just say that my Vinnie has always liked nice things.’

         ‘And her husband, this Mr Phillimore, is a clerk, you say?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘So I imagine that your daughter’s little indulgences must account for a considerable portion of his salary?’

         ‘Well, I couldn’t say that for sure, sir. I suppose they must. He’s always been very generous.’ She paused and frowned 42rather thoughtfully. ‘But then again, Phillimore is a very ordinary sort of man. Never seems to have any interests of his own. And Vinnie never could abide the idea of money sitting idle, sir.’

         ‘I see.’ Outside the day had turned rather dark and I could hear rain driving against the windows. While Mr Holmes pondered, Mrs Hudson moved silently to one of the side tables and lit a lamp. Its light fell obliquely on Mr Holmes’s face and I saw that the glimpse of excitement there had turned to one of amusement.

         ‘Would you say Mr Phillimore was a man content with his lot, Mrs Smithers?’

         This question seemed to surprise her and she pursed her lips as she puzzled it.

         ‘I don’t rightly know, sir. I’ve never really thought about it. But he had a roof over his head and a wife who is so elegant that any man would be glad to marry her.’

         ‘Indeed.’ Mr Holmes turned to his colleague. ‘It is one of the great mysteries, Watson, how the two sexes can see the same objects so very differently. Tell me, Mrs Smithers, in the days before he disappeared had Mr Phillimore’s behaviour been in any way unusual? Think very carefully before you answer.’

         ‘Unusual, sir? I wouldn’t say so. He isn’t the sort to do anything out of the ordinary.’ She pondered her son-in-law’s extreme predictability for a moment and then her face changed suddenly. ‘There was one thing, though. Something I found in a drawer along with his new pair of gloves.’ She began to fumble with her handbag, her cheeks flushing even redder than before. ‘I brought it with me, sir, because I didn’t want Vinnie 43to see it. It would bring on the vapours, it would. To think of her husband bringing such a thing into the house!’

         After a moment of determined rooting in the depths of her bag, she produced a folded square of paper and passed it to Dr Watson with such alacrity that it might have been burning her fingers. I watched Mrs Hudson lean forward slightly as the doctor opened it up and glanced at its contents.

         ‘Why, it’s a playbill, Holmes! For some dancer who’s set to perform in Piccadilly. A Spanish lady by the sound of it.’

         Mrs Smithers snorted. ‘She’s no lady, sir, at least not in my book. I know about those sort of dancers. Why, it’s downright indecent! To think of a quiet man like Phillimore entertaining such thoughts! If Vinnie knew, she’d be broken-hearted.’

         Dr Watson held the bill out to his friend but Mr Holmes waved it away and rose to his feet, taking up a position by the mantelpiece from where he faced his audience.

         ‘I think, Watson, it requires no act of genius to solve this particular problem.’ A flicker of amusement played around the corners of his mouth. ‘Mrs Smithers, the answer to the next question is vital. It will give me the final piece to the puzzle. Now tell me …’ He paused one moment more and drew happily on his pipe. ‘When you and your daughter were waiting in the street for your son-in-law to appear, was it dresses that you were discussing, or was it the latest fashion in hats?’

         It would be hard to say whether Dr Watson or Mrs Smithers was the most taken aback at this question. Both seemed to blink a little in surprise, and Mrs Smithers needed a second or two before she could respond.

         ‘Why, that’s amazing, that is! It’s just as you say, sir, though 44it beats me how you could know it. It was hats we was talking about, sir. Vinnie thinks a lot about hats. That day she was wearing a new style and she wanted to know how she looked. And then there was a woman walking past who had a hat very like her own, so of course we had to talk about that too …’ She tailed off as though a thought had struck her. ‘But, sir, how does that explain what’s happened to Phillimore?’

         Mr Holmes surveyed his audience and smiled. ‘If I were to tell you it were possible, under certain conditions, for a man to become invisible, you would no doubt mock me. And yet I assure you that is the case.’

         ‘Nonsense, Holmes!’ Dr Watson exclaimed. ‘Under what conditions could that possibly be?’

         ‘Why, Watson, my observations have shown me that during any prolonged discussion of feminine attire, it is possible for any number of men to disappear entirely. As far as the female protagonists are concerned, they simply cease to exist. In this case, seeing his wife engrossed in what is, no doubt, her favourite subject, Mr Phillimore quite accurately concluded that he might slip past both women in a cloak of total invisibility.’

         ‘But, sir!’ Mrs Smithers’s ruddy face was becoming mottled with confusion.

         ‘No, madam! No discussion! Look at the facts. The most likely explanation is that your son-in-law found some means of egress at the back of your property that you have overlooked. But if, as you assure me, that is not the case – if it is physically impossible for him to have left the building that way – and if, as you also assure me, he does not remain hidden somewhere inside, then logic dictates that he must have left by the front 45door, unobserved by either your daughter or yourself. There can be no other explanation. Objects do not simply disappear, do they, Watson?’

         ‘Of course not, Holmes,’ Dr Watson replied dutifully.

         ‘And since, madam, you have admitted to me that you and your daughter were engaged in animated conversation on a subject of great interest to you both, I think it is reasonable to believe that your observational powers were not at their most acute. As for your next steps in the matter, I suggest that if you wait two weeks it is very likely your son-in-law will come to his senses and return home begging to be forgiven. If the situation is worse, if he has discovered a taste for freedom, then I would suggest a small notice, perhaps in the theatrical papers, urging him to return home to discover something to his advantage. That should do the trick. After all, a man who abandons his wife, whatever the provocation, is a poor fellow and highly likely to succumb to other forms of temptation. Would you not agree, Mrs Hudson?’

         During Mr Holmes’s explanation the housekeeper had been listening to his comments with a furrowed brow, absently wiping with the hem of her apron at tiny marks on the sideboard. Now she paused and seemed to consider her response.

         ‘His behaviour certainly leaves something to be desired, sir.’

         ‘But I’m quite sure he didn’t pass us …’ Mrs Smithers rose, shaking her head as if a butterfly of doubt was fluttering around it. ‘But if you really think so, sir … I suppose he might …’ She bobbed a little curtsey as if making up her mind. ‘I must thank you for your time, sir.’

         Mrs Hudson paused to direct a rather frosty look at Mr 46Holmes, then guided our visitor gently to the door. ‘I’m sure the gentlemen will think further on your problem,’ she reassured her. ‘And if anything else occurs to them, they will no doubt wish to be in touch. I’ll take a note of your address as I show you out …’

         When the door closed behind them, I gave a little bow and began to follow them out, stopping on the way, for the sake of tidiness, to pick up the playbill that Dr Watson had left lying on the floor. When I reached the sanctuary of the kitchen, I stopped to study it. At its head a very familiar name was trumpeted in large letters.

         
            Lola Del Fuego!

            The World Famous!

            The Spectacular!

             

            The Uniquely Talented!

            The Most Beautiful Woman in Europe!!

            The Greatest Dancer in the World!!

            The Lady of the Fires

            comes to London!!

            For one night only!

            At the Regal Theatre, Piccadilly

            26th December

            Tickets by application to the Box Office

            Advance sales only

         

         Not sure what to do with it, I smoothed it flat and placed it neatly in the middle of the kitchen table where Mrs Hudson would be sure to notice it on her return.

         
             

         

         47With the departure of Mrs Smithers, the house became strangely subdued. Dr Watson, seizing his chance, retired to his room for a restorative nap. Mr Holmes, in retaliation, took up his violin, and soon the house hummed with a low, wistful melody. Outside, the rain that lashed the windows was slowly turning into sleet and although it was not yet one o’clock, the streets seemed grainy, as if dissolving into a preternatural dusk.

         In the kitchen Mrs Hudson and I prepared lunch in silence. The housekeeper had escorted Mrs Smithers to the door and had returned with a little crooked furrow in her brow. For a while after that she said nothing, but from time to time she would take up the playbill and look at it as if it contained the answer to a question she had not yet fully formulated. When I tried to ask her about it, she shook her head.

         ‘Not now, Flotsam. There’s only one thing I can tell you just at the moment.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am?’

         ‘That in any decent world, an honest woman’s peace of mind is worth quite as much as rubies.’
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