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PREFACE
BY JAMES LOVEGROVE
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IN THE SPRING OF 2014 I RECEIVED AN EMAIL OUT of the blue. It was from a firm of lawyers based in Providence, Rhode Island. At first I thought it was spam and nearly deleted it. As I scrolled through, however, I realised the email was bona fide, and I read on with curiosity and a growing bemusement.


The sender was Mason K. Jacobs III, a senior partner at Laughlin Jacobs Travers LLP. The subject heading was “A Legacy”, which was why I’d been suspicious about the email, thinking it might be one of those scams where some Nigerian princeling wants to use your bank account to stash several million dollars temporarily, with you getting a percentage cut for your trouble (and in no way will your account details be stolen).


The text began as follows:


Dear Mr Lovegrove,


You are likely unaware of the recent passing, at the age of 82, of Mr Henry Prothero Lovecraft. This individual was a lifelong resident of Providence and a longstanding if not regular client of Laughlin, Jacobs, Travers. Unmarried and without issue, he succumbed to heart failure in the fall of last year, leaving behind an estate worth in the region of $75,000.


As part of our due diligence in probate we have been chasing down relatives who might be in line to inherit part or all of his legacy. Mr Lovecraft was a solitary man and died intestate. He lived in a modest condominium in Smith Hill, which as you may or may not know is one of our city’s less favored areas. The bulk of his estate accrues from the sale of his apartment, said property amounting to a $95,000 capital value. After taxes, various other duties and our fees have been deducted, we arrive at the residual $75,000 figure mentioned above.


By this point my heart had started to race. I was beginning to infer that I was in line for a cash windfall equivalent to roughly £50,000 sterling. The email certainly seemed to be heading in that direction. Ker-ching!


My hopes of a new car and a reduced mortgage, and perhaps a Caribbean holiday, were dashed by the next paragraph.


We have managed to track down a grand-niece of Mr Lovecraft’s in Kennebunkport, Maine. To her – a Ms Rhonda Lachaise – goes the legacy, and to her it has been accordingly disbursed.


Curse Mason K. Jacobs III and his lawyerly punctiliousness. He’d never intended to mislead me. He’d just set out the facts of the matter in order, failing to appreciate that the reader – me – might imagine his preamble was heading in one direction when it was actually heading in another. He inadvertently led me up the garden path, only to slam the front door in my face.


Nonetheless, there were certain items among Mr Lovecraft’s effects to which Ms Lachaise wished no claim. He was, it seems, an inveterate hoarder of books, papers, exotic paraphernalia, and sundry pieces of statuary and handicraft whose purpose appears to be religious but whose provenance is hard to determine and, frankly, baffling.


These have been disposed of, on the grounds that they have no obvious useful function and in some instances constitute a public hygiene hazard. The books and papers were of little value, according to representatives of both the public library and the John Hay Library at Brown University, while the majority of the objects – figurines, effigies, fetishes and such – were fashioned from organic materials such as hide and hair and were rather moth-eaten and sordid. I would not be surprised if Mr Lovecraft had made them himself. They had a kind of homespun crudity about them.


One particular item stood out, however, and seemed worthy of preservation. It is about this that I am contacting you.


During our researches we ascertained that you, Mr Lovegrove, are a distant relative of the late Mr Lovecraft. The connection is attenuated, dating back some three hundred years, but real enough.


Furthermore, a junior partner in our firm is an avid consumer of genre fiction and is familiar with your work. It was he who suggested you were the appropriate candidate to receive the item in question.


The artifact, the nature of which you are no doubt eager for me to divulge, is a book manuscript. To be precise, three typed manuscripts which together tell a single tale. They are of some antiquity, perhaps a century old, and at a cursory glance purport to have been written by none other than Dr John Watson, a literary figure with whose oeuvre you have a more than nodding acquaintance, to judge by your own recent published output. They were discovered at the back of a closet in Mr Lovecraft’s bedroom, inside a rusty strongbox.


Now my heart was racing again, but this time with a mixture of excitement and incredulity.


To cut a long story short, we believe these manuscripts to be nothing more than forgeries, at best some kind of pastiche. They center around Sherlock Holmes, naturally enough, given the purported author. The adventures they narrate, though, are like none to which aficionados of the character are accustomed. In point of fact, with their emphasis on strange and uncanny events they seem utterly antithetical to the spirit of rationalism which to my (admittedly limited) knowledge typifies the Holmes canon.


You, Mr Lovegrove, deserve to take possession of the manuscripts, by virtue of your familial association with Henry Lovecraft. You are also the best person, we feel, to adjudge their quality and authenticity, by virtue of your professional experience in the fields of fantastical fiction and, if I may use the term, “Holmesiana.”


I am therefore dispatching them to you by international courier and they should arrive within the next two weeks. If by any chance you are able to make something of them, and perhaps even deem them publishable in some guise or other, we would of course be more than happy to represent you in whatever legal or executive capacity we are able.


Yours sincerely,
Mason K. Jacobs III


I spent the rest of that day visiting genealogy websites, frantically trying to establish how Henry Lovecraft and I were related. At the back of my mind lay the thought that this Lovecraft must be a descendant of the noted author Howard Phillips Lovecraft (1890–1937) whose horror fiction has been so seminal and enduring. There was the coincidence, or not, of the two men’s identical initials. Of more relevance was the location, Providence, which was the birthplace and, for most of his life, home of the more celebrated Lovecraft.


I soon discovered that the three of us were indeed linked by bloodline. It turns out that our ancestral roots lie with Bavarian nobility, the Von Luftgraf family. The word Luftgraf translates loosely from the German as “high count”. The Von Luftgrafs owned a large swathe of Upper Franconia, up until the 1760s when they experienced some sort of financial calamity and lost their estates and castles. As far as I could work out, one scion of the dynasty became involved with a cult of demon-raising black-magic practitioners, went mad, and essentially bequeathed his fellow acolytes all his worldly wealth, thereafter living out his final days in an insane asylum, the proverbial gibbering wreck.


To escape the shame and penury caused by this incident and seek a fresh start, the remaining handful of Von Luftgrafs emigrated in two directions, some north to Great Britain, others west to the United States. Both groups shortened and anglicised their surname on arrival in their new homelands, the British contingent adopting the spelling Lovegrove, the American contingent Lovecraft. Henry Prothero Lovecraft belonged to a different branch of the family tree that spawned Howard Phillips Lovecraft, the trunk of which was from those first mid-eighteenth-century arrivals in New England. All the same, he seems to have shared his relative’s keen fascination with the occult and the arcane.


What this meant was that I was, in fact, a cousin about a hundred times removed from H.P. Lovecraft himself, whose stories I had devoured in my teens. That was fairly thrilling to learn, I can tell you. Lovecraft’s facility for evoking the eldritch and for imparting a sense of creeping dread is unparalleled, but also anchored by a cool, cerebral reportage/memoir/diary technique and by fleeting winks of black comedy. His less wholesome personal attributes – principally his racism, a disgust for non-Anglo-Saxon cultures often expressed in his journalism and private correspondence – were unknown to me when I first discovered his work. Awareness of them blights it now to some extent, as does the occasional imprecision and over-baked ungainliness of his writing style, the latter more noticeable to me in middle age when I am an author myself and, I like to think, conscious of what does and doesn’t constitute decent prose.


All the same, the H.P. Lovecraft. He and I had an affinity that was more than the simple fact that both of us eked a living from our pens. This was the man who explored and codified that amalgamation of ancient elder gods, forbidden knowledge, hostile supernatural forces and cosmic indifference which has come to be known as the Cthulhu Mythos – and he was family. We shared DNA. I even became aware of a vague physical resemblance between us, especially around the eyes.


The manuscripts arrived at my house a fortnight later, and I unsealed the package straight away and got to reading. The paper was yellowed and brittle, the text faint in places yet still perfectly legible.


The contents were, to put it mildly, remarkable.


I’m not going to say much further. The books should speak for themselves. I’ve had the paper checked by an expert, who tells me that the watermark and the high rag content denote that it is exactly the sort of bonded foolscap which someone in the 1920s might have used. Another expert confirms that the typewriter employed is an Imperial Model 50, judging by the font, the width of the carriage and the strike depth of the characters. That particular make was popular in Britain between the wars, which is when Watson, according to his foreword, wrote the books. In other words, on the face of it the manuscripts seem to be the real deal.


At the same time, I can’t help wondering if they’re a monstrous hoax (and I use the adjective advisedly). Reams of the right paper and a typewriter of suitable vintage are readily purchaseable. I’ve checked on eBay. For a few hundred quid, they could be yours. That and a bit of skill with literary mimicry is all you’d need to make the deception look credible.


I’ve spent a year or so, on and off, studying the manuscripts, rereading them, evaluating their worth, trying my very best to decide whether or not they genuinely are the work of the esteemed Dr Watson and do, in his own words, present “an alternate history of the career of Sherlock Holmes”.


A part of me, for my own sanity, hopes that they don’t; hopes that someone else, not Watson, perhaps Henry Prothero Lovecraft himself, is their creator, and they are just some abstruse metafictional joke, something designed to fascinate and bamboozle the world, that’s all.


Because otherwise, almost everything we know about the great detective – his life, his work, his methods, his accomplishments – has all been a big fat lie, a façade concocted to mask a deeper, darker, more horrible truth.


I’m submitting the three manuscripts in published form under the umbrella title Cthulhu Casebooks. The individual volumes bear the titles Dr Watson gave them – Sherlock Holmes and the Shadwell Shadows, Sherlock Holmes and the Miskatonic Monstrosities and Sherlock Holmes and the Sussex Sea-Devils – and the central events in each take place at fifteen-year intervals, in 1880, 1895 and 1910 respectively. All I’ve done to the original texts after scanning them into my computer is correct a few solecisms and grammatical errors, resolve the continuity glitches for which the author is famous (some might say notorious), and weave in a sentence or two of explanation here and there to shore up an otherwise obscure reference.


I leave it to you, the reader, to make up your own mind about the books. You can decide if they effectively rewrite the Holmes canon, skewing it through the distorting prism of the Lovecraftian one, or if they are just the fevered outpourings of some reclusive, semi-anonymous scribbler exploiting the popularity of not one but two iconic figures of our times.


Call it crossover. Call it mash-up. Call it cash-in.


Or call it a revelation.


It’s up to you.


J.M.H.L., EASTBOURNE, UK
November 2016





FOREWORD
BY DR JOHN WATSON, MD
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I AM AN OLD MAN. A TIRED, FRIGHTENED OLD MAN. I have lived a long time, done much, seen much. Now my eyesight is fading, my body is gnarled and weak, and I feel my life ebbing with each passing day. I am a trained medical practitioner. I know senescence when I see it, and the mirror habitually shows it me in all its greying, decaying glory, ever more blurred, ever more saddening.


That is when I can bear to look in the mirror at all. For the reflections in mirrors do not reveal only remorseless corporeal collapse. They also, potentially, expose things hiding in corners, things lurking at the periphery of one’s vision, things that, once glimpsed, start to titter or whisper or else sometimes simply sit silent, watching.


I have written at length about the best and the wisest man whom I have ever known, a man I was proud to call friend and by whom I was proud to be called friend. I refer, of course, to Mr Sherlock Holmes, and to the dozens of narratives, all well received, in which I have recounted his adventures. I have expatiated on his deductive powers, his ratiocination, his peerless ability to penetrate to the truth of a matter, uncover malfeasance and bring wrongdoers to justice. His analytical methods, by my auspices, are known worldwide and have indeed been adopted and emulated by representatives of several international police forces. I flatter myself that in bringing his exploits to the attention of the masses, I have contributed significantly to the science of detection and improved the lot of law-abiding citizens everywhere, and by extension vitiated the efforts of the less law-abiding.


I can now, in the twilight of my life, confess that I have not told the whole story. Far from it. I have in fact told one sort of story in order to deflect attention from another, which strays into realms most ordinary people are incognisant of and are all the better off in their ignorance. I have constructed a shell of artifice around a dark, rotten kernel so as to protect civilisation from certain facts that would throw its cosy self-assurance into drastic and lasting disarray.


The time has come to unburden myself of secrets I have kept long after Sherlock Holmes died. At his express request I have buried the truth, but its grave has been unquiet and disturbances from it have since troubled me in the night. I would not go to my own grave without just this once, at last, exhuming the undecaying corpse and exposing it to scrutiny.


Hence I have decided to write three last books about Holmes, a final trilogy in which I shall lay bare all that he really did, all that he really achieved over the course of his life. They make up, for better or worse, an alternate history of his career, one that has the benefit of being unimpeachably true.


I do not expect them to be published. On the contrary, it is imperative that they never see the light of day. I plan to entrust them to the care of an American author, name of Lovecraft. His work is garnering repute in the pages of the so-called “pulp” magazines across the Atlantic – an offshoot of the penny dreadful and the shilling shocker, no less sensationalist, yet now and then, almost by accident, the repository for some fine creative endeavours – and, more pertinently, he seems well versed in the blasphemous and often perverse material that these books cover. Lovecraft and I have been corresponding of late – his letters are lengthy and detailed, and arrive with a frequency I cannot hope to match – and he is as intimate as anyone with the esoteric territory mapped herein (although a couple of his peers, Robert E. Howard and Clark Ashton Smith, are almost equally adept). He and I are kindred spirits and fellow travellers, his writings revealing as great an understanding as my own of the uncanny forces that hover at the very edge of reality, trying to break in.


Lovecraft will know what to do with the books, which is to lock them in a strongbox and throw away the key. I do not need him even to read them. I merely want them out of me, as it were, in the manner of a diseased organ removed by a surgeon. Before I die I wish to be rid of their accumulated weight, the plague of their presence in my soul. This, then, is a kind of literary exorcism.


My fingers are swollen with arthritis, pecking at the typewriter keys like twisted bird beaks. It aches to write, it hurts. Yet write I must. I keep the electric lights burning in my study, to banish the London gloom outside. To banish the shadows, too, for I know all too well what shadows may hide within their dark folds.


Holmes, my erstwhile companion, wherever you are, I trust that you will forgive me this shriving of my inner self, even if it goes against your recommendations. At the very least you will look on me with those sharp grey eyes, utter a fond chuckle, and declare that I am a foolish, blundersome oaf whose intellectual incompetence is equalled only by his lack of observational acuity – which, from you, amounts to a declaration of absolution.


J.H.W., PADDINGTON
1928




[image: image]


 


“THE MOST MERCIFUL THING IN THE WORLD, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents.”


So has written another author, one H.P. Lovecraft, and it is a sentiment to which I, Dr John H. Watson, subscribe more wholeheartedly than most. Indeed, never was I so glad of being unable to make full sense of certain experiences as in the autumn of 1880 when I returned from Afghanistan to England sound in neither mind nor body. The physical injuries I had sustained during an expedition to a lost city in the Kandahar Province and an encounter with the dwellers therein were unpleasant enough. Worse, however, far worse, was the damage inflicted upon my psyche. Memories of the incident plagued me with the garish intensity of a nightmare. In order to dilute the power of those memories and preserve what was left of my sanity, I retreated into what I can only describe as a madness of self-denial. I swore blind to myself that the events of those days had never taken place, that I had succumbed to a delusion, some feverish aberration of the brain. None of it had been real.


The belief sustained me, and saved me from a spell at Netley, the very institution where I had trained as an army surgeon two years earlier. There is a certain ward at that military hospital in Hampshire, tucked away in a side wing, which is designated for those returning from warfare affected by no great bodily impairment but rather by mental traumas brought on by the horrors of the battlefield. The beds are fitted with restraints and occupied by men who, when their sedation wears off, are apt to resort to incoherent babbling and sometimes screaming. I, but for my half-conscious, half-instinctive decision to refuse to accept the evidence of my own senses, might well have been amongst their number.


As it was, I could not always reconcile what I wanted to accept as the truth with the plain facts. No alternative scenario I might concoct, however logical I tried to make it, would account for the deaths of the half-dozen members of the Fifth Northumberlands whom I had accompanied into the remoter reaches of the Arghandab Valley, amongst them Captain Roderick Harrowby, instigator and first victim of the ill-fated excursion. Nor was it a simple matter for me to forget the anguished cries of the soldiers as they were beset by the inhabitants of that subterranean city, and the yet more hideous sibilant ululations of the inhabitants themselves as they went about the slaughter of an armed platoon with fiendish glee.


All I could do was maintain the pretence to all and sundry that I had been wounded by a bullet from a Jezail rifle during the Battle of Maiwand, a clash from which I was in fact one of the lucky minority of British combatants to emerge unscathed. This fabrication, first devised as I was recuperating at the base hospital at Peshawar, allowed me to escape any further probing from interlocutors, who hailed my service to my country and accorded to me a valour I hardly felt I warranted. In time, with repetition, I almost came to believe the story myself.


Nonetheless, in the weeks after I set foot back in London I remained a hollow shell of the man I had been. I bore the stoop and haggardness of the invalided campaigner, along with the miserly and temporary pension; I also carried a dark knowledge in my eyes, whose gaze I could seldom meet in the shaving mirror of a morning: a knowledge of things commonly unseen, things that should remain commonly unknown.


That same mirror would show me the other, more tangible mark I was doomed to carry for the rest of my days. It was an ugly gouge scooped out of the meat of my upper left shoulder, and in certain lights it might have passed for a rifle bullet wound. Equally, it could be taken for the result of a crooked talon raking my deltoid muscle, furrowing through the flesh clean to the bone. The injury ached more or less constantly and somewhat impaired my use of that arm. Still, I was aware that I had escaped lightly. During my sojourn at Peshawar the wound had become infected, and the surgeons had debated whether or not to amputate the limb. Luck had favoured me, and the sepsis had abated as rapidly as it had flared; but it was a close-run thing.


Time and again I would examine the puckered scar tissue, and would try not to think of the repugnant creature that had inflicted it. “A bullet,” I would tell myself, in the manner of a chant. “A bullet from a Jezail. A bullet.” Thus, like a mesmerist enthralling his subject, I endeavoured to implant one idea in my consciousness so that it superseded another.


The cold, wet winter of that year set in, and my funds were running perilously low, when I bumped into an old acquaintance, Stamford. As I have stated in the novel A Study in Scarlet, this fellow had been a dresser under me at Barts. Everything else that I have said about the meeting, and its repercussions, is false, and I present the accurate version herewith.


Stamford and I did not chance upon each other in the respectable, opulent environs of the Long Bar at the Criterion Restaurant just off Piccadilly Circus. Rather, the location was a much less salubrious drinking establishment, a pub in a back alley somewhere amid the labyrinth of rookeries off the Commercial Road. I shall not dignify its name by giving it in these pages. Suffice to say it was the type of tavern where those with little money find ways of spending it on the many vices that life has to offer and will encounter no few individuals of low morality and even lower standards to engage in facilitating those vices. Games of dice, dominoes and cards were conducted in the saloon, cock-fighting in the back room, bare-knuckle boxing in the basement, and more besides. Everywhere within, the dregs of society could be seen swilling the dregs of their ale, and the songs that every so often burst forth spontaneously from this assembly were of the lewdest sort.


I fetched up there mostly because of the light and noise emanating from its windows and doorways. To one traipsing the chilly byways of the capital on the first day of December, ankle-deep in slush from the previous day’s snowfall, it seemed a haven of warmth and life. Once inside, I was drawn to a table where Nap was being played, close by a roaring fire. I was – am – an inveterate gambler, fond of a flutter at the bookmakers’, only too ready to chance my arm when a deck of cards is in sight. It is my one abiding vice. As I watched the game unfold, the lure of money to be won worked its irresistible wiles on me, and soon I had joined in and was betting with what little remained of my pension. I fared relatively well, too, at least to begin with. In one memorable hand I bid a Wellington and managed to take all five tricks as declared, leading with my lowest value non-trump. That is no mean feat. But alas, subsequent hands were less propitious, and an hour or so later I had squandered all my winnings and was a couple of pounds the poorer. It dawned on me that my fellow players might be conspiring against me, but since they were a rather rough-hewn lot – full of Cockney menace, their language pure Billingsgate – I refrained from voicing my suspicions. I merely made my excuses and rose from the table, preparing to leave the premises.


I might not have noticed Stamford at all in the midst of that fuggy, overcrowded space were it not for the fact that, just as I was making for the door, he became embroiled in an argument with a pair of Lascars over the price of a girl whose services he wished to procure for the evening. The Lascars were acting as the girl’s agents, so to speak, and what had started as a negotiation escalated into an altercation.


Heated exchanges of opinion were evidently far from unusual in this pub, for the other patrons displayed little or no interest in the goings-on. Even the publican, a thick-necked, lavishly mutton-chopped cove with a world-weary face that had seen all the less savoury behaviours of men, was content to polish glasses with a bar cloth and pay no heed. Everyone seemed to think that the row would surely blow over, and if it did not, then they could weather it by keeping their heads down and their involvement minimal.


Stamford averred angrily that two shillings was his final offer, a generous one, and the Lascars could take it or leave it. They demanded five, not a penny less.


“I do not like your attitude,” Stamford declared. “Your sort should really mind their manners. Did you learn nothing at sea? When a white man orders, you obey him, with all the respect he is due.”


The larger and swarthier of the Lascars responded with a grin that was equal parts amusement and contempt. “Oh, we learn how to take orders all right,” he replied in a thick subcontinental accent. “We take them up to here.” He held his hand level with his nose. “And then we don’t take them no more.”


“The bosun’s whip teach us respect,” the other chimed in. Two of his upper incisors were capped with gold. “So do the first mate’s fists, and everyone else’s boots. Lascar is dog of the ship. Captains trade Lascar from ship to ship like barrel of grog. Lascar is nothing. We know how white man treats us, so now we treat him the same. Fair play.”


The first Lascar raised five fingers. “Five for her. Pay up or go.”


The “her” under discussion was a pallid, frightened-looking waif dressed in clothes that were one step up from rags, although with their flounces and frills they aimed at coquettishness. I estimated her age to be thirteen at the most. Her pinched face was smudged with dirt and her eyes bore dark rings around them, whilst knock-knees and a slight curvature of the spine suggested she had suffered a bout of rickets during infancy. Life and her fellow human beings had, it was clear, maltreated this girl from the very start. She was a pitiful sight even in such shabby, sawdust-floored surroundings, a stunted rose surely destined never to grow to full bloom.


“For the whole night,” Stamford said, “three shillings.”


The Lascars, however, held out resolutely for five.


It was at this point that I elected to intervene. I remembered Stamford as a jolly, exuberant sort, an exponent of the macabre humour that is often the recourse of the medical man, especially in the operating theatre where blood and offal are part and parcel of the daily grind. He did not seem of a cheerful disposition any longer. He seemed, rather, to be under considerable nervous strain, sweating, sallow-cheeked and bleary of eye. I feared he was making a spectacle of himself. I was loath, too, to see the unfortunate girl hired out to anyone, but least of all to a fellow of whom I had affectionate memories and who ought not to be stooping to this lowly practice.


“By Jove!” I exclaimed, as though I had only just entered the pub and noticed him. “It’s Stamford, isn’t it?”


Stamford twitched, then turned round and peered at me. “Do I know you, sir?”


“You may not recall me well, but know me you do. John Watson. We were students at Barts together.”


His eyes evinced a flicker of recognition, and a trace of evasiveness which I took to be born of shame. “No,” he lied. “Sorry. You are mistaken. We are strangers, you and I.”


“Yes, you go, sir,” said the larger Lascar to me, sounding almost polite. “The gentleman and we do business. Business that is none of your business.”


“Come, come, Stamford,” I persisted, ignoring the Lascar. “Don’t be silly. Stop joking about. Depart with me. We’ll find somewhere pleasanter to share a pint or two and a few reminiscences.”


I yoked an arm round his shoulders. In hindsight, this was a tactical blunder. Not only did it make Stamford stiffen with resentment, it gave the Lascars a clear signal that I was laying claim to their client. If they lost the transaction, I would be to blame, not he. In retrospect I should have handled the situation with more finesse. But, as I have already made plain, I was not at that time in the rightest of minds. Recent history had bred a recklessness in me, a sense that civilisation was a fragile, essentially meaningless construct, forever at the mercy of hostile undercurrents. Why else would I have been in that dingy pub with its no less dingy denizens in the first place? Humanity was brutish, I had come to believe, a mere step away from its animal ancestry. Here, one could see that fact in all its grimy splendour, and revel in it.


Yet I could not bear to watch Stamford descend irredeemably into degradation. Perhaps, in attempting to save him from his baser urges, I was hoping to save myself.


Be that as it may, Stamford had no wish to be rescued, and shook off my arm. The Lascars, meanwhile, were affronted by my temerity in interfering in their affairs. The gold-toothed one, from a pocket of his naval pea coat, produced a sailor’s jack-knife, the kind that is five inches long when closed and nearly double that when opened, and which as well as a cutting blade sports a marlinspike for ropework. In a swift, well-practised motion he clicked open the blade and aimed the point at me.


“Back away, friend,” he advised – and seldom can the word “friend” have sounded quite so bereft of its meaning. “Now. While you still can. Otherwise things not go well for you.”


“I might say the same for you,” I answered, balling my hands into fists.


I realised that this, or something like it, was what I had been after all along, the reason I had been out wandering in such dismal conditions. I had not been looking for respite in drink and gambling but for a confrontation of some sort, a way of venting the anxiety and anger that had taken hold of my life and made it nigh on unbearable. My earlier pusillanimity at the Nap table seemed a distant memory. That I was unarmed and the Lascar was not, that he and his companion outnumbered me and, in the case of the larger, outweighed me by a good thirty pounds, did not trouble me. I could fight. Perhaps I might even win.


Then the old man appeared.


He emerged from a far corner, having sat concealed in a snug nursing a bottle of gin. Said bottle was now in his hand, held by the neck, its contents sloshing merrily as he staggered across to us, weaving from side to side in the classic manner of the heavily inebriated.


His age I reckoned at sixty. He was hunched of shoulder, grey-headed, thickly and wirily bearded, and clothed in a threadbare tweed jacket and a flat cap with a collarless shirt and a grubby blue neckerchief. He looked for all the world like a man from whom the tide of early promise had receded, leaving him stranded in regret, forever down on his luck. The red webs of broken capillaries on his cheeks attested to a fondness for alcohol even more than did his unsteady gait; likewise the bulbous, dimple-textured nose he sported, the badge of the veteran imbiber.


“’Ey up, what’s all this then?” he slurred in broad Yorkshire tones. “You lads should calm thissen. Nowt to be gained by skrikin’ and fratchin’. No call for any of thee to bray any of thee either, if us can just settle down and be nice. What dus’t tha reckon?”


The gold-toothed Lascar turned his knife on the new arrival. “What that language you talking? That English?”


“English as she is proper spoke,” said the Yorkshireman.


“So you say. You better do like I just told this other one.” By which he meant me. “Back away. This nothing to do with you.”


“Mebbe so, mebbe not. But do thissen a kindness and put that knife away. ’Appen as there’s nowt I like less than some lairy tyke brandishin’ steel in my face.”


The Lascar, apparently provoked beyond endurance and preferring to use his weapon rather than sheathe it, made to stab the old man.


What happened next was breath-taking both in its execution and its unexpectedness. The Yorkshireman ducked the blow, and at the same time, with a speed and agility that belied his age and drunkenness, launched a counter-attack. The hand clutching the gin bottle swung up and round, smashing it hard against the gold-toothed Lascar’s temple. Glass shattered, gin sprayed, blood spurted, and the Lascar reeled. The other hand caught the wrist of the hand in which the Lascar was holding the knife and twisted it sharply sideways, so that the Indian had no choice but to let the knife go. Thus, in the space of a few heartbeats, the Lascar was both disarmed and disabled, for as the knife dropped to the floor, so did he, semi-concussed, with blood pouring from a deep gash in his scalp.


His bulkier companion lunged for the old man with an infuriated, tigerish growl, and promptly found himself with his right arm wrenched up behind him and rotated from the shoulder at such an angle that he was bent double and could scarcely move. The Yorkshireman, having deftly sidestepped the assault, now had the Lascar fully under his control, like a lassoed bull. However much the Lascar struggled, he could not turn around or break free. He swore as saltily and lustily as only a sailor knows how, both in English and his native Bengali, but his invective had no more effect than his bodily straining.


The Yorkshireman then dealt a savage punch to the Lascar’s midriff. His fingers were half bent and rigid, so that his fist was less like a pugilist’s, more like a blunt-edged axe. The blow landed on the right-hand side of his opponent’s ribcage, just above the liver, and I could tell that this was no accident. He had struck precisely at the point for which he had been aiming, and the resultant shock to that organ left the Lascar breathless, sickened and helpless. He swooned, collapsing to his knees beside his associate. Both men were ashen-faced and close to insensibility. The fight had definitely gone out of them.


“Well,” said the victor of the brief contest, straightening up. “That’s those two dealt with.” He no longer sounded like a native of Yorkshire; rather, his voice had the crisp, clipped resonance of a well-educated product of the Home Counties. “And you, my girl,” he said to the Lascars’ unfortunate living merchandise. Around us the pub patrons, briefly diverted by the fracas, had returned to their pursuits. “Quick now. While your abusers are incapacitated. You will never get a better opportunity than this to escape. There is a Salvation Army shelter on Hanbury Street in Whitechapel. Seek refuge there. Young as you are, you may yet put your miserable formative years behind you and make something of yourself. Here.” He slipped a half-crown into her hand. “That ought to see you on your way.”


The girl secreted the coin in a pocket of her skirt. “Bless you, sir.”


“Don’t thank me. Just go.”


She turned and made for the door. One of the Lascars grabbed feebly at her heel, but she skipped past him, and then was gone.


“As for you,” the Yorkshireman said, turning and fixing me with a pair of grey eyes whose glittering brightness was in stark contrast to the ruin of the rest of his face, “you too can redeem yourself by helping me pursue your friend Stamford. It’s your fault that I’ve lost him, so you owe me the courtesy of joining me in the act of recovering him.”


“Lost…?”


I looked around. Stamford was nowhere to be seen. He must have fled while the old man – who was clearly much more than he seemed – had been giving the Lascars a drubbing.


“Yes, lost. Dr Stamford is the reason I am in this den of iniquity, passing myself off as a ne’er-do-well. If not for you, I would still be observing his activities, unseen, and he none the wiser. Now, come. We must hurry if we are to pick up the scent again.”


And that, in all honesty, was how I first met Sherlock Holmes.
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MY THOUGHTS WERE RACING AS I FOLLOWED THE bogus Yorkshireman out of the pub. At that precise moment I had no idea who he was, what his game was, why he was in heavy disguise, or what motive he had for shadowing Stamford. He had not even volunteered his name, or enquired as to mine.


I was intrigued. I felt that I had been dragooned into an enterprise whose nature I could not fathom, and by rights I should have baulked. But there was something compelling about this stranger; his manner was so authoritative that I was unable to resist. I went along in his wake, meekly, but not reluctantly. I had been stirred out of my dejected torpor and for once I was not brooding on the disturbing implications of all that had befallen me in the Arghandab Valley. I was clear-headed again, with a plain and appreciable goal before me: to catch up with Stamford. Everything else was immaterial.


That said, I did not lack concern for my erstwhile dresser. Stamford seemed a desperate, more troubled soul than the young man I remembered. He had refused to acknowledge me and the helping hand I had extended. He was under surveillance by this enterprising and quick-witted individual who had passed himself off as an elderly son of the Dales. What, I could not help but wonder, had he done to get himself into such a fix? What had gone so dramatically awry in his life?


We burst from the pub into the frigid night air. The alley was empty save for the girl, of whom we caught a last fleeting glimpse before she vanished round the corner. Now it was just the two of us. Of Stamford there was no sign whatsoever. I could not even hear any fading footfalls, owing to the racket coming from the pub and the adjacent tenements.


The bogus Yorkshireman went down on one knee and began examining the many shoe prints in the slush. With questing, birdlike movements of the head he directed his gaze from one to the next, until at last his focus alighted on a single impression which he declared, with no apparent fear of contradiction, to be Stamford’s.


“How can you be so sure?” I asked.


“It is a ten and a half, Dr Stamford’s size. It is the imprint of the sole of a pointed-toe, elastic-sided ankle boot, exactly of the kind Stamford is wearing. It has, if one looks closely, a hole in the sole, as does Stamford’s. Added to that, the imprint in general is smeared rather than sharp-edged, and deeper at the toe end than the heel, suggestive that the wearer is not walking but running. And see? Here is another, matching imprint, a stride’s length away. Thus we have the direction in which Stamford is heading, and the assurance that he is proceeding at some pace. This way! No time to waste.”


He set off along the alley at a fair lick, and I fell in beside him.


“You run fast,” he said as we reached the junction at the end of the alley.


“I’d run faster if the going were firmer.” The slush was treacherous underfoot. It would have been all too easy to slip and end up with a twisted ankle.


“Nonetheless you move with the intrepidity and alacrity of a military man, ever ready for action.”


“I have seen service.”


“I know. You have paid the penalty for it, too. The way you favour that shoulder of yours, the stiffness with which you hold it. A war wound.”


“You are observant.”


“I am that at the very least. An army surgeon in Afghanistan?”


“Good heavens!” I ejaculated. “How did you work that out?”


“Simple. I overheard you addressing Dr Stamford, reminding him of your time together at Barts. Couple that with your history with the military – it was the most logical inference. You have lately spent time in the tropics, to judge by the darkness of your skin – a suntan, because it does not extend past your wrists, which are pale. Afghanistan it must have been, for there is hardship etched into your features, and those qualities abound in that country for the Englishman as nowhere else.”


All this he expounded as we continued to dash through the maze of alleyways. He was not in the least out of breath, while his eye continually searched for, and identified, the spoor of our quarry in the slush.


“I could tell a great deal more about you,” he went on, “were you to hand me a personal item and allow me to peruse it for a minute or two. A pocket watch, for instance. But this is neither the time nor the place for a full practical demonstration of my methods. Keep up, Dr Watson!”


I had started to flag. My shoulder was giving me gyp, and the weeks I had spent bedridden in Peshawar and subsequently idle aboard the Orontes from Karachi to Portsmouth had taken their toll on my stamina.


“You know my name,” I panted. “Of course. You must have overheard that too when I announced myself to Stamford. But I, sir, am ignorant of yours.”


“Holmes. Sherlock Holmes. I would say it’s a pleasure, and under more relaxed and congenial circumstances would shake your hand into the bargain. Let us consider ourselves formally introduced, and at a later date we can—”


He broke off, his brow creasing into a frown. We had come to a halt under a gas lamp, a rare feature in that seamy, warren-like part of London. By its light I could see that the greasepaint that lent Holmes an aged pallor was now streaked with perspiration. One corner of his false beard was peeling away from his cheek, the heat from his exertions having loosened the grip of the spirit gum. I was able to perceive, moreover, that his dipsomaniac’s nose was nothing more than a cunning confection of putty.


“Dr Stamford is cleverer than I gave him credit for,” he said tightly. “Look. We are at a main road, and his tracks end on the pavement here, close by this set of wheel ruts in the roadway itself.”


“A cab,” I said. I bent and braced my hands on my thighs, winded and glad to be able to catch my breath. I fear I could not have continued the pursuit much longer. “He flagged down a hansom.”


“No,” Holmes replied. “Not a hansom. There are two parallel sets of ruts in the mud, indicative of a four-wheeled carriage rather than a two-wheeled one. The narrow gauge of the axle leads one to deduce a clarence rather than a brougham.”


“It could still have been a cab. Plenty of growlers are used as hackney carriages.”


“But no jarveys ply this area of town at such a late hour. The dearth of fares makes it not worth their while, and the prevalence of dragsmen, who’ll rob their cash boxes as well as their passengers, is an even greater disincentive. No, this was a private clarence – ‘growler’ if you must – hired or borrowed by Dr Stamford for the express purpose of spiriting him away with the young lady whose services he intended to acquire.”


“That is all supposition,” I said. “Guesswork.”


“I never guess!” Holmes expostulated hotly, his eyes flashing in the lamplight. “If you should know anything about me, Doctor, it is that. I make inferences based solely on analysis. When I say Stamford absconded in a clarence, that is because he did. He came to the pub on foot. I know, because I followed him in similar wise. All along, the carriage was strategically positioned nearby, a provision so that he could make a quick, clean getaway.”


“If you say so.”


“I most certainly do.” Holmes cast a forlorn glance along the street. “Well, anyway, we have no chance of overtaking him now. Had he enjoyed less of a head start, the outcome might have been very different. As it is, Dr Stamford has truly eluded us. But the night is not a complete loss,” he added. “That poor girl has, unless I am much mistaken, been spared a terrible fate.”


“Might I ask what your interest in Stamford is?” I phrased the question carefully, wary of sparking a fresh outburst of vituperation. “Why have you been impersonating an aged Yorkshireman in order to follow him? What is all this about?”


“Ah, Dr Watson, thereby hangs a tale. If you enquire out of mere idle curiosity, I am not sure I can be bothered to explain. If, on the other hand, your eagerness to know is sincere, I believe I can accommodate you.”


Holmes studied me closely, and I had the impression I was being tested, undergoing some sort of audition. Somehow my integrity was on approval, and if I passed muster, I would be initiated into a great mystery.


I bristled at that. I did not care for such shenanigans. The person before me, this Sherlock Holmes, struck me as the type who enjoyed feeling superior to his fellow men. Even if it was only through the masking of his identity by a theatrical disguise and an assumed regional accent, he relished being in on a secret to which others were not party. I sensed that he had the propensity to be insufferable, and I was not in the mood, either on that night or at that general period in my life, to put up with anyone possessing such a character trait.


I was more than a touch surprised, then, to find myself saying, “Actually I am very keen for answers, sir.” Not only saying it but meaning it.


“And accordingly,” said he, “I shall furnish them. But not here. We can repair to somewhere warmer and drier than this, a place perhaps forty-five minutes’ walk away, no further. Baker Street. I have rooms there. Just moved in. Can’t afford them, to be honest. Decent, well-priced lodgings are so hard to find in London nowadays. If you would be willing to accompany me…?”




[image: image]


 


HENCE TO THE ROOMS AT 221B BAKER STREET, which at that time, in the winter of 1880, were much as I have portrayed them elsewhere. Later on they were to become shabbier, messier, a magpie’s nest littered with more books than would fit the available shelf space, alongside hosts of parchments in loose-leaf folders, the odd scroll, and numerous leather-bound incunabula of venerable antiquity whose Latin titles I cannot recall without a shudder. These, in their heaps and piles, would vie for space with tribal masks sporting anguished expressions; rune-etched stones; intricately carved locked wooden boxes whose keys never left Holmes’s side; marble busts and clay bas-reliefs depicting a host of nightmarish beings; display cabinets full of talismans, amulets and totems; and sundry other handcrafted objects the origin and nature of which one might do better not to consider and which our landlady Mrs Hudson was under strict prohibition not to touch even with a feather duster, let alone her bare hands.


Let me enshrine the sitting room here, this once, recalling it just as it was back then in what I have come to regard as a more innocent time. Holmes’s chemistry bench was in situ, scarred with acid already, but the various pieces of equipment perched on it looking neat and not yet well used, nor yet subjected to the various gruesome substances, mainly organic fluids, that would stain them indelibly. The Persian slipper stuffed with his tobacco was on the mantelpiece, flanked by his two favourite pipes, the clay and the cherry-wood, and overlooking the coal scuttle where he kept his cigars. His encyclopaedias, dictionaries, gazetteers and other reference works sat in neat rows, thus far not supplanted by a plethora of grimoires and similar occult tomes. His scrapbooks and clippings collections were in their infancy and therefore did not occupy much room. His Stradivarius sat in pride of place on the table by the front window, resting athwart sheet music for a selection of Mendelssohn lieder. There was the comfortable if worn furniture, the bearskin hearthrug spread before the fire, the drinks cabinet – all the humdrum domestic features familiar to my readers from my prose and from Mr Paget’s illustrations in The Strand.
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