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FOREWORD


My great friend Mr Sherlock Holmes is fond of chiding me about these published narratives of mine. Apart from their “meretricious” qualities and the way in which I sacrifice forensic methodicality in favour of literary effect, however, there is one aspect of them that exercises him less frequently but with no less passion.


“You tell your readers practically everything about me,” he has said to me on more than one occasion, “and practically nothing about yourself. You reveal to them my moods, methods and motivations at considerable length, my many idiosyncrasies and peccadillos, but about Dr John Watson you disclose precious little by comparison. You are a cipher in your own stories, forever eclipsed by me and at risk of disappearing altogether in my shadow.”


“That may be true,” I reply, “but it is how it should be. They are your adventures, Holmes. My task is to recount them as objectively as I can, and to that end I must perforce step into the wings and cede the limelight.”


“Nonetheless I imagine the public might care to learn some further personal detail about you, beyond your profession, your



love of gambling, your rugby playing, your brother’s sad fate, and your experiences in Afghanistan. There surely must be a case of mine that allows you to share with them a hitherto unilluminated facet of your life history.”


Although these words were spoken in jest – the kind of chaffing Holmes is wont to indulge in – they harbour a grain of truth. Hence I am setting down in these pages a series of events that I have chosen to call The Labyrinth of Death, and which will, I trust, colour in a corner of the public picture of myself that has previously lain barely touched.





John H. Watson, MD, 1902











PART I













CHAPTER ONE


THE EVENING CALLER


“A judge, Watson, if I am not much mistaken,” said Sherlock Holmes.


We had just driven back to 221B Baker Street after a very pleasant afternoon spent at a Crystal Palace Saturday Concert, where the highlight of the programme was Rivarde premiering Lalo’s Symphonie Espagnole. The American violin virtuoso had handled the concerto’s Spanish flourishes admirably, and as we travelled homeward by hansom, Holmes alternately rhapsodised about the performance and hummed various portions of the melody, with accompanied fingering and bowing as though playing the piece on an invisible instrument.


Upon our arrival at our lodgings, Mrs Hudson informed us that we had had a visitor. “Nicely spoken gent he was,” she said. “Very cultured and polite, although very agitated too. I told him you were not due back until the early evening, Mr Holmes, but he insisted on waiting. He was upstairs for all of two hours.”


“Your use of the past tense indicates that he is not there now.”


“He must have got bored, because eventually he gave it up



and went out, with an assurance to me that he would return by-and-by.”


“The fellow was a prospective client, I take it.”


“I should imagine so.”


“But he left no card.”


“I invited him to but he declined.”


“Hum! Someone who desires anonymity, or at least privacy. Come, Watson, let us go up to our apartment and see what we can observe. Perhaps we can learn something about this mysterious caller in advance of his return.”


My companion set to work in his usual inimitable fashion, studying carefully the sitting room and in particular the chair in which our visitor had taken up temporary residence. The man had smoked a number of cigars during the course of his stay, the stubs of which occupied an ashtray perched on the chair’s arm. Holmes held up one for close scrutiny, sniffing it with the eyes-closed attentiveness of a connoisseur.


“Cuban,” he declared. “Flor Del Rey. Far from the cheapest brand on the tobacconists’ shelves. So it is safe to infer that our guest is reasonably well-to-do. He is also a man who is not in the habit of ostentatiously flaunting his wealth. Note that he has removed the bands before smoking the cigars, and since the bands are not in the ashtray he must have pocketed them. Not only is that a courtesy, so that others looking on will not have cause to envy his material fortune, but it is a sign of good breeding. None of which contradicts Mrs Hudson’s enchanting thumbnail sketch. I would go further, however, and aver that this stranger is a member of the legal profession. Indeed, of the judiciary.”


“In other words…”


“A judge, Watson, if I am not much mistaken.”


“And you know that how, precisely?” Holmes’s deductions were hardly a novel phenomenon to me, yet seldom failed to entertain.




“The smallest details often generate the largest quantity of data, old friend. In this case, I point you to a single hair that has attached itself to the fabric of the chair in our absence.”


The strand in question was short, white and wiry.


“Many a judge has white hair, I grant you, Holmes,” I said. “The profession is largely reserved for those who have attained a venerable age. But not all judges are men with white hair, and the reverse statement is even truer.”


“You make the mistake of identifying the hair as human.”


“It is not?”


“The thickness and composition suggest otherwise. As you may or may not recall, I have written a monograph on the differences between human hair and that of animals, the latter of which we should, of course, properly refer to as pelt or fur. A principal variance between the two is that the hollow core of an animal hair, the medulla, is broader in diameter than that of a human hair. Were I to place this strand under a microscope alongside one of my own, I could demonstrate that to you beyond argument. The texture is quite different, too. The keratin of animal hair is almost invariably coarser.”


“And somehow you know that this one came from a horse?”


“As a violinist intimately familiar with the feel of the horsehair on a bow, I consider myself well qualified to recognise the substance when I see it. You will note, though, how this one is tightly curled.”


“No horse has naturally curly hair.”


“Just so. Artificially curled horsehair has only one practical application – in the manufacture of wigs for the legal profession.”


“Very well. And this hair has become detached from our visitor’s wig and transferred itself to his day clothing and thence to the chair upholstery.”


“Exactly.”




“But judges are not the only ones to wear horsehair wigs as part of their formal attire. Barristers do too.”


“Yet this man is a judge. I assert that with some conviction by virtue of the fact that the wig traditionally worn in court by both judge and barrister is short and stops above the collar. By contrast the full-bottomed wig of a judge, which he wears on ceremonial occasions, hangs down over the front of his robes, and its flaps are liable to come into contact with the lapels of the jacket he is wearing beneath. The statistical probability is therefore far higher that our visitor is no mere member of the Bar but is in Chancery.”


“Well, we shall find out for certain in due course, shall we not?”


Holmes fixed me with a stare, as if to say, Oh ye of little faith. “I can confirm one other element of Mrs Hudson’s description of the man, proving that good lady’s great feminine perspicacity. Our visitor is indeed in a state of agitation.”


“Such a thing would not be uncommon amongst your clients. Few come to engage your services who are not in dire emotional straits.”


“Yet observe, Watson, how the ends of the cigars are mashed. The smoker has chewed hard on them. It is hardly the mark of a relaxed mind. Then there is the condition of the chair’s other arm, the one that would have been positioned beneath his free hand.”


“It appears to be just as it always has. A trifle worn, showing its age.”


“A trifle more worn than we left it,” Holmes declared. “The damask on the top seam of the front panel has been picked at. Several already loose threads have been pulled further out, and some fresh ones added to their number. Our unknown caller has, no doubt unconsciously, worked at the fabric with his fingernails. A sure sign of nervous tension.”


My companion sat down in his usual armchair, opposite that in which the client had been ensconced, drew his knees



up and steepled his fingers. His grey eyes were lit with a joyous anticipation that bordered on glee. At that time, the summer of 1895, Holmes was truly at the height of his powers, having lately solved a succession of his most celebrated and intriguing cases, among them those I have chronicled as “The Adventure of Wisteria Lodge”, “The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist” and “The Adventure of Black Peter”. These were in addition to many that I have not committed to print either because they were relatively minor or because they involved affairs of state or prominent individuals and thus require that a veil of discretion be drawn over them. There are a number of further cases from this period that I may well yet write up, not least the singular affair of the oculist and the ormolu mirror, the enigma surrounding the disappearance of the King of Diamonds from every pack of playing cards in a single consignment from the makers’ printworks, and the perturbing matter of the suet pudding, the paring knife and the scullery maid whose tongue turned a deep shade of indigo. There are also the circumstances that, the spring just past, had brought us to one of our great university towns and into the orbit of a mathematician, a certain Professor Malcolm Quantock, whose remarkable invention seemed poised to end Holmes’s career and his life as well. Someday I shall perhaps make these episodes public, but until then they must remain nothing more than scribblings in my notebooks.


At any rate, Holmes was in fine fettle and keen to discover what had brought a high-ranking member of the legal fraternity to our door. I for my part was not much less curious.


We were not kept in suspense long, for within ten minutes a ring on the doorbell heralded the appearance of a distinguished-looking personage in our rooms. He was tall, if a little stooped, with a leonine mane of whitish-grey hair and a nose of imposing size and bulbosity. His eyebrows were substantial and even



somewhat intimidating. Were he genuinely a judge – and I had no reason to doubt Holmes’s supposition – I could well imagine them knitting together above his penetrating eyes as he delivered a stern verdict from the bench or briskly curtailed some piece of time-wasting legal tomfoolery.


Yet, for all that, there were patches of hectic pink in his cheeks, and his movements and gestures were rapid and disjointed, fraught with anxiety.


“Mr Holmes,” said he. “Thank God. I had to step out and get some fresh air. I could not sit still a moment longer, cooped up in this room. But you are back now. I hope to heaven that you can be of assistance.”


“Pray, take a seat. Watson, would you kindly pour our guest a brandy? Good man. Drink, sir, if you will. That is better. Even a blind man could tell that you are in need of a calmative.”


“I am half out of my mind with worry.”


“Then I trust I shall be able to allay your fears. I have already determined that you are a judge, but I now divine that you are a Freemason and also have lately been widowed.”


The fellow looked startled, but then regained some composure. “I have been told on many occasions that your powers of perception are second to none, Mr Holmes. Around the Inns of Court and the Old Bailey you have garnered a formidable reputation, one that goes beyond the acclaim your exploits have accrued from publication in The Strand, courtesy of your colleague here. Scotland Yard inspectors speak about you in tones that contain awe, although sometimes also a hint of spiteful envy. Lawyers, too, have been known to utter your name with admiration. Plenty of them have pocketed handsome fees prosecuting or defending a miscreant whom you have been instrumental in bringing to trial.”


He finished off his brandy and held the glass out to me for a refill.




“It is one thing to hear how you can sum up a man’s circumstances at a glance,” he continued, “quite another to have the feat practised upon oneself. I suppose you have identified my vocation from a certain bearing I exhibit – a judicial demeanour.”


“The process is more scientific than that.” Briefly Holmes explained about the single horsehair that had formed the kernel of his deduction.


“Well, as for my being a Freemason, it is hardly a wonder. There are few in my profession who are not ‘on the square’. The odds are weighted heavily in your favour.”


“Your cufflinks rather give the game away. The compass-and-set-square motif is distinctive.”


“Oh. Ah yes. But as to your guess that I am a widower…”


“I do not guess,” Holmes said sharply. “The evidence is plain. You have a gold wedding band on the ring finger of your right hand, and a mark on the ring finger of the left that indicates the selfsame band resided thereon until recently. You have switched the band from one to the other, showing that you have accustomed yourself to the loss of your wife but that she will never fade from your memory or your heart.”


Our visitor bent his head and thumbed the corner of one eye.


“In addition,” Holmes went on, “a strip of the upper left sleeve of your jacket is marginally cleaner than the rest. It accords with wearing the black armband of mourning, a habit you have only newly abandoned. I would hazard that it is but six months since your wife passed away.”


The man was now tangibly upset, his shoulders heaving, and I motioned to Holmes, indicating that he should, for the time being at least, refrain from further comment on the subject. I laid a hand on the judge’s arm and offered a comforting word or two. I myself had suffered a similar bereavement in the not-too-distant past. My own wife had left this world some three years earlier, during that



period when I was under the impression that Holmes likewise was dead after his fateful clash in Switzerland with Professor Moriarty. The blow of Mary’s demise, coming on the heels of the apparent demise of my closest friend, had sent me reeling, and I still had yet to recover fully from it. A part of me continued to nurture the hope that my late wife would, as Holmes had, make a miraculous return from the grave, for all that I knew this was impossible. In Holmes’s case there had been no body, and therefore always a lingering element of doubt, whereas with Mary I had been there, holding her hand, as she slipped slowly away from me.


Eventually our visitor mastered his feelings and, drawing a sharp breath, said, “You are correct, Mr Holmes. My beloved Margaret is no longer with us. But I have worse to contend with, for now my daughter, my only child, has gone missing!”











CHAPTER TWO


THE DISAPPEARED DAUGHTER


“My name, Mr Holmes, is Sir Osbert Woolfson,” the judge said. “I have served the Law loyally all my adult life, from studying jurisprudence at Cambridge to becoming a pupil, an advocate, a QC, then eleven years ago being appointed a Justice of the High Court by Her Majesty. You would be hard pressed to find someone who has faith in the British legal system to the extent that I do. You will appreciate, therefore, that it goes hard for me to throw myself on the mercies of one such as yourself, who operates outside that system.”


“I am no less ardent an upholder of the law than you, Sir Osbert,” Holmes replied. “My methods may be my own, but my goal is never anything other than the apprehension of criminals and the application of due justice.”


“Given that so many in the constabulary approve of you, I cannot believe it to be otherwise. Nor would I have come here if I had not been failed by the same processes to which I have dedicated myself for so long. Put simply: Hannah, my daughter, vanished a week ago. She went out for a stroll in the morning



and did not return home. I have not seen hide or hair of her since, and the police have shown themselves signally incapable of finding her.”


Holmes rolled his eyes. “That is, alas, all too typical. Scotland Yard has plenty of triers in its ranks but precious few achievers. Even the best of policemen, however well-intentioned, are apt to make a situation worse rather than better through their involvement.”


“You take a dimmer view of their capabilities than I, yet on present showing I cannot entirely gainsay your assertion. As soon as I became aware of Hannah’s absence I alerted the appropriate authorities. I cannot fault the alacrity and diligence with which they responded. There were officials thronging my house within the hour, and I received all manner of assurances that no stone would go unturned, no avenue unexplored, no lead unpursued, and so forth.”


“For a man of your rank and standing, that is hardly surprising.”


“Indeed,” Sir Osbert Woolfson allowed, “but the promises have come to naught. The Yard has dedicated a great deal of manpower to the search for Hannah, but so far not the slightest trace of my girl has been discovered. There have been no reported sightings of her. No witnesses have been unearthed who may attest to her movements or whereabouts. She has, it would seem, been whisked off the face of the Earth.”


“I am sure that is not the case,” I said. “She is somewhere, safe and sound. She must be.” The words sounded banal even to my ears, but I felt that some consolation must be tendered to the judge and it undoubtedly was not going to come from Holmes.


“When I went to the Yard today to vent my frustration at the lack of progress,” Sir Osbert said, “one inspector drew me aside and confided that Sherlock Holmes might be the answer to my prayers. Lester, I think his name was. Pale, rodent-like chap.”


“Lestrade,” said Holmes.




“That is he. He told me that he could personally vouch for you. You had, he said, been useful to him on a few occasions.”


“‘Useful’. How generous of friend Lestrade. Perhaps, Sir Osbert, you would be so good as to give me some information about your daughter and the circumstances of her unexplained disappearance.”


“I shall endeavour to do so. What do you need to know?”


“First of all, how old is your daughter?”


“Twenty-nine, nearly thirty.”


“A spinster?”


“She is, yes. That is not for a lack of suitors, nor a lack of accomplishment and physical attractiveness. Far from it. Though I say so myself, Hannah is a charming, lively, beautiful creature – the very spit of her mother in those respects. She plays the piano with expertise and finesse. She has a gracious air. She is well-educated, highly articulate, not to mention well-read. She is, in short, a catch for any man, a pearl of great prize. There have been numerous offers for her hand, the majority from candidates I would have no hesitation in welcoming as a son-in-law. And yet…”


“She turns them down.”


“Hannah is deucedly headstrong.” Woolfson gave a heartfelt sigh. “I would not go so far as to say she is the sort who would join the campaign for women’s suffrage, but she has definite leanings in that direction. She reckons herself the equal of any male and goes out of her way to prove it. Those who would have her as a wife are not deterred by this. I suspect they believe that marriage would reform her, making her more compliant and biddable. All the same, no man cares to be made to feel that he is a woman’s inferior. For instance, when one of these aspirants plays Hannah at tennis, invariably she wins, and by some margin. She does not, as a wiser woman might, feign incompetence and allow her opponent to be the victor. Far from it. She trounces him with merciless aplomb.”


“That is something masculine pride will not easily support.”




“And she insists on indulging in high-flown conversation, relishing the cut-and-thrust of a good intellectual argument. Petty small-talk and a pretence of dull-wittedness – not for my Hannah. Often, at a dinner party, she will refuse to withdraw with the rest of the women and will insist on remaining at the table with the men, to join in their discourse. My friends tolerate the habit but privately one or two of them have had words with me to complain. It is exasperating. She is a tremendous girl and I am inordinately fond of her, but I do wish she had more in the way of feminine wiles, as her mother did.”


“All the same, it is not beyond the bounds of reason that she may have eloped. Can it be that some beau has come her way and swept her off her feet?”


“Inconceivable. She would not do that to me. During these past months, and before, when my wife Margaret was gravely ill, Hannah has been my rock. She has coped with the tragedy far better than I have.”


“Perhaps this eligible bachelor I am hypothesising about is an unsuitable match. Knowing he would not gain your approval, your daughter has absconded with him, and the two of them will traipse home in the near future as husband and wife, presenting you with a fait accompli.”


“Again, inconceivable. She would never betray me like that. Each of us is all the other has. Hannah would never do anything that she knows might cause me pain, especially not at present.”


“Is she employed?”


“She lives with me but works part-time as a private tutor for various respectable families in the locality, helping those of their children who have fallen behind in their studies. By all accounts she excels at it. She also performs the duties of personal secretary to me, managing my correspondence and my diary and suchlike.”




“You have checked, I presume, with these families? They have been unable to supply you with any clues regarding her disappearance?”


“They are all as baffled as I.”


“And her behaviour immediately prior to this event – there was nothing untoward about it?”


“I must confess,” said Woolfson, “I have not been the most attentive of parents in recent weeks. I have been distracted, you understand. Not in my right mind. My work has not suffered. Indeed, I have thrown myself into it wholeheartedly, finding a refuge there from grief. But domestically, I regret to say, I have rather let things go. The solace of alcohol has beckoned to me and I have regularly answered its call. Many an evening I have lapsed into an inebriated stupor, necessitating that Hannah conduct me up to my bedroom. It shames me to tell you this, but I must, for it means that if she has been acting in any way unusually, out of character, I will not have been in the best position to notice.”


“So any secretiveness on her part, any divergence from her normal pattern of life, will have escaped you?”


“Most likely. Oh, Mr Holmes, Dr Watson, I cannot help but feel that I am responsible for all this. I have driven Hannah away by being an intolerable burden on her at an already difficult time.”


“Come, come, let us have none of that,” I said. “Self-recrimination will get you nowhere.”


“There is another explanation, of course,” said Holmes. “I am loath to raise the idea, but it is not beyond the bounds of possibility that your daughter’s disappearance was not of her own volition.”


“She was kidnapped, you mean? Abducted?” said Woolfson. “That did occur to me too, though I have tried my damnedest to discount it.”


“A man like you must have enemies: a wrongdoer whom you



consigned to jail and who has since been paroled might well nurse a grudge. Likewise a relative of someone whom you ordered to be transported or even sentenced to death. How better to strike back at you than through your closest kin?”


I shuddered. “The very notion chills me to the bone.”


“Militating against the probability,” Holmes said, “is the fact that you have received no notification from any abductor. You would have mentioned it if you had.”


The judge nodded. “There has been no ransom demand, nor any crowing message from a captor.”


“There would surely have been by now. A week is a long time for someone bent on revenge to stay silent. If the aim of taking your daughter were to hurt you, the miscreant would want you to know that she is in his power. It would feed his sense of superiority over you and satisfy his feelings of grievance. No, we may regard the dearth of activity on that front as a positive sign.”


“Is Hannah even alive, though?” said Woolfson. “That is the thought which torments me the most. Has she met with some accident? Or has she, God forbid, fallen foul of some savage lunatic like that Ripper fellow of recent memory? Is her body even now lying… lying somewhere—”


He broke off. One could only imagine the nights he had spent wide-awake wondering, the unspoken terrors that assailed him every hour of the day. It was chastening to see so illustrious and upright a man humbled and broken.


“Sir Osbert,” I said, “listen to me. I feel I can speak for Holmes as well as myself when I say that we will do everything in our power to locate your daughter and reunite you with her. Is that not so, Holmes?”


My friend waved a hand abstractedly, which I could only take to signify assent.


“In the meantime,” I went on, “I advise that you go home and



try to get some rest. I have a soporific draught in my medical bag that I will give to you and insist you must administer to yourself. A good night’s sleep will have a remarkable restorative effect.”


“You are too kind, Dr Watson. I – I suppose it can do no harm. As a matter of fact I feel a little less frantic already, knowing that Sherlock Holmes has agreed to take the case.”


“We shall pay a call on you first thing tomorrow. Your address?”


Woolfson fumbled out a card. He lived, it transpired, on one of the smartest streets in Mayfair.


“I thank you both, gentlemen,” said he. “I shall see myself out. Good evening.”


No sooner had he left the premises than Holmes said, “Watson, you should not have been so quick to give Sir Osbert false hope.”


“False hope? You saw the man, Holmes. I had to do something to alleviate his distress.”


“Still, it was far from prudent to make him a pledge we may not be able to keep. What if we fail to find this Hannah?”


“Then he will know that we have tried our best and will surely find it in his heart to forgive our lack of success.”


“You vaunt my abilities higher than perhaps they warrant. There seems precious little to go on here.”


“So far, yes, but doubtless an inspection of his home tomorrow will scour up clues.”


“That is as maybe,” said Holmes. “Nonetheless I fear the worst. For a daughter so loyal and devoted to go missing without warning or explanation is a matter of the utmost gravity. I pray I am up to the task for which I have been volunteered.”


I let out a huff of exasperation. “As if you would not have volunteered yourself!” I ejaculated. “I was merely confirming the inevitable.”




Holmes reached for his clay pipe and the Persian slipper where he kept his tobacco. “Well, what’s done is done. We shall learn tomorrow, shan’t we, whether or not I can shed some light on this very dark prospect.”











CHAPTER THREE


A PRACTITIONER OF THE EPISTOLARY ART


Accordingly, we turned up the next morning at the door of a large Regency townhouse on one corner of a garden square in Mayfair. A butler ushered us within, and we presented ourselves in Sir Osbert Woolfson’s study, where the man himself greeted us warmly. He looked markedly improved from the previous day. His face had a more even colour and was less haggard. Yet his eyes remained haunted and there was something desperate in the profuse gratitude he expressed to us, in particular to my companion.


“Anything you need to ask, Mr Holmes,” he said, “any question at all, do not hesitate. I am at your beck and call, as are my household staff. If you wish to interrogate them, go ahead. I have instructed them to cooperate fully.”


“Before anything else, I should like to see Hannah’s quarters.”


“Naturally. Right this way.”


Woolfson led us upstairs to the second floor, where Hannah had a suite of rooms to herself, consisting of a bedroom, a bathroom and a modest drawing room. The last of these was so bedecked with books that one might legitimately have dubbed it



a library. Upon the shelves I spied titles by Mary Wollstonecraft and George Sand, which added weight to her father’s depiction of her as an independent-minded and free-thinking woman. Yet I was also pleased to note that her tastes in contemporary fiction reflected mine, with the works of Dickens, Scott and Mrs Gaskell prominent in her collection. Moreover, my own writings were well represented, and I would not be human if I were not flattered to see this. An author, above all else, craves confirmation that he is read.


Holmes, for his part, embarked on a lengthy perusal of all three rooms in the suite. He subjected the furnishings to close analysis and, with Woolfson’s permission, went through the contents of Hannah’s wardrobe and chest of drawers. These, judging by his shrugs of dissatisfaction, yielded nothing of significant value to him.


More fruitful, however, was her writing desk. It was a bowlegged escritoire fashioned from walnut and fitted with a plethora of drawers and cubbyholes. Ink stains on the veneer suggested that it had received plenty of use over the course of its lifetime. Holmes studied it for several minutes, running a hand over its contours and now and then rapping on its surfaces with a knuckle.


“May I?” he said, gesturing at packets of letters tied up with string and lodged neatly in the cubbyholes.


“By all means,” said Woolfson. “Hannah is a prodigious letter writer. She produces three or four at a sitting, sometimes more, and receives at least one a day.”


“I am reluctant to intrude on personal correspondence, but I believe it could prove worthwhile.”


“Anything that will help.”


The letters were from friends, relatives and acquaintances, and Holmes scanned them one by one with an appraising eye, lingering longer over some than others.




“Amongst the contents of the more recent specimens there is a lot about your wife, Sir Osbert, and her illness and eventual passing. Expressions of sympathy, regret and condolence. Going further back we find copious amounts of gossip. An aunt who did this, a neighbour who did that. All very trivial and unrevealing. Of course I am getting only one side of the story. Hannah’s own letters would, I am sure, have more meat to them. Indeed, to illustrate, here is one correspondent – a Winifred Forshaw – who upbraids your daughter for being so intense and serious.”


“Winifred is a cousin of Hannah’s on my wife’s side of the family.”


“‘There are times, dearest Hannah, when your earnestness ill becomes you,’” Holmes read aloud. “‘I say this lovingly and with respect. I realise you are infinitely cleverer than I shall ever be, but you perhaps do not always have an appreciation of the lighter side of things. Nor do you hold in high enough esteem the role that I and many other women have chosen for ourselves – that of dutiful wife and caring mother – when it is, I would submit, the highest calling any of our sex can answer.’”


He flicked through several further letters, muttering to himself as he assessed the intrinsic merit of each. “Irrelevant. Uninteresting. Boring. Less boring. Noteworthy.”


I began to grow uncomfortable. I felt that simply by being in this room we were already prying pruriently into Hannah Woolfson’s life. By reading her letters so extensively, however, Holmes was going further than that.


“Holmes,” I said, “is this really necessary?”


“It is more than necessary, Watson. It is vital. The Scotland Yarders did not think to examine these letters. Am I not right, Sir Osbert?”


“They were thorough but not, to my recollection, that thorough.”




“Of course they were not. And if they had elected to examine the letters, they would certainly not have returned them to the cubbyholes in the orderly and methodical arrangement in which I found them. Hannah has been scrupulous in her filing. The letters are all alphabetised from left to right by name of correspondent and, within each category, organised by date. Policemen, who when it comes to combing a premises for evidence behave not unlike chimpanzees, would never have been so punctilious about replacing them.”


I was still uneasy about violating Hannah’s privacy. In order to stave off my embarrassment I went outside and took a turn around the streets for an hour or so, leaving Holmes to his business, under Woolfson’s watchful eye. By the time I returned, my friend had completed his perusal.


“Well,” I said, “what have you gleaned from the correspondence?”


“Much that is useless but some that is not. Again and again I have come across references to a friend of Hannah’s, a certain Sophia Tompkins.”


“A girl she first met at boarding school,” said Woolfson. “The two were close, very close when young. ‘Thick as thieves’, Margaret used to say about them. They have remained on cordial terms since, although they see each other seldom. Sophia lives in Dorset, where she works as a governess for the children of a prosperous importer.”


“Yes, that jibes with what I have been able to gather from my reading. The mentions of Miss Tompkins crop up exclusively in the letters from others who were at the same school, Cheltenham Ladies’ College. Little can be deduced about her from context other than that a solid bond exists between her and Hannah. Which raises a question.”


“Namely?” I said.




“Well, Watson, if the two young women were – are – such bosom companions, why are there no letters to Hannah from Sophia herself present in this assemblage?” He swept a hand across the various sheaves of writing paper. “I have been through them all and found not one. It is a singular and surprising lacuna. Here is somebody who excels as a practitioner of the epistolary art and is in regular contact with numerous intimates and not-so-intimates, but of this one particular friend, allegedly so dear to her, there is no sign.”


“Maybe Hannah and Sophia had a falling-out.”


“That is not even hinted at in any of the letters. On the contrary, in one of them the writer makes it clear that Sophia attended the funeral of Lady Margaret and was seen giving Hannah support.”


“It is true,” said Woolfson. “Sophia came up from Dorset for the ceremony and stayed overnight afterwards. It was the last time the two of them were together, to my knowledge. But, now that I think about it, Dr Watson may be correct – there was some sort of disagreement between them.”


Holmes cocked an eyebrow. “Tell me more.”


“I don’t remember much about it. That day – the entire period – remains something of a blur. But there were words between Sophia and my daughter on the morning after the funeral; that I do recall. A spat of some kind. I was not privy to it. It happened while they were breakfasting. Having awoken early, I had already eaten by then and was alone in my study. If they raised their voices, I did not hear, but I do know that Hannah was in high dudgeon afterwards, while Sophia left the house precipitately, without a goodbye. I did not think much of it at the time. I should perhaps have asked Hannah to explain what had upset her, why she and Sophia had so clearly argued, but…” He spread out his hands. “I had my own preoccupations. I simply took it for a passing squall – emotions run high at times



of tragedy – and assumed the two of them would make amends sooner or later. Thereafter, the incident slipped altogether from my mind, until now.”


“Could it have been a more serious contretemps than it appeared?” I hazarded. “Could it even have prompted Hannah to burn every letter Sophia had written to her, out of pique?”


“That would account for their absence,” Holmes said. “But there is a curious feature about escritoires such as this one. They are often more than they seem. The example here dates back to the early eighteen-hundreds, I believe.”


“It is an old family heirloom,” said Woolfson. “It first belonged to my great-great-great-grandmother.”


“Back then it was not uncommon for the lady of the house – and the desk’s smaller dimensions and ornate marquetry signal it as the property of a lady – to wish to keep certain correspondence hidden from her husband, love letters and the like. Not, I hasten to add, that I am attributing any impropriety to your thrice-great-grandmother, Sir Osbert. The practice among joiners was, nonetheless, always to include a secret compartment where such letters might be stowed safely, without risk of discovery.”


“It would be news to me if there were one in this desk,” Woolfson averred.


Holmes bent to the escritoire. “Observe the panel just below the cubbyholes and above the writing surface. Seems innocuous enough, does it not? A solid, immoveable part of the construction. Along its upper edge, however, are some tiny scrape marks. And if we tap it – like so – it sounds hollower and looser than it ought to be. Now all one has to do is press carefully here, or perhaps here, or here, until…”


His probing fingers triggered an unseen spring-catch, and the panel dropped outward on a pair of hinged arms.


“Well, blow me down,” Woolfson exclaimed.




In the small cavity thus exposed was a stack of more letters, several dozen all told.


“Voilà,” said Holmes, extracting these and rifling through them. “The hand is feminine. The letterheads bear a Dorset address. The sender is none other than Sophia Tompkins. Let us see what the young lady has to say for herself.”













CHAPTER FOUR


A KIND OF PURDAH


Initially the letters from Sophia were much like the rest, in so far as they were chatty, superficial and, for our present purposes, unrewarding. Holmes perused them one after another, with mounting impatience. I began to wonder if this would all be a fruitless exercise. Could it be that Hannah had tucked the letters away inside the secret compartment for no other reason than resentment of Sophia? Her friend had slighted her and she wanted the letters out of sight so that she would not be reminded of the offence, a symbolic banishment?


Then the scowl that was deepening on Holmes’s brow smoothed out and a small smile touched his lips.


“This is more like it. The letter is dated the fourteenth of August, a little under a year ago. It seems that your wife, Sir Osbert, was taken ill around then.”


“That is when she received the diagnosis. It was a cancer of the stomach. The doctor predicted she had mere weeks to live. Margaret was made of stern stuff, though. She lasted until Christmas.”


“Sophia writes with tenderness and sensitivity. ‘How awful



this must be for you, dear Hannah. Know that you and both your parents are in my thoughts and prayers.’ She goes on to say, ‘The ways of the world are strange and sometimes appear inimical to happiness. I am beginning to learn, however, that the cruelties of existence may be overcome and even surpassed. I cannot expand on that statement at the moment, but I feel that I am on the cusp of a great discovery – an adventure such as we used to talk about in the dormitory at school. Remember that, Hannah? How you and I would huddle beneath the bedcovers together after lights out and talk about the future and the remarkable things we might do with our lives? Just such an opportunity is in prospect for me, and I am inclined to grasp it and embrace it, however much it scares me to do so.’”


Holmes thumbed through to the next letter.


“Hannah evidently requested clarification,” he said, “because here we have some development of the hints Sophia dropped in her last communication. ‘There is, nearby, a place. Such a wonderful place. I have visited it as the guest of a young man who attended the Duprees’ summer ball.’”


“Dupree,” said Woolfson. “That’s the chap Sophia is governess for. Humbert Dupree. Sugar merchant with interests in the West Indies.”


“‘You would approve of him, Hannah, this young man. His name is Edwin and he is very handsome but, more to the point, he is progressive. He holds views about the world that are not dissimilar to yours. He seems wise beyond his years; I would even go so far as to call him enlightened. He came to pick me up in a liveried brougham the day before yesterday, and our exchanges on the journey to our destination were not only lively but uplifting and inspiring. And oh, when we got there! Words alone can hardly do justice to what I saw. I really should not go into it in any further depth. Edwin has insisted I keep it under my hat. But I



am convinced I have found paradise, Hannah. Heaven on Earth!’”


“Paradise?” I echoed. “Heaven on Earth? What is all this?”


“Questions Hannah herself must have asked,” said Holmes, rifling through more papers and scanning through the words with his quick eye, “but perhaps with some asperity, for Sophia, in her subsequent missive, adopts a defensive posture. ‘You would have me betray a confidence, and that is something I am not prepared to do. I will say that I have gone with Edwin a second time to the place I mentioned and am no less enraptured with it than I was before. You advise me to be wary of him. “He sounds too good to be true” – your exact words, Hannah. Well, just because you have no great regard for men does not mean all men are bad. Could it be that I discern a note of jealousy there? You would not have me liking, and being liked by, Edwin when you yourself have such high standards for a mate that you will probably never find one who can meet them. Rest assured that Edwin and his associates and what they have to offer are everything I could hope for, and more.’”


“Sophia sounds smitten,” I averred.


“Yes, Watson. This Edwin is obviously a paragon. The next letter is dated November the twenty-first. Some time has passed. Sophia says she has been slow to reply to Hannah’s last letter: ‘such was the censorious tone you took. It is not until today that I have been able to compose myself and clear my thoughts. You were always the clever one at school, I just a bumbling old duffer by comparison. There were times when I felt you looked down on me, and I feel that again now, most keenly. Anyway, I am dismayed to hear that your dear mama is fading and that she is so enfeebled and listless. It raises in my mind the spectre of my own poor late mother, and my late father too. At least you have the good fortune of being able to make your peace with her and being there with her in her final days, a privilege I was denied with my own parents



and their abrupt, unexpected passing. Please do keep me abreast of the situation. I remain a true friend, I hope you know that, and I harbour you no ill will. I myself feel blessed these days and wish I could somehow share that blessedness with you.’”


Holmes closed the letter.


“‘Edwin and his associates’,” I quoted. “Clearly he is part of some larger entity, some league or club.”


“So it would appear,” said Holmes, glancing momentarily up from the pages. “Now we hop forward to January. Your wife died when, Sir Osbert?”


“Mid-December.”


“This comes after the funeral, then, and the breakfast-time argument. Yes. Sophia is not contrite. ‘Your words stung me, Hannah, but perhaps not as much as the contempt in your eyes. I was merely attempting to explain myself, to justify my decision, and you bit me like a viper. My mind is made up and I will not be dissuaded. I came to your mother’s funeral not only to pay my respects to the departed and offer you my shoulder to cry on, but in the hope that you and I might set aside our differences, to share with you my growing strength and demonstrate how much better a person I already am than I once was. (I anticipate becoming even more improved in the weeks and months ahead.) I came, in short, to lay all my cards on the table. Yet, shrewishly, you rounded on me. I opened up to you – about Edwin, about Sir Philip, about the Elysians – and I can see in hindsight that I was foolish to have done so. I expected more from you. More compassion, more understanding. Instead all I got was blind, wilful spite. What has become of the open-minded, far-sighted Hannah Woolfson I once knew? She has turned priggish and myopic. You said you fear for my wellbeing. What you actually fear for, if you want my opinion, is yourself. You see me broadening my horizons and embarking on a journey that will surely lead to greater self-knowledge and



the unlocking of my full potential, and you wish you had the same courage. The truth is you are hidebound. You have painted yourself into a corner and know your chances of escaping it are diminishing daily. Trapped as you are, it galls you to see someone like me who is taking a daring step into the unknown and, if everything goes well, towards freedom.’”


“What step?” I said. “A ‘decision’. What is she talking about?”


“It is all somewhat nebulous,” Holmes allowed. “Had we but been there when Hannah and Sophia argued, we would be able to fill in the blanks. But words like ‘Sir Philip’ and ‘the Elysians’ at least give us some handholds to cling on to. I don’t suppose they ring any bells with you, Sir Osbert?”


Woolfson shook his head. “Regrettably, no.”


“You are not familiar with any Sir Philip?”


“None is known to me socially.”


“There remain two further letters,” Holmes said. “The hand on both is not Sophia’s. The signatory instead is Mrs Humbert Dupree. The first is short and to the point. ‘My dear Miss Woolfson. Sophia Tompkins is no longer in our employ. She left our service in April, having given notice in March. It was all perfectly amicable, Sophia doing us the courtesy of remaining in her position until we had interviewed candidates to take over from her and selected the best of them for the role. However, she left no forwarding address, and I am afraid it was not until yesterday that your last three letters to her were discovered by her replacement, buried at the back of a drawer in her bureau. I would be surprised that Sophia did not see fit to inform you of her change in circumstance, were it not for the fact that the letters were unopened. Yours faithfully, Mrs Humbert Dupree.’”


Holmes held up the final letter.


“The second from Mrs Dupree. This one is even more curt. ‘I cannot help you any further on the subject of Sophia Tompkins.



Her status and whereabouts are no longer any business of mine.’”


“This is all very cryptic, Holmes,” I said, “and rather sad, but what bearing can it possibly have on Hannah’s disappearance?”


“The date, Watson. Consider the date of this last letter from Mrs Dupree.”


“It is ten days ago.”


“Ten days. And Hannah has been missing for eight. Do you not think that there may be some connection? That the one thing may have had a direct influence upon the other?”


“My goodness,” said Woolfson. He sank into a chair as though he no longer had the strength to hold himself erect. “Are you saying what I think you are saying, Mr Holmes?”


“It remains conjecture, but conjecture built on a firm foundation. Your daughter has not been abducted or murdered. She has not been the victim of some sinister conspiracy or dire misfortune. Rather, she was the active agent in her departure. She has gone looking for Sophia Tompkins.”
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