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CHAPTER ONE





Those of you who are familiar with the events that occurred during the latter part of Sherlock Holmes’ life, after he had left our old lodgings at 221B Baker Street, will know that after giving up his career as a private consulting agent, he moved to Sussex where he took up beekeeping as a part-time livelihood.


His smallholding, or farm as he preferred to call it, was situated at Fulworth Cove on the South Downs, overlooking the sea and close to the village of Fulworth.


At this point I should warn readers that they would be wasting their time if they try to locate the places I have mentioned. Knowing Holmes’ dislike of publicity, I have deliberately withheld their real names, a precaution that also applies to the people who are introduced in this account. So, for example, Harold Stackhurst really exists and was one of my old friend’s Sussex acquaintances but you will not find him listed in any directory or index. Unlike my earlier accounts of his investigations, I have refrained from using footnotes unless essential for, while they are useful, they can at times be like obstacles in an otherwise smooth narrative path.


So to begin.


The following investigation took place in the summer of 1908. By that date, Holmes had already left Baker Street and had settled down on his little Sussex farm while I remained in London still working as a family doctor from my practice in Queen Anne Street. I had in the meantime remarried, an act that had caused a rift between Holmes and myself, who regarded my decision as a betrayal. I was hurt by his reaction although, considering his attitude to women and what he referred to sardonically as ‘the softer emotions’, it was not totally unexpected. This is one of the reasons why I rarely refer to my wife in my accounts, an omission that has caused some bewilderment, as well as curiosity among the Sherlockian commentators and my readers who have cudgelled their brains to discover her identity. I advise them that I am not about to divulge it for several reasons: first, because I consider my private life to be no one’s business but my own and second, and perhaps more importantly, because I do not wish to rouse old resentments in Holmes himself. Suffice to say that I met her in 1901 during one of Holmes’ inquiries and that we married the following year, in consequence of which I moved out of the Baker Street lodgings and bought my practice in Queen Anne Street, where I resumed my medical career.


My second marriage led to a complete breakdown in my relationship with Holmes that lasted for six months and although we were eventually reconciled, I was, however, only partly forgiven. Knowing he was too proud to make the first move, my wife recommended I bought two tickets for the production of ‘Siegfried’ at Covent Garden and posted one of them to him with a short note suggesting we met at the theatre and afterwards went to Marcini’s, the Italian restaurant where we had dined after the successful conclusion of the Hound of the Baskervilles case.


He wrote back thanking me for the tickets and agreeing to meet me as I had proposed; so began a renewal of our former relationship, by no means as intimate as it had been when we had shared lodgings at 221B Baker Street but, as my wife pointed out, it might lead to a closer reconciliation.


It was an inspired suggestion on her part, typical of her generous, warm-hearted nature, and one that brought about the first signs of restoration in my relationship with Holmes, a man whom I am not ashamed to admit I revere.


From then on, we met in London, not frequently but every six months and gradually I began to feel some of that old intimacy returning little by little.


He never telephoned; he regarded that means of communication as an intrusion on his privacy although in his letters he did confide in me a few details of his new life in Sussex: for example, the acquaintances he had made such as Harold Stackhurst, the proprietor of a private school called The Gables; as well as aspects of his day-to-day life in Fulworth in which he evidently found great pleasure: long walks over the Downs, for instance, and the little lagoons left in the beach when the tide went out in which he would swim every morning; or the charm of Lewes, the nearest town, with its narrow streets lined with old houses.


On one occasion, he also referred to an extraordinary investigation that had all the overtones of his old Baker Street days of crime and detection. It concerned the death of Fitzroy McPherson, the science master at The Gables, and how another member of his staff, Ian Murdoch, the mathematics tutor, was for a time suspected of his murder until Holmes was able to prove his innocence.


Holmes himself had written an account of the case, entitled ‘The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane’, which he said he would let me read one day, although he always failed to bring it when we met in London.


During this time, he never invited me to visit him in his Sussex retreat, an omission I could understand. He was leading a new life and, strong though our friendship had been, similar to his dislike of the telephone, he did not want his former life to intrude on his current one. I appreciated his reluctance to combine the two without resentment, grateful that we would go on seeing one another in London, a neutral meeting ground that held few intimate memories for either of us.


Therefore his letter inviting me to visit him in Fulworth for a week’s holiday was a complete surprise that caused a certain amount of hesitation on my part. Of course I would accept; nothing would have stopped me from doing so, but at the same time a question mark hung over the invitation that made me feel a little unsure. Holmes never acted on impulse or out of any emotion, such as nostalgia or regret. There was always some rational motive behind his actions, including this one, I assumed, and I read through his letter several times hoping to discover some clue to the purpose behind his unexpected proposal. But I could find nothing. The letter was mainly concerned with directions as to how to reach his house by road, suggesting he assumed I would come by car. But why? Was it to save me the trouble of crossing London by train? I had no idea.


He wrote:




After you have reached Lewes, take the minor road signposted to Fulworth. Follow this for about three miles until you can see the tower of the local church, St Botolph’s, on the horizon to the left. Shortly after it comes into view, you will see a narrow turning also to the left, Church Lane, which leads to my house, Bay Cottage.


I shall place a sign in the hedge directing you to it. I shall expect you to arrive at about 4 p.m. on Wednesday. By the way, bring a pair of rubber-soled shoes with you.





The letter concluded with the usual non-committal initials, S. H.


I was not at all disconcerted by the peremptory tone of his letter, remembering the message I had once received from him at the beginning of the Creeping Man inquiry, summoning me away from my medical practice: Come at once if convenient – if inconvenient come all the same – when apparently all he wanted to discuss with me was a monograph he proposed writing on the use of dogs in detection. It was then that I realised that, despite his occasional exasperation at the slowness of my mental faculties compared to his own brilliant intellect, he needed me as a kind of whetstone for his mind, in order to hone his own keen-witted talents.


So aware of the humble role I played in our friendship, I bustled about making the necessary arrangements for this unexpected visit: finding a locum to take over my practice in my absence; consulting maps for the journey; packing a portmanteau and, of course, writing to Holmes accepting the invitation; as well as buying a pair of rubber-soled shoes as Holmes had directed but for what purpose I had yet to discover.


It goes without saying that my dear wife, knowing how much Holmes’ friendship meant to me and having suggested I contact him in the first place, raised no objection to my trip to Sussex, wishing me a happy outcome to my week’s holiday. I could only hope that Holmes might meet her one day. His low opinion of women might be changed as a result but I knew there was scant chance of this happening.


Although I had reservations at first about driving so far, I found the journey, particularly the last stretch after Lewes, most enjoyable. I had bought a car, a modest Austin, mainly to make the home visits to my patients much easier and, to my own surprise, I had taken to this new form of transport with enthusiasm. It gave me a sense of freedom, even though I rarely drove far beyond the limits of my medical practice. The convenience, too, was very rewarding. There was no need to summon a cab and when it was cold or wet I could drive myself to any address without suffering from the inclement weather. In fact, it proved a benefit to my general health. The pain in my leg, the consequence of a wound I had received during my service as an army surgeon at the Battle of Maiwand in 1880 in the second Afghan war and which was particularly disabling during the winter months, almost disappeared. It was a great relief.


In fact, the only drawback to my drive to Sussex was the twisty nature of the road after I left Lewes. There were so many bends and corners, which I had to negotiate with such care, that I had few opportunities to observe the countryside I was passing through, apart from occasional glimpses now and then of splendid views of the sea to my right that lay sparkling in the sunshine like a shifting carpet of silver and, to my left, the gentle green contours of the Downs rising towards the horizon.


It was on this view that I tried to concentrate: looking out for the church tower that Holmes had stated was a landmark to the lane leading to his house. It was not easy to carry out any observation. There was a high, overgrown hedge to my left that obscured my view for much of the time and it was only when a gap appeared in the foliage that I could catch a glimpse of the church and at the same time keep a look out for the turning that led to the lane and eventually to Bay Cottage.


Then suddenly there was the church tower on the horizon and, with very little warning, there was a gap in the hedge beside which, propped up among the leaves, was a board with a broad white arrow painted on it pointing to the left, followed by an exclamation mark.


It was almost as much as I could do to brake, shift gears, indicate I was changing direction and at the same time turn the steering wheel to guide the car into the narrow opening.


My reaction to the situation was confused. On the one hand, I was delighted not to have overshot the turning; at the same time, I was somewhat exasperated by Holmes’ lack of consideration. He had never learnt to drive and did not wish to do so. Like the telephone, he had little use for cars, considering them to be an intrusion on the peace of the countryside, and consequently he had no understanding of the techniques needed in driving, particularly on a winding road when one needed plenty of warning of where and when to turn.


The sound of twigs and small branches scraping along the side of the car also added to my impatience as I wondered what damage they were doing to the paintwork. At the same time, I was amused by the exclamation mark. It was typical of Holmes’ cavalier attitude, on occasions, to the unwritten rules that governed the lives of most people, infuriating but in its way endearing in its eccentricity.


And suddenly he was there, standing in an opening in the hedge to my left and vigorously signalling for me to turn towards him; a familiar figure but at the same time so altered in appearance that for a second he seemed like a stranger. His skin was tanned by the sun and wind that, together with his hawk-nosed profile, made him look more than ever like a Red Indian chief.


He backed out of the gateway, beckoning me into a gravelled area where, getting out of the car, I stepped forward to greet him more formally. It was over five months since I had seen him and there was an air of restraint about our meeting as if neither of us was quite sure how to proceed. In the end, we simply shook hands, although Holmes showed an unexpected gesture of warmth and spontaneity by placing his left hand on my shoulder as if wanting to establish a more physical contact between us.


‘Watson!’ he exclaimed. ‘My old friend! How good to see you!’


‘And you too, Holmes,’ I replied a little awkwardly, still not sure how to bridge the gap that inevitably had developed between us during the months we had been apart.


‘Everything is all right, I trust?’ he continued, leaning into the car to retrieve my portmanteau from the back seat.


His face was hidden from me so I could not see his expression but the careful neutrality in the tone of his voice told me he was referring to my second marriage which, as I have explained, had largely been the cause of the rift between us. Holmes is a man who does not need intimate relationships with other people, especially women. He prefers his own company and, apart from his brother Mycroft and myself, has no close friends. On the other hand, I like people, women included, and the death of my first wife, Mary Morstan, to whom I had been happily married for several years, had left an aching void in my life. But I can understand Holmes’ feelings of betrayal.


And so, after several months of separation, we came to a compromise without a word being spoken. We would continue our old friendship but neither of us would mention my second wife, and from time to time we would meet. Of course, it was not the same as our former relationship and there were occasions when I mourned the loss of our old intimacy, when we had sat together before the fire in our Baker Street lodgings or the times when we had set off on one of Holmes’ investigations and I had the privilege of seeing that great intellect of his at work.


I realised that this aspect of our relationship was over. Holmes had now retired. Even so, I had the feeling at the back of my mind that there was something more to this invitation to join him in Sussex for a week’s holiday than a meeting of old friends. However, I could not puzzle out what it might be.


‘Come in! Come in!’ he was urging me, as he straightened up, my portmanteau in his hand. ‘Let me introduce you to the little farm of my dreams!’ he continued, throwing out an arm as if he were indeed inviting me to meet an actual person of whom he was very fond.


I was touched by the note of genuine affection in his voice, which I could understand as soon as I looked about me. It was a charming cottage built of whitewashed stone with small casement windows and a porch made of trellis, also painted white. Two more windows were set in the slope of the roof, both flung open, their glass panes catching the sunlight and, like mirrors, reflecting views of the garden that lay behind me. There were apple trees, I deduced, from the yellow and green fruit hanging on them like baubles on a Christmas tree. And under each one of them were small constructions, like a row of miniature cottages each with a peaked roof and white-painted walls, very similar to Holmes’ cottage except they had no doors or windows. It took me a moment to realise that they were beehives, material evidence of Holmes’ new way of life.


While I was puzzling this out, Holmes was striding ahead of me towards the front door of his own cottage and, flinging it open, stood to one side to allow me to pass inside.


I entered a large room that reminded me nostalgically of our former sitting room in Baker Street. There was a similar fireplace with a coal scuttle standing on the hearth, very like the one in which Holmes used to keep his cigars. There were also bookcases in the chimney alcoves, which I was certain contained the same volumes he would have brought with him from London: a copy of the current Bradshaw listing the railway timetables, an Almanac de Gotha, the catalogue of genealogies of all the European royal families, together with his own personally compiled commonplace books and encyclopaedias in which he pasted newspaper cuttings of any facts that he considered useful. The furniture was familiar also, being similar to Mrs Hudson’s, our Baker Street landlady; a cane chair with cushions; a small, gateleg dining table together with four chairs and a sideboard complete with a tantalus holding two decanters of spirits, and a gasogene for making aerated water.


Everything was very neat and tidy and I was deeply moved, as well as astonished by the nostalgia that Holmes’ choice of household goods suggested.


There were changes, of course. There were no heavy curtains at the window, which was flung open and the scene beyond was not at all like Baker Street with its houses and street lamps and brick walls. Here there were trees and bushes, their leaves glancing in the sunlight as the breeze stirred their branches, bringing with it the unfamiliar scent of the sea and warm earth.


My bedroom exhaled the same air of freshness and country odours. It was a small room simply furnished with a bed, a chest of drawers with white china handles, a cupboard in which to hang clothes and a washstand equipped with a jug and basin. Later I was to discover that Holmes’ bedroom, next door to mine, was a mirror image and, although I looked closely about me, there was no sign of any of the paraphernalia associated with his old habit of injecting himself with a six per cent solution of cocaine.


Their absence delighted me. When we had shared the Baker Street lodgings, I had tried to wean him off the drug with only partial success. The evidence that the Sussex setting and the little home of his dreams had succeeded where I had failed gave me, I must admit, a small twinge of jealousy. I would have preferred to think that it was our friendship that had won him over at last. It was an absurd reaction and one that quickly passed, thank goodness. What really mattered was Holmes’ health and well-being.


Two other rooms overlooked the back garden and the grassy incline of the Downs curving up towards the horizon with a distant view of the church. One was apparently his housekeeper’s room, which was locked. From his letters to me I understood her name was Mrs Bagwell and that, although she was a good cook, she was too garrulous for his liking and that he had arranged for her to move in with her sister in the village during my stay, coming in on a daily basis.


The last room was also familiar. Here were the bottles and jars of chemicals, the test tubes and Petri dishes, the microscope and magnifying glass that had littered his scarred workbench in Baker Street – except that these articles were now neatly arranged and labelled. Other equipment stood about which suggested his new hobby of photography, which he had mentioned in one of his letters and that he apparently took very seriously. A black curtain at the window could be drawn to shut out the light when he was developing his photographs, samples of which were pinned to a cork display board on the wall or were pegged onto a cord that was stretched across the room like a washing line.


Holmes gave me only a few moments to look inside this room and I guessed from his haste that it was his holy of holies in which one was not supposed to linger. It was an example of his old tendency to secretiveness, however close his friendship might be to the observer.


Despite the haste with which he closed the door, I had the chance to look briefly about me and noticed that the developed pictures hanging up to dry were mostly views of the countryside and the sea, keenly observed and very professional looking. Among them were a few photographs of people, clearly not Holmes’ first choice of subject matter apart from one individual whose likeness stood out from among the others. It was of a young woman in her early twenties, I surmised, and whose hair, despite the lack of colour in the black and white prints, I could envisage from the subtle tones of the photographs, as being a rich dark brown with auburn tints. As for her features, they were delicately moulded, particularly the mouth and the forehead. Her eyes were the same dark tone as her hair and looked out of the likeness with a gentle candour. The whole face had a clear, natural beauty and, although it may seem strange, I felt I could read into the photograph Holmes’ tenderness towards the sitter, whoever she might be.


I later found out that her name was Maud Bellamy.


In all my years of friendship with Holmes, I have known him to be attracted to only one woman, ‘the woman’, as I once described her. She was, of course, Irene Adler, the American opera singer who became involved romantically with the King of Bohemia. She was beautiful, intelligent and talented but there was a ruthless side to her character and although I thought she was the type of woman he might have married, any such romantic daydreaming on my part was soon shattered when she chose Godfrey Norton, a London lawyer, as her husband. Holmes, who was inadvertently called on to act as a witness at their wedding, kept the sovereign he was paid for his services and wore it on his watch chain as a memento, the only sentimental action I had known him make. Afterwards, he admitted that he had been outwitted by only one woman, presumably her.


In contrast, his relationship with Maud Bellamy seemed to be paternal.


Later, he stated that she would always remain in his memory as the most remarkable woman he had ever met and spoke admiringly of her perfect clear-cut features and the soft freshness of her delicate colouring.


At the time of my visit to Sussex I had not met her and, apart from the photograph, was unaware of her existence, so I put her to the back of my mind along with the feeling that there was more to Holmes’ invitation than first appeared.


I slept well that night, tired from the long drive to Sussex and lulled by the sound of the sea, so different to the noise of London, a constant dull roar like that of some huge, restless creature prowling the streets of the city.


By the time I awoke Holmes was already up and, in the absence of his housekeeper, was preparing what he called a bachelor’s breakfast consisting of coffee, toast and honey, of course, that he urged me to finish quickly so that we could escape from the house before the arrival of Mrs Bagwell.


‘She will be here at any moment,’ he explained, ‘and if we don’t leave soon, we shall be trapped here for half the morning. She knows you are coming and is eager to meet you. She has a stiffness in her neck, you see, and as I foolishly told her that you are a doctor, she is hoping for a free consultation. She means well,’ he added as a more kindly afterthought.


‘But …’ I added with a smile.


‘Exactly, Watson,’ he agreed. ‘Is there not a saying about the road to hell being paved with good intentions? Anyway, I suggest we take the rest of the day off while I show you the delights of Fulworth, the beach, for instance, and the cliffs. We could lunch at the Fisherman’s Arms, the local inn. And, on the subject of food, that reminds me: Harold Stackhurst has invited us this evening for a meal at The Gables. I think you will like him, I find him very good company. So what do you say to my plan? A walk along the cliffs? A visit to St Botolph’s? As my guest, you must choose.’


‘I think a walk on the cliffs,’ I replied. ‘Like Mrs Bagwell, I am a little stiff from the drive from London, and the exercise will do me good.’


‘Excellent!’ Holmes exclaimed, giving me a sideways glance that was full of good humour and appreciation and I felt for the first time since my arrival that the gap between us was beginning to close.

















CHAPTER TWO





The clifftop walk was most invigorating. The air was fresh and scented with the clean odour of salt and a more delicate aroma: wild thyme, I learnt later from Holmes. It was on this herb that the bees were nourished, the fragrance of which sweetened their honey and gave it its particular flavour.


After London with its streets and houses, offering little more to the eye than walls and chimneys, the view was magnificent, so wide and open that for the first few minutes of experiencing that huge sky and the broad, green sweep of the Downs, I felt overwhelmed by the sheer vastness of it all.


I began, too, with Holmes’ help to pick out certain details of the landscape, for example, the inn he had mentioned, tucked away in the folds of the hills; the ancient stone walls of St Botolph’s church; and, in the further distance, a more modern-looking building of red-brick with gabled roofs, aptly called The Gables, the previously mentioned residence of Harold Stackhurst, the proprietor of the private coaching establishment who had invited us to supper that evening.


Having admired the view, Holmes suggested we went down to the beach to take a closer look at the sea. It was a steep descent, made easier by a set of wooden steps and a handrail, constructed, I gathered from Holmes, after the Lion’s Mane tragedy when the only means of reaching the cove was by a path so precipitous and slippery that it was dangerous to use. Some of the local inhabitants, including The Gables’ staff who used the rock pools for swimming, Holmes himself and the proprietor of the Fisherman’s Arms had clubbed together to pay for the steps and rail to be installed.


There was, I noticed, another set of steps on the far side of the bay and when I remarked on this, wondering why a second means of access was needed, Holmes explained it was private property, not available to the general public.


‘That is rather ungenerous,’ I remarked. ‘Are they the owners of the house over there?’


I indicated a building at the top of the second set of steps, partly hidden by trees and bushes that grew in the clifftop garden. Because of the foliage, it was difficult to make out much detail of the house except it seemed to be of the Regency period – for I glimpsed a pillared porch through the leaves and an upper tier of elegant windows, typical of that style of architecture.


As I spoke, I was aware of a subtle change in the atmosphere, as if a curtain had come down between us.


‘Oh that!’ Holmes replied in an offhand tone. ‘That is Fulworth Hall. Now what do you think of the cove, Watson? It was worthwhile coming here, don’t you agree?’


‘Indeed I do!’ I responded, for it was a magnificent setting.


The cove itself was a large semicircular bay surrounded on the landward side by steep rocky cliffs, the sea enclosing it on the far side. The beach immediately below the cliffs was composed of large pebbles like cobblestones, their surfaces buffed and rounded by the action of the waves over aeons of time. Further down, nearer the sea’s edge, these stones were replaced by a wide swathe of sand with rocks strewn here and there, jutting out from the softer surface to form rough-sided pools, the largest of which contained seawater left behind by the receding tide. I remembered Holmes referring to the lagoons, as he called them, in one of his letters. It was in these that he usually bathed and I assumed the students and staff from The Gables made use of them for the same purpose.


There were larger rocks scattered about, one of which caught my attention. It had a flat surface with a back to it, like a stony armchair facing the sea. To test its comfort, I sat down on it looking out over the glittering, shifting water of the bay where the tide was receding and the waves came gently lapping against the shore. It was a soothing sound and I could have sat there for hours gazing out towards the distant horizon where the sea and sky mingled together, in one shimmering band of light.


It was Holmes who jolted me out of my reverie.


‘Have you seen enough, my dear fellow?’ he asked, ‘only I thought it was time for lunch and after that I suggest we have a look round the church.’


The clean air had sharpened my appetite and I had no hesitation in agreeing with the first part of his suggestion. As for the church – well, I supposed grudgingly it was worth a visit since we were close to it.


The lunch at the Fisherman’s Arms was certainly worth the climb up the steps and the walk along the cliff road that led to it. On the way we passed a tall iron gate behind which was a gravelled drive leading to Fulworth Hall, I supposed. The gate was padlocked and the house was shrouded in leaves, so that I saw no more of it than I had from the bay. Because of its concealed position, there was an air of mystery about the place that aroused my curiosity, as if it were hiding some secret. But remembering Holmes’ dismissive attitude when I had spoken of it earlier, I said nothing to him about my reaction.
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