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            PROLOGUE 

            London, June 1951 

         

         It is a warm summer evening. My windows are open, and from my desk I can watch the dusk gathering in the park. I have promised to look through some papers for an old student of mine, but although it really shouldn’t be, my mind is elsewhere. 

         This afternoon, walking home after a long and sociable lunch, I passed a still-uncleared pile of rubble where a house had once been. Growing out from between the stones, bright and defiant in the sunshine, was a little plant with silver leaves. A plant I recognised. 

         And now, although I have a great deal to do, my thoughts simply refuse to go where I tell them, and drift instead to another summer, another June, more than fifty years ago – when the world knew a lot less about bombs and high explosives, and I was a girl of seventeen with chores to do, hurrying homewards under a blue London sky …6
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         It was a summer of thunderstorms – a terrible summer for drying washing – and on that particular morning the streets of London were still damp from the downpour of the previous night. Even so, the day had dawned cloudless, the skies were picture-book blue, and the sparrows nesting in the eaves above Dr Watson’s bedroom were in such high spirits, exchanging a sort of loud and joyous chatter, that the doctor, had he been at home to hear it, would almost certainly have considered them a terrible nuisance. On the corner of York Street the flower girls were doing excellent business, and even the newsboys appeared to be a little more cheerful than usual as they hawked the late morning editions.

         In short, it was not the sort of day when a young girl expected to see a gentleman viciously robbed outside her front door; or to find herself, a good hour before noon, mopping blood from her doorstep.

         The young gentleman in question was rather a handsome one. Even before it happened, he’d caught my eye. I was making my way homewards cautiously, wary of the damp and slippery cobblestones, intent on keeping my skirts out of puddles, so it wasn’t until I was preparing to cross the road that I first noticed him. But then, when I did … Well, there was something striking in the way he moved along Baker Street – purposeful 8and confident but unhurried, with a yellow carnation in his buttonhole – something that made him stand out from the pedestrians around him. So it honestly wasn’t his good looks I noticed first. At least, not only them. After all, a young lady does not admire strange men in the street. And I was almost certain that rule applied to housemaids, too.

         But even from the opposite pavement it was difficult not to notice his balanced features, and his unruly fair hair, and his easy smile. So when I saw him pause at the front door of Mr Sherlock Holmes – when I realised that he was calling at my address – I confess I felt a little thrill of curiosity, and looked swiftly left and right, anxious for a gap in the traffic.

         I was out of luck, though, for just at that moment a brewer’s dray lumbered past, drawn by two weary-looking Shires, and for five or six seconds the young gentleman was obscured from view.

         In those few moments everything changed, and the serenity of that morning was splintered into violence and panic and confusion.

         I don’t think I actually saw the cosh fall; I think I was spared that by the height of the horses and the bulk of the beer barrels. But as the final cask passed by, I saw the rest all too clearly – the young man slumping forward, two scowling men in workmen’s clothes crowding in on him as he fell, their caps pulled low. Before he had even reached the ground, one of them was reaching inside his jacket, while the other helped him downwards with two or three blows of a clenched fist. And then, before the first shouts of the passers-by, before the falling man had even come to rest, they were off at a run, swerving through the Baker Street crowds, out of sight around a corner before anyone had even begun to give chase.

         I was not the first to get to him. The flow of cabs and 9carriages, their drivers unaware, prevented me from crossing for what seemed like an age, and by the time I did a crowd had gathered, deep enough to keep me from seeing anything but the backs of onlookers.

         ‘Murdered!’ I heard one man declare, his voice frothing with outrage. ‘Right under my nose! In the middle of the morning!’

         ‘Savages!’ a woman chimed in. ‘Animals! Brutes! Fenians!’

         ‘Nonsense.’ This was in a much calmer voice, and one that spoke with authority. ‘Nobody’s been murdered. The poor fellow’s a little concussed, that’s all. Look, he’s coming to.’

         ‘Constable’s here!’ a small boy yelped gleefully, and I turned to see the familiar figure of Constable Dobson looming behind me, muttering the obligatory, ‘Now then, what’s all this?’

         The crowd parted for him the way a flotilla of small boats might part for an ocean liner – the constable was a large and imposing man, and even more so when red in the face from rushing – and I took full advantage of his arrival by slipping into his wake, so that the two of us arrived together at the scene of the crime.

         By then the victim was already sitting up, supported by a very large woman in tweeds, while another lady – similarly dressed but pinker in the cheeks – fanned him energetically with a copy of Horse & Hound. An elderly and elaborately whiskered gentleman was pressing a blood-stained handkerchief to the young man’s forehead, and when he spoke I recognised the calm voice I’d heard before.

         ‘Nothing too serious, Constable,’ he announced. ‘In fact, he’s been remarkably lucky. Just a glancing blow. It’s taken the skin off, and I daresay he’ll have a headache for a day or two, but it looks worse than it is. Was anything taken, sir?’

         In answer to this, the young man’s hand moved to his jacket 10pocket and I saw him patting at it urgently. I could see him properly now, and even with a handkerchief obscuring much of his face, and with blood in his hair, and rather pale, he was still very pleasing to look at.

         ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. Something important …’

         He tailed off, and I thought perhaps he was going to faint, but the tweed lady redoubled her fanning and the whiskery gentleman, who I later discovered to be a retired police surgeon from Penge, cleared his throat.

         ‘Better get him inside, Constable. Perhaps one of these houses …?’

         ‘Yes, sir. This young lady works here,’ he added, nodding in my direction. ‘Perhaps if we can get him down those steps to the kitchen door, that would be a better place to patch him up?’

         And so the young man was prised from the grip of the lady in tweeds, who seemed a little reluctant to let him go, and helped down the area steps by old Dr Ferriby-Martin, with me in attendance carrying his hat and cane, while Constable Dobson remained behind to take the names of witnesses and oversee the dispersal of the crowd.

         Our kitchen in Baker Street was a cool and welcoming room of generous proportions, ruled over with a firm but not unkindly hand by Mr Sherlock Holmes’s housekeeper, Mrs Hudson, a woman well known on both sides of Baker Street for her impeccable domestic standards and her sturdy common sense. Confronted with a bleeding stranger and a slightly out-of-breath medical attendant, she would have known exactly what to do, and would have done it briskly, without fuss; so you might suppose that her absence from home that morning caused me some regret. But I was a girl of seventeen coming to the aid of a very comely young man in his hour of need, and I confess I barely thought of 11her at all. I hastened to bring water and soap, and a clean towel, and hovered at the old doctor’s elbow as he cleaned the victim’s wound.

         The doctor talked as he worked. ‘Yes, sir, only a glancing blow … More a graze than a wound … The sort that bleeds a lot, but not too excessively … A fortunate escape …’

         The young man himself said very little, apparently still a little shocked by what had befallen him. Gradually, though, the colour returned to his cheeks, and when the doctor suggested a little brandy, the patient drained it readily and declared himself much recovered.

         ‘For which I owe thanks to you both,’ he told us, looking properly at us for the first time. ‘I shall be eternally grateful to you for your kindness,’ he added, and favoured me with a smile. His eyes, I noticed, were a rather striking shade of blue. Before I could reply, however, Constable Dobson appeared at the kitchen door with his notebook in his hand, anxious to ask questions, and Dr Ferriby-Martin, who had finished with his patient and was drying his hands, made his excuses and left us.

         ‘Now, sir, these here ruffians …’ the constable began, without ceremony. ‘Two of them, I gather. I’ve got their descriptions here …’ He tapped his notebook with the blunt end of his pencil. ‘But what I’m wondering, sir, is whether you got a good look at them yourself? And whether perhaps you recognised them at all?’

         With these words, he opened his notebook, licked his pencil, and waited, but the young man simply shook his head.

         ‘It’s all still a little unclear, Officer,’ he explained. ‘It happened very quickly … But I’m sure they weren’t anyone I recognised. Yes, certain. But forgive me … Perhaps if you were to give me a little time to regain my composure? I would be happy to report to the police station at, say, one o’clock this afternoon?’12

         For a moment the pencil continued to hover, but apparently Constable Dobson could see the wisdom of this. He rose ponderously, pocketing both pencil and notebook as he did so.

         ‘A very sensible suggestion, sir. You’ll no doubt feel a good deal more able to answer questions after a little lie-down. And I daresay the superintendent will be pleased to meet you, to hear all about it. Now, sir, if you really feel well enough to be on your way, we should probably leave Flotsam here to her chores. You can give me your details as you go.’

         The young man rose hastily. ‘Yes, of course. I’ve a headache that could win prizes, but I’m sure I’ll be able to find my way back to my hotel. Flotsam, you say? Well, my thanks, Flotsam. I’d imagined my visit to Sherlock Holmes playing out rather differently, but I’m grateful for your kindness.’

         ‘Then you were calling on Mr Holmes, sir?’ I asked. ‘I thought you were. I saw you from across the street. He’s out of town, I’m afraid.’

         ‘Then my visit would have been in vain anyway.’ I saw his hand go to the pocket of his jacket. ‘And there seems little point now.’

         I watched them from the kitchen door as they climbed the area steps, back towards the street, Constable Dobson leading the way. When the young man reached the top of the steps he paused, and as he knelt to tighten his bootlace, I called out to him before he disappeared.

         ‘Please, sir! You never gave me your name. Mr Holmes is bound to ask. Who should I say called?’

         He smiled at me then, with the bright sky behind him and the sunshine full on his face.

         ‘Ah, Flotsam! That was precisely the reason for my visit.’ Still smiling, he touched his hat to me and added, before turning away, ‘I had come to ask Mr Holmes that very question.’13

         By the time Mrs Hudson returned to Baker Street some half an hour later, I had removed all traces of the morning’s excitements, and our doorstep was as spotless as any in the street. It was still a little before noon, and I was upstairs wondering if I had the strength to begin on Mr Holmes’s study, when I heard her arrive. By the time I had wrung out my cleaning rags and made my way downstairs, she had already removed her bonnet and was rolling up her sleeves to begin work.

         ‘Ah, Flotsam!’ she greeted me. ‘I trust you’re feeling energetic. It seems our two gentlemen will be returning home earlier than we thought. This evening, in fact. And we’ve barely made a start on the mess they left behind.’

         I think I must have gasped rather loudly. ‘This evening, ma’am? But I thought they were going to be gone for another two weeks at least!’

         ‘Indeed. Mr Holmes seemed fairly sure of it, did he not?’ She produced a paper slip from her apron pocket. ‘But I bumped into the telegraph boy at the top of the steps, and this rather hasty communication suggests they’ll be returning to London on the late afternoon train. It would seem the trawlermen have all agreed to give evidence after all, thereby saving our gentlemen the trouble of pursuing their quarry to the Faroes. Which leaves us with a great deal to do, and not very much time to do it.’

         If anyone unacquainted with Mrs Hudson wished to understand why she was held in such great esteem in so many servants’ halls, they could have done no better than to watch her at work that afternoon. Within twenty minutes of her arrival, notes had been written to at least half a dozen different tradesmen, and next door’s boot-boy had been summoned and charged with their delivery. I had been sent out twice, once to Mrs Macfarlane’s to borrow extra supplies of white vinegar, and 14once to ask the staff at No. 49 if they could make quite sure the ice-man called on us when he passed on his delivery round. Within an hour, our quiet, calm kitchen was a chaos of comings and goings, with deliveries appearing, tradesmen calling and all sorts of delicious comestibles piling up on the kitchen table, only to be swept swiftly away again to the cellar or the pantry, or to wherever Mrs Hudson decided was their proper and rightful place.

         Yet Mrs Hudson moved through it all with her composure unruffled, never flustered, never rushed, instilling in those around her a sense of calm and order. Her substantial figure moved with surprising lightness amid the tumult, and her roundly muscled arms could heft the weightiest of boxes apparently with no effort at all. Even when she reprimanded me sternly for attempting to store the apples next to the cucumbers, there was something in her expression – perhaps even the trace of a smile – that reassured me that all would be well and that the storm would pass.

         Which, of course, it did. There came a moment, a little after three o’clock, immediately after the ice-man had called, when I realised that no further deliveries were expected, and on looking around I found – to my astonishment, for I was not at all sure how it had happened – that everything else had already been stowed away, and the table had been wiped, and the kitchen was as tidy and as well-ordered as it had been six hours before.

         ‘And now, Flotsam,’ Mrs Hudson declared, once the final delivery had been safely stowed in the ice chest in the cellar, ‘it’s time for some well-deserved refreshment.’

         So we sat together and drank big glasses of generously iced ginger cordial, and Mrs Hudson got out the magnificent round of Cheshire cheese, and a jar of the hawthorn chutney sent to us by the housekeeper at Beaulieu, and I was finally able to tell her 15about the events of the morning – a story she heard in silence until I repeated the young man’s final remark.

         ‘And that is all he said, Flotsam? To leave no name of any sort would seem a little ill-mannered, would it not?’

         ‘Ah, but remember, ma’am,’ I told her, quick to leap to the young man’s defence, ‘he had received a blow to the head. And he was terribly nice about it. Quite charming in fact.’

         Mrs Hudson acknowledged this with a nod but made no reply, instead rising to fetch down a jar of piccalilli.

         ‘I bumped into Scraggs this morning,’ she said, apparently changing the subject. ‘He sends his regards, and says he hopes to call. It’s been a week or two since we’ve seen anything of him here, hasn’t it? He’s been spending a great deal of time getting things in order with old Mr Trevelyan. But it all seems to be sorted now.’

         She settled herself next to me, and helped me to a little more cheese. ‘So I imagine he’ll want us to help him celebrate. And of course neither of us would grudge him his good fortune, now would we?’

         ‘Oh, no, ma’am!’ I exclaimed, horrified that she might think it even for a moment. ‘I am happy for him. It’s just …’

         I paused. It was difficult to explain. It’s still difficult to explain.

         You see, I’d known Scraggs since I was a little girl, when he was a boy not much older than myself selling vegetables from a barrow. It had been Scraggs who came across me one foggy night, starving and barely clothed, cowering in the gutter, hiding from a man whose face still troubled my dreams. It had been he who brought me, shivering and wretched, to Mrs Hudson – a decision that changed my life, and that saw me grow, in time, from a frightened and homeless orphan into a really fairly passable housemaid.

         But it wasn’t just gratitude that bound me to Scraggs. You see, although he was quite often teasing me, and was sometimes 16terribly cheeky to Mrs Hudson, I can’t deny he had grown into a rather nice young man. He was often dropping in or popping around, and I looked forward to his visits, and to the walks we took together around the Serpentine. Sometimes, when my chores for the day were completed, I’d find him waiting for me at the top of the steps. We mostly didn’t have a plan. We’d walk and talk, and if we got as far as the park, we’d watch the ducks. Sometimes – quite often – he’d take my hand as we walked.

         From his early days he proved himself terribly good at buying and selling things, progressing from barrow, to cart, to market stall and finally, risking everything, to a shop. Not just any shop either. With the help of a substantial investment from old Mr Trevelyan, who himself had started out selling Shrewsbury biscuits from a barrel on the corner of Cork Street, Scraggs had secured the lease on dilapidated premises in Bridle Lane and had revived them so successfully that Trevelyan’s had quickly became a worthy rival to such grand establishments as Ostermann’s and Throok’s.

         Which, of course, was all very good, and I’d always been overjoyed by his successes. But now old Mr Trevelyan, whose health was declining and who had no other family, was planning to make over the whole of Trevelyan’s to his protégé, the only condition being that Scraggs should take his name. It was a remarkable piece of good fortune.

         And in addition to that, for several weeks, ever since it had become clear that he was the old man’s intended heir and that the future of the business lay entirely in his hands, Scraggs had been courted most assiduously by none other than Mr Augustus Clairwood, the grocery tycoon, who was proposing to invest a considerable sum in order to marry his own business interests with Trevelyan’s. Which, obviously, was also excellent news.17

         It was certainly no business of mine if Mr Clairwood had a niece, one who played the piano and spoke French and was fair and rather lovely. I’d seen her once, in Hyde Park, very pretty under a parasol. She was helping a small boy who had fallen over. Gently, with a warm smile. She seemed nice.

         It wasn’t Scraggs’s fault if his path crossed hers a great deal, given his frequent invitations to Mr Clairwood’s mansion in South Audley Street. After all, I was quite sure – had always been sure – that my hand was the hand he most wanted to hold.

         Almost totally sure.

         So when Mrs Hudson spoke of his good fortune, I hastened to reassure her that I was delighted for him. And I really was. If I didn’t always show it properly, I told her, well, hot weather and thunderstorms often made me feel a little out of sorts.

         She received this explanation with neither a nod nor a shake of the head, only perhaps the slightest twitch of one eyebrow, then reminded me that our tasks for the day were far from over.

         ‘Come, Flottie. We still have the gentlemen’s study to tackle, and it’s going to be quite a challenge to know where to start. Those owl pellets can probably be thrown away now, and so can the old tulip bulbs, and it’s a good six months since Mr Holmes submitted his report to the Sultan, so that pile of astrakhan hats should probably move to the attic before it starts attracting moths.

         ‘Oh, and Flotsam,’ she added, as she rose from the table, ‘we need to have everything ready, and the two gentlemen settled down comfortably, by half past eight at the latest. Mr Rumbelow, the solicitor, sent a note around earlier, saying he intends to call on them then. He seems very worried about something.’

         She paused. ‘His note wasn’t entirely clear. But it seems to be something to do with donkeys.’
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Mr Holmes and Dr Watson returned to Baker Street that evening in extremely high spirits. A tricky case concluded, an excellent dinner on the train and the prospect of a comfortable evening in their own quarters instead of a perilous sea voyage on an ageing fishing smack – these things contrived to leave both gentlemen in excellent humour, and neither seemed in the least concerned that – to my great mortification – I had not yet scrubbed off the purple syrupy substance in the corner of the study where, shortly before their departure, a cracked specimen jar containing reptile parts had leaked all over the floorboards. It had proved impervious to Bath brick and Hubbard’s paste, and I’d just been starting on it with a mixture of eggshells and linseed oil when the two gentlemen arrived.

         That stain apart, however, Mrs Hudson and I had converted the chaos of the study into something a little more like cosmos. The floors were tidy, the mirror polished and the surfaces dusted. I’d even opened the sashes a few inches to allow in some evening air, although that air was almost as sticky and syrupy as the purple mixture on the floor. The weather had been the same for weeks – bright mornings turning to cloud by early afternoon, while the mercury rose and the humidity thickened, and the skies grew 19darker and darker. So oppressive were those afternoons that, despite the heat, a silk shirt hung out on the line in the middle of the morning was no drier by five o’clock than it had been at noon. By six o’clock, opening the windows had begun to feel a little pointless, and by nine o’clock, all over the city, Londoners were waiting breathlessly for the first flashes of lightning. Sometimes the storm would break before the clocks had struck ten; sometimes at midnight the city was still holding its breath.

         When Mr Holmes and Dr Watson made their way upstairs to the study that day, the temperature outside was mounting, and both men were tugging at their collars and calling for ice.

         ‘For the doctor here has been dreaming of a stiff brandy-and-shrub since the East Midlands, haven’t you, Watson?’ Mr Holmes chuckled, giving his friend a slap on the back as he said it, an unmistakeable sign of unusually good humour. ‘Add to that a bottle of brown ale, Mrs Hudson, and we need barely trouble you. Later on, perhaps a platter or two of cold meat, a cold cutlet or two and some sandwiches, and perhaps a chilled Moselle, and a good Stilton if you have it. Chilled soup also. Nothing fancy. Anything but herring, eh, Watson!’

         His friend puffed out his cheeks and winked at me. ‘Daresay we both smell a bit fishy, eh, Flotsam? Perhaps a bath later on, if it’s not too much trouble?’

         ‘And before that, Mrs Hudson …’ the great detective added, taking up his familiar position by the fireplace and looking for his pipe, which I’d hidden behind the clock for the sake of tidiness. ‘Before that, Dr Watson and I intend to go through all the newspapers that have accrued in our absence. We have a lot of catching up to do, and are extremely eager to find something of interest to divert us. Otherwise we shall be honour-bound to 20look into Sir Giles Pemberton’s complaint about his fraudulent stockbroker, and quite frankly I’d rather be on that boat to the Faroes.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ Mrs Hudson nodded solemnly. ‘You’ll have observed the pile of publications behind your armchair. I believe it contains all the main editions you’ve missed, in date order. If you will just allow Flotsam to remove her cleaning things, I think you will find the pile conveniently placed. I regret to say your early return caught us a little by surprise and we are not in quite such good order as we’d wish.’

         ‘Nonsense!’ Mr Holmes’s ebullience was clearly not to be diminished by the presence of a pile of filthy rags and an errant scrubbing brush. ‘Flotsam mustn’t mind us. The substance she has been attempting to remove from the floorboards is clearly proving intractable, for she has been working on it for much of the last hour, and with considerable urgency, right up to the moment of our arrival.’

         My surprise at this observation clearly did not escape my employer’s notice.

         ‘It is written upon your apron as clearly as if it were in print, Flotsam. I’ve overheard Mrs Hudson lecturing you often enough on the subject of clean aprons to know that you would not have been allowed to wear such a stained item of clothing all afternoon. So the marks we can see now must all have appeared relatively recently – I cannot imagine that you have been able to get away with wearing a garment in that state for more than an hour. In that time, you have been working with two quite different substances, both of which have left their marks. The grey stains have dried completely and correspond with the grey residue still visible near the skirting board. The last of them cannot have been made less than half an hour ago, because given 21the humidity in this room, a drying time of under thirty minutes would seem unlikely.’

         I nodded happily and he carried on.

         ‘Since then, you have been at work with a different substance. The darker stains on your apron are fewer but still damp, so were clearly incurred after the lighter ones. And they are still very damp – I noticed how easily they smudged your cuff just now – which tells me that you must have been working on the task until a very few minutes ago, presumably right up to the moment of our arrival.

         ‘As for your sense of urgency, well, you would certainly have had the opportunity, when pausing to switch from the grey cleaning material to the darker one, to put on a clean apron, and knowing Mrs Hudson’s strong views, I would have expected you to do so. The fact that you chose to continue in such a badly stained garment makes it apparent that you were in an unusual hurry, and clearly considered a clean apron less important than completing the task.’

         There seemed very little to say to that, so I didn’t say anything, but I think I must have looked a little disconcerted. It had never before occurred to me that Mr Holmes noticed the state of my aprons, and it was a worrying thought. However, he was certainly right about Mrs Hudson’s views on changing out of stained garments. The sticky stuff in the corner was really a three-apron sort of stain.

         ‘But it’s all the same to us, isn’t it, Watson?’ Mr Holmes went on, still unusually jovial. ‘You must continue as if we weren’t here, Flotsam. I daresay you’ll only be a few minutes longer’ – a comment that proved that the great detective, for all his deductive abilities, had clearly underestimated the stickiness of the substance – ‘and I’ve no doubt that while we’ve been away 22you will have discovered for yourself one or two items in the newspapers that you think will be of interest us.’

         This latter remark might have seemed to a stranger every bit as surprising as the display of logic that preceded it, because there can surely have been no other household in London in which the head of the house would invite his own maid to suggest avenues for his future employment. But Mr Holmes was no believer in conventions and had no time at all for social niceties; and once he had become aware that I was not only able to read a newspaper but was also quite capable of working out which items in it might be of interest to a famous detective with arcane interests, it had seemed to him entirely logical that he should utilise this ability to his advantage. To Mr Holmes, efficiency was everything, and he would have been quite content to have his chin shaved by a navvy with a set of garden shears if the fellow was capable of achieving a satisfactory outcome, and if it saved time that the great man could be putting to use elsewhere.

         So, although it was distinctly unconventional – and would perhaps have struck some observers as highly irregular – I was not particularly surprised to find myself scrubbing the floorboards behind Mr Holmes’s armchair while he and Dr Watson made themselves comfortable and spoke quite freely in front of me about their thoughts on that week’s news.

         ‘I see the Rotherford rubies are to go on display again, Holmes,’ Dr Watson pointed out, waving his fingers at a copy of The Times. ‘It’s said they’re insured for ten thousand guineas.’

         ‘And worth a fraction of that,’ his friend replied sharply. He had taken up a copy of The Clarion and was now settled in his chair, so I couldn’t see his face, but I could smell the smoke from his pipe and hear the impatient tutting sound he made. ‘It’s abundantly clear that Lord Rotherford is desperate for someone 23to steal them, but the jewellery thieves of Albion are for the most part a discerning bunch and will almost certainly continue to show no interest whatsoever. Anything else, my friend?’

         Dr Watson gave a little snort and shrugged. ‘The usual foreign news, Holmes. Rumblings in the Balkans … A political scandal brewing in France … Rumours from Berlin that the Germans are about to obtain some sort of revolutionary new super-explosive. It sounds as though the War Office is pretty anxious about that one. Anything in The Clarion about it?’

         I already knew the answer to that because I read The Clarion avidly, but it didn’t seem my place to say. The eggshells were working wonders on the purple stain, and I would soon be finished.

         ‘Very little, Watson,’ his friend confirmed, ‘although they mention the rumours and seem to believe they come from a reliable source. They allocate rather more space to what they’re calling the white slave trade, which has scarcely been out of their pages since those investigations by the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette.’

         Dr Watson puffed out his cheeks. ‘Well, it’s a nasty business … Young women lured into vice … Immoral servitude … Sooner it’s stamped out the better!’

         The good doctor’s outrage was clear from his tone, and he paused to take a generous sip of brandy-and-shrub before shaking his head gruffly and returning to his newspaper.

         ‘Here’s one for you, Holmes,’ he went on. ‘It seems our friend Sir Giles still hasn’t given up. Listen. “Sir Giles Pemberton of Newton Hall, Surrey, has offered a reward of ten guineas to anyone who can identify the person who, posing as an associate of his stockbroker, defrauded Sir Giles of a significant sum November last.”’

         I heard Mr Holmes utter something that sounded very like a 24groan, and I took the opportunity to announce that I’d finished on the floorboards.

         ‘Is there anything else, sir?’ I asked, rising to my feet and wiping my hands on my much-stained apron.

         ‘Nothing for now, Flotsam,’ Mr Holmes replied, still clearly in a very amiable mood, ‘although you might perhaps refresh Dr Watson’s glass before you go. And you haven’t yet told us which items in the news have caught your eye over the last few days.’

         I hesitated, reluctant to seem too forward, or to say anything foolish, but knowing all along that, if asked, there was something I was dying to share.

         ‘Well, sir, there was one thing …’ A tendril of hair must have slipped out from under my bonnet while I was scrubbing, and I pushed it hastily back out of sight. ‘It’s in The Herald, sir, of last week … Here, this one.’

         It was easy to find in that large pile because I had deliberately folded down one of its corners.

         ‘On page seven, sir.’ I held the newspaper out somewhere between the two armchairs and it was Dr Watson who took it from me. He seemed to have no difficulty working out which item I was referring to.

         ‘“Bizarre Street Thefts”,’ he announced, reading out the headline. ‘“Two thefts in different parts of London yesterday appear connected only by their peculiarities. In both cases a young man was set upon by a gang of three or more ruffians, who knocked their victim to the ground. Too often we have reported such incidents in these pages, and invariably they have been accompanied by the theft of valuable items from the unfortunate personages. On this occasion, however, the assailants seemed to have set their sights on their victims’ footwear, in each case succeeding in removing the boots and socks from their victims’ left feet before abandoning their efforts 25and retreating with those unpaired items still in their possession.”’

         The doctor lowered the newspaper. ‘Good Lord, Holmes. What do you make of that?’

         I had expected his friend to give a flippant or dismissive answer because the story, although intriguing, seemed to me too trivial to engage his attention for any significant amount of time. But instead of replying, Mr Holmes said nothing, and I realised his eyes were fixed on the empty grate, his brow furrowed slightly.

         ‘The second of this month,’ he said quietly. ‘I believe that was the date.’

         He rose briskly from his chair and took up his familiar position by the mantelpiece. ‘A copy of the Sussex Mercury for that day, if you please, Flotsam. You will find one in the box of miscellaneous papers I keep at the end of my bed, somewhere below my notes on soil types of the North Downs.’

         I found the item in question with only a little difficulty, and having delivered it, remained quite shamelessly just inside the door of the study, even though I knew it would have been much more correct to withdraw. But neither of the two gentlemen seemed to mind very much, or even notice, so intent were they on the newspaper article that Mr Holmes proceeded to read aloud.

         ‘“Pauper Benefits From Crime”,’ he began, reading so quickly that I had to concentrate very hard to take it all in. ‘“Police in Stovington were surprised by the experience of a gentleman, a visitor to that town, who claimed that he had been knocked down and robbed of his left shoe outside the Hope & Anchor tavern. He was unable to provide a description of his assailants. Being otherwise unhurt, it was decided that the best use for the remaining shoe would be to donate it to a one-legged beggar, an old soldier who is 26well known in the town and who, as luck would have it, retains his right foot, making him the perfect recipient of this act of charity.”’

         He fell silent but seemed to be re-reading the article to himself, still with that look of intense interest on his face. Eventually Dr Watson spoke.

         ‘That was a couple of weeks ago, Holmes. Could it be a coincidence, do you think?’

         ‘Coincidence!’ His friend seemed almost to spit the word out, and the scorn in his voice was unmistakeable. ‘Had we a pound for every unthinking simpleton who’s tried to diminish our achievements by careless use of that word, Watson, why, we would be wealthy men by now. Take the puzzle we’ve just solved. Was it coincidence that the Norwegian boatswain should find his way to our door on the same day as the owner of the Hartlepool fish-canning factory? To simple minds it may seem so, but you and I can see how entirely predictable it was that those two apparently unrelated threads should lead their protagonists to this very door within a few hours of each other. Indeed, it would have been much more surprising had either man failed to consult us when they did. So, no, my friend, although I cannot rule out the minuscule possibility that these three incidents are entirely unrelated, I am not inclined to see coincidence here.’

         Dr Watson nodded thoughtfully. ‘I suppose the thieves must have panicked on each occasion. To run off like that with only one shoe instead of the pair … Now, if I’d read that they’d stolen a left-footed shoe on one occasion and then a right-footed one on the next, I suppose that would make some sort of sense.’

         I realised that his friend was looking at him with a rather fond expression.

         ‘Always keen to find a simple solution, eh, Watson? When 27sometimes, of course, no such straightforward explanation exists. Would you really have me believe that gangs of thieves operating in quite separate locations have simultaneously decided that the most effective way of making a dishonest penny is to rob pedestrians of their footwear? And that each gang should prove equally ineffective, in precisely the same way? If it was pairs of shoes they wanted, why, for very little extra effort and with the prospect of much greater rewards, they could simply have smashed the window of a cobbler’s.’

         ‘But why else would they … By Jove!’ An expression of enlightenment brightened Dr Watson’s face. ‘Remember that Baskerville business, Holmes! The young man’s boots were stolen when he put them out for cleaning, if you remember. But it wasn’t really his boots they were after, was it?’

         I watched Mr Holmes shake his head, a little sadly, I thought. ‘Come, Watson. You cannot truly believe that all three of the individuals who have fallen victim to these crimes are being plotted against by people who intend to pursue them to their deaths with enormous hounds? I confess that would be something of a coincidence.’

         ‘But the scent, Holmes! The scent on the boots. Could it not be something to do with that?’

         But instead of replying, to my great alarm, Mr Holmes looked at me. ‘What do you think, Flotsam? Have you formed any theory that might explain these unlikely happenings?’

         This was, of course, the moment when I could have secured the eternal admiration of both men by stating clearly and logically the obvious deductions to be made from the two newspaper articles. And I would have loved to. But unfortunately they seemed as baffling to me as they did to Dr Watson.

         ‘I’m afraid I haven’t, sir. I don’t think it can be to do with 28scent, though, because … Well, if you wanted an item with a man’s scent on it, and you were so desperate for it that you were prepared to knock him down in the street, why would you choose his boots to steal? You’d have to unlace them and everything. And why bother taking his socks too? Surely it would be much easier just to take his hat or his jacket or something.’

         This answer seemed to satisfy my employer, for he greeted it with a swift nod, then discarded his copy of the Sussex Mercury into the empty grate, and returned to his armchair.

         ‘You are very wise not to speculate, Flotsam,’ he told me, ‘for we simply have insufficient information to support any coherent hypothesis. It is, of course, as you seem to realise, the socks, not the boots, that make the story so interesting. There’s no mention made of them in the second account, but I would be prepared to wager a substantial sum that the one-legged beggar of Stovington received an orphaned sock in addition to the spare shoe. But until we learn more about the three victims, I fear these events must remain a mystery to us.’

         He gave a rather contented sigh, as though the thought of such a mystery pleased him immensely. ‘Now, Flotsam, there’s no sign of the weather breaking, and this room grows hotter by the minute, so perhaps this is the time for the chilled Moselle that was mentioned earlier. Mrs Hudson tells us that Mr Rumbelow is planning to call at what hour? Half past eight? Very good. I believe he is a man who likes his wine, so be sure to bring up an extra glass.’

         But when Mr Rumbelow arrived, red-faced from the heat, and a trifle breathless, he was not alone, and it was from his companion, not from him, that I first heard the name of Charles Belladonna.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Mr Rumbelow was a round and very solid gentleman of some sixty or so years, and the very embodiment of respectability. He was a solicitor who boasted an impressive number of old families among his clients, and he was also a longstanding acquaintance of Mrs Hudson, although precisely how and when their paths had first crossed I was never entirely sure. It had certainly been very many years earlier, and whatever the circumstance that forged their friendship, it had clearly inspired in Mr Rumbelow a deep and lasting admiration for the housekeeper’s talents.

         It was not at all uncommon for him to call at the kitchen door of an evening on his way home from the Empedocles Club, hoping that Mrs Hudson might dispense a little of the special port she kept hidden in the cellar; it was much less common for him to call at the front door, partly because his clients were not generally the sort of people who required the services of a consulting detective, and partly, I suspect, because he found Mr Holmes rather intimidating.

         That evening, however, the person who accompanied Mr Rumbelow was clearly the more nervous of the two. That much was evident from the moment I opened the front door and saw a man in a dog-collar with an expression on his face of extreme trepidation, apparently trying to hide behind his companion. He 30was considerably smaller than Mr Rumbelow in both height and girth, and he looked so absurdly like the sort of caricature vicar who appears in Punch cartoons that I found it hard not to smile. Mr Rumbelow introduced him as the Reverend Little, which only added to the slightly comic effect, as the gentleman had little round glasses, a little round head and very little hair. Oddly – I’m not sure why – I warmed to him instantly.

         Mr Rumbelow, ever the gentleman, took great pains to enquire after my health as I received his hat and stick from him.

         ‘And I trust Mrs Hudson is well, too? Excellent! The heat never did stop her, did it? A remarkable woman.’ He turned to his companion. ‘When the two gentlemen moved in here, Reverend, and said they were looking for an experienced maid-of-all-work to look after their bachelor needs, it never occurred to me for a moment to think of Mrs Hudson. She was being courted by various ladies and gentlemen for very much loftier posts than this one, and practically had her pick of running three or four of the country’s great houses. And this position … Well, there was to be no cooking as such, because the gentlemen mostly dine out, but there would be a good deal of the most common forms of drudgery, all of them very, very far below the level of employment to which she was accustomed. Throw in an employer of eccentric habits, a good deal of mess, some of it rather ghoulish, and visitors of dubious character calling at all hours …’ He shook his head a little sadly. ‘Lord Rothebury was desperate to have her, and she could just as easily have gone to Woolstanton House or Egremont … I confess I thought it some sort of jest when she expressed an interest in this position! But she was quite decided. This was not long after the Baltham Hall scandal, of course, and she was looking for a change, and it has all worked out very nicely, hasn’t it, Flotsam?’31

         I told him that it had, and he indicated the stairs.

         ‘Mr Holmes is expecting us? Only me? Ah, the fault is mine! Indeed. Quite so. Quite so. But we should go up. Lead on, young lady, lead on.’

         And so I went ahead and announced them, and withdrew discreetly exactly as a maid should, and was about to return to the kitchen when I hesitated.

         It was a peculiar feature of our living arrangements that a small box room stood directly opposite Mr Holmes’s study. It was really little more than a walk-in cupboard, and we used it to store the silver, most of which saw very little use but required a disproportionate amount of polishing. When the door of that room was slightly open, and when the door of the study was similarly not quite closed, sound travelled remarkably clearly between the two rooms, so that a young girl hard at work with the silver polish couldn’t help but hear what passed in the room opposite; and should she happen to let her eyes wander from the task in hand, she would find that even those quite small gaps allowed her an unexpectedly wide view of the goings-on in the room opposite.

         Of course, I would never be one to eavesdrop, and I’d discovered this peculiarity quite by accident. But it gradually dawned on me that Mr Holmes, who I suspect had become aware of it at the same time I did, took no steps to ensure that the study door was properly closed when interviewing clients, even when he knew that I was at work opposite. I had begun to realise that he derived a secret satisfaction from the idea that Mrs Hudson and I had some knowledge of the cases in which he was engaged, if only because it allowed us more effectively to anticipate his likely requirements in terms of clean clothes and provisions. The great detective always valued discretion over 32confidentiality, seeing the former as a virtue that allowed room for initiative and common sense, the latter as a hindrance that tied the hands of those bound by it.

         So that night, at the top of the stairs, I hesitated. Downstairs, our chores for the day all but complete, Mrs Hudson would be laying out some tempting morsels by way of late supper, and perhaps pouring a glass of the chilled white port sent to her every year by the High Sheriff of Bedfordshire, whose nephew had once been saved from a capital charge by Mrs Hudson’s extensive knowledge of Sheffield cutlery. I was now of an age when, on certain occasions, she would also set out a small glass for me. And although there were – as ever – one or two silver items that needed polishing, I confess I had no great curiosity about the Reverend Little, and rather feared that he might be attempting to solicit donations for a charitable venture.

         But for some reason – one not clear to me now and not clear to me then – I decided to step into the silver room and take up a soft cloth, with the result that I was made aware, long before the story was blazoned in every newspaper, of the enormous complexities of the Belladonna inheritance.

         ‘I should make it clear, gentlemen, that it was not Reverend Little’s decision to lay this matter before you.’

         Mr Rumbelow’s deep familiar tones reached the silver room with total clarity. Having taken up a polishing cloth and a particularly hideous candelabra, I allowed my eyes to creep to the door, and could see that Mr Rumbelow had been seated in my employer’s armchair, next to Dr Watson’s, while his companion perched less comfortably on a smoking chair pulled up alongside. Mr Holmes leant against the mantelpiece, as alert as ever, his now finished pipe resting comfortably in his palm.33

         ‘In fact, he has been extremely reluctant to call, but feels honour-bound to do so. I’ve assured him that you will hear him out and give what advice you can. As someone familiar with many of the details of the situation, I agreed to accompany him. Isn’t that right, Vicar?’

         I saw the little man blink. ‘Indeed. Yes. You see, Mr Holmes, Mr Rumbelow once helped us sort out the precise boundary of our top field.’

         ‘Helped us?’ the detective replied, clearly questioning the plural.

         ‘The Margate Refuge for Retired Donkeys, Mr Holmes. I have the honour to be the chairman of that organisation’s management committee. It is in that capacity that I am here this evening.’

         I saw Dr Watson and Mr Holmes exchange glances, and sensed that the clergyman was in danger of losing his audience. I found myself hoping, for his sake, that he would quickly say something better designed to capture their attention.

         Unfortunately, he did not.

         ‘We are, of course, not a large charity – we operate on a much smaller scale than the Broadstairs Donkey League – and I should explain that my role on the committee is more as a figurehead than anything else. It is Mrs Bannister who really holds things together. She is an admirable woman. And a forceful one. She throws herself into things with a great deal of energy.’

         This was greeted by a nod of polite acknowledgement by my employer, who I suspect was silently giving thanks that Mrs Bannister had not chosen to appear in person.

         ‘And how can we be of assistance to our four-legged friends in Margate?’ he inquired politely.

         ‘Well, Mr Holmes, I’m really not sure. You see, I did argue … 34I was not at all convinced … But the committee was adamant … It was their decision that I should consult you. Mrs Bannister absolutely insisted. She said it was my duty as a trustee. And I do see the merit in her argument. After all, the sum at stake is said to be several hundred thousand pounds.’

         Had the little man produced a live rabbit from inside his shirt, or performed a war dance, or started brandishing a loaded pistol, he could hardly have surprised his audience more. I could tell from the very brief moment of silence that followed that both my two gentlemen were equally taken aback.

         It was Dr Watson who spoke first. ‘That’s a very pretty sum, Reverend. Not all for the donkeys, surely?’

         ‘Well, yes, sir.’ He looked at Dr Watson in surprise, as though his presence in that room should have made it obvious to all that the money and the animals were closely linked. ‘Potentially. And that is why Mrs Bannister insists we should take advice. You understand her position, I’m sure.’

         Of course neither gentleman understood her position even slightly, and Reverend Little quickly seemed to realise as much.

         ‘Forgive me. I should start at the beginning. You will have heard, of course, of Charles Belladonna?’

         ‘You mean the armaments man?’ Dr Watson was swirling his drink in his hand as if in thought. ‘The one who blew himself up at the end of last year? Well, I read about that, of course. It was quite the sensation. The papers said it was an accident, didn’t they, Holmes?’

         ‘Indeed they did, my friend. The coroner appeared to have no doubts.’ Mr Holmes seemed to be studying his pipe intently, but I could tell his interest was now most definitely engaged.

         ‘Can’t say I know much else about him,’ Dr Watson admitted. ‘I suppose the poor fellow will always be remembered for that.’35

         ‘But not only for that.’ Mr Holmes spoke decisively, looking up from his pipe, first at his friend, then at Reverend Little. ‘There was something else, wasn’t there, Reverend? Some twenty years ago or more. I remember it caused a considerable stir at the time. It began with some sort of fire, did it not?’

         His visitor looked pleased. ‘It did indeed. Back in ’72. I suppose I should start my story there. Although if you are to understand what followed, I should say a little about Charles Belladonna, the man. I never knew him myself, of course, but given the circumstances, and my charitable responsibilities, I have felt it my duty to investigate in depth, and you will see why I have ended up knowing a great deal about him.’

         So Reverend Little began to talk, and as he did so he seemed to gain a little in confidence, as though the words flowing out of him were ones that he’d rehearsed in his head a great many times. And the story he told was a bizarre and oddly tragic one.

         Charles Peter Belladonna had clearly been an unusually unpleasant and spiteful individual: vindictive and grudging by all accounts, and in temper every bit as volatile as the chemicals that killed him. It seems he was universally disliked; in the seaside town of Faring, where he lived and died, it was said that the only man with a good word for the owner of Belladonna Hall was the one who’d never met him.

         He had inherited his fortune from his father, who’d accrued it in the manufacture and sale of arms and ammunition of every description. So willing had he been to supply weapons to both sides in any conflict, and so very proficient at doing so, that he had rapidly risen from humble origins to establish himself as a wealthy and highly respected member of society, and had only narrowly missed out on a peerage.

         His only child, however, lacked any trace of the grace and 36generosity that had enabled his father to become such an admired figure in philanthropic circles. When, at the age of twenty-three, he inherited his father’s entire estate, he promptly sold off every element of the business, along with the pleasing townhouse by Piccadilly and the grouse moors in Scotland – not because he despised the way his father had made his money, but because his own interests lay in a slightly different direction. Instead of selling weapons, he dedicated the rest of his life – obsessively, it seems – to the invention of ever more effective methods of causing widespread and violent destruction. It was, of course, this obsession that led to his demise.

         At this point in his narrative, Reverend Little paused to remove his spectacles and to give both lenses a careful wipe against the front of his waistcoat. He did it with a deep – and very sincere – sigh.

         ‘It is a sorry tale, is it not? Who can say what bitter seeds must have been sown in that young heart for him to grow up feeling such dislike and distain for his fellows? His misanthropy, you see, cannot be explained by the misadventures that befell him later in life, for it is very clear that both his interest in high explosives and his malignant temper were in evidence long before his father’s death.’

         ‘So you say his family is from Faring, down on the south coast?’ Dr Watson inquired. ‘Pretty place. Ate some excellent cockles there once.’

         ‘Not originally, sir. His father was a Londoner. Belladonna came to take up residence in Sussex for the simple reason that he won a game of cards against a gentleman called Montmorency-Smythe, whose family had lived in Faring for generations. Theirs was a rather fine dwelling a little out of town, known for as long as anyone could remember as Montmorency House – until 37Montmorency-Smythe risked the whole place on the turn of a card. He lost, of course, and Charles Belladonna became its new owner.

         ‘To general surprise, rather than selling the place, or leasing it back to Montmorency-Smythe, he insisted on moving in. People who knew him at the time tell me it was an act of pure spite, just to rub salt into his adversary’s wounds. He very deliberately renamed it Belladonna Hall – the Montmorency name meant a lot to the family – and let it be known that he’d pulled down the lovely Palladian folly in the grounds and replaced it with a laboratory for his experiments.’

         ‘Good Lord!’ Dr Watson looked genuinely shocked. ‘And what became of poor old Montmorency-Smythe?’

         The Reverend gave a little sigh. ‘They say the ignominy broke him. He was already ruined financially – that card game was the last of many similar humiliations – but having his name removed from the ancestral home, replaced by the name of the man he hated … I’ve been told that was the final blow, Mr Holmes. He moved his wife and the few possessions left to him into a much smaller dwelling only a short distance from his former home, and died a few months later. In the years that followed, his widow borrowed and begged to raise the money to recover the family home, but Belladonna refused all her offers. Said he’d rather give the place to the first beggar he met in the lane than allow the Montmorencys to put their name back on the place. That’s what makes his Will so particularly spiteful.’

         ‘His Will, sir?’

         ‘His Will, Dr Watson. That’s really why I’m here. The most malicious, spiteful document you can imagine. But I get ahead of myself. Only a few years after taking up residence down in Sussex, Charles Belladonna suffered a series of tragedies of his own.’38

         The vicar paused, and I had the sense that he was overcoming an instinctive reluctance to think ill of the dead.

         ‘At least, I call them tragedies. Those who lived in Faring at the time seem to think that Belladonna himself was largely unmoved by them. You see, shortly after arriving there, Belladonna had acquired a wife. I can tell you very little about her except that she was said to be dark and timid. Apparently he brought her back from London one day, quite out of the blue. She seemed to have no other family, and was rarely seen in the town. People in Faring say she was little better than a servant, for Belladonna was parsimonious as well as a bully, and the few staff he was willing to pay rarely stayed for long.’

         The vicar lowered his voice, so that I had to edge a little closer to the silver room’s door in order to hear him properly. ‘They say he mistreated her cruelly, gentlemen, and although I can’t tell you for certain if that was the case, he was by all accounts a man of violent moods. I only know that the unfortunate lady died in childbirth less than a year after her arrival in Faring.’

         ‘What an extremely unpleasant tale!’ Dr Watson exclaimed. ‘Men of that sort … make my blood boil, don’t they, Holmes?’

         His companion made no reply, simply signalled for his visitor to continue.

         ‘I’m afraid, sir, it gets worse. You see, the child – a boy named Paul – survived, and the townsfolk soon began to fear for his welfare. With some difficulty a nurse was found – a French woman of late middle years, a widow, who knew nothing of Charles Belladonna before taking up the post, and who clearly did not much like what she discovered when she did.

         ‘By that point, hardly any staff remained at Belladonna Hall, and the place was falling into disrepair. Apart from the nurse and a man who did odd jobs around the place, there was only a 39cook from the town who came in at mealtimes and left as soon as possible afterwards, and a maid who arrived and departed with the cook. From them the town heard of terrible goings on up at the Hall. It was said that Belladonna and the French nurse – a Mme Durand – were at loggerheads on a daily basis. She wasn’t afraid to stand up to him, it seems, but the more anxious she became about the welfare of his son, the more deliberately reckless he became, apparently just to spite her – to the point of insisting that the baby’s cot should be moved to his laboratory while he worked there. So that the child should get used to the smell of chemicals, he said.’

         ‘Why on earth did she stay? A man like that …’

         ‘I think for the sake of the child, Doctor. She told the cook repeatedly that she feared for the poor mite, and that she wouldn’t be able to look her Maker in the eye if she just stood aside and let the worst happen. And it would seem there were good reasons for her fears, because in the first few months of the baby’s life there was an accident of some sort in the laboratory that left the child permanently marked. Whether the child could have survived the reckless whims of his father for very long, we will never know, because everything changed when the child was eight months old.’

         I saw Mr Holmes shift his position slightly and heard him clear his throat. ‘That would be the spring of ’72, Reverend, if my memory serves me. There was a lot about it in the newspapers at the time, was there not? Although after more than two decades, I confess my recollection is a little vague. Only that it began with a fire.’

         The clergyman nodded, clearly relieved that the great detective was giving his account such minute attention. ‘Yes, sir. An explosion and a fire. The laboratory was largely destroyed and 40it’s said that the blaze would have spread to the grounds had it not been for a group of Romany travellers who happened to have made their encampment close by. It was a neighbour who alerted them, a smallholder called Rudge, and they arrived on the scene considerably earlier than the local fire volunteers and the parties of townsfolk. It was the gypsies, along with the neighbour, who saved Charles Belladonna’s life, pulling him unconscious from the ruins of his laboratory.’

         ‘And the child, sir?’ Dr Watson’s agitation was clearly audible. ‘Please don’t tell us the child was lost in the blaze?’

         ‘No, sir. Little Paul was in the laboratory that night – his father had insisted that his basket should remain there while he worked – but the nurse had positioned it as far away as possible from where her employer was mixing chemicals. She had, of course, remained with the child, and had been dozing when the explosion occurred. It was she who rescued the baby, carrying the child from the building in his basket through the noxious smoke.’

         ‘I must say, that’s a great relief,’ the doctor replied, letting out a deep breath. ‘From the way your story was heading, I’d feared for the young thing’s safety.’

         But Reverend Little didn’t smile back. ‘And rightly so, Doctor. For things took a further unhappy turn. The gypsies had helped Mme Durand from the building, and two of the womenfolk helped her carry the basket to the main building. There they encountered a party of locals arriving on the scene. I spoke to one of those myself, who, even twenty-six years on, was at pains to explain just how chaotic and confusing it had been in the grounds of Belladonna Hall that night. Pure pandemonium, he called it, with flames rising from the site of the laboratory and threatening to reach the trees, and regular explosions in the heart of the fire as chemicals were ignited.’41

         ‘But the child must have been safe enough in the Hall, Vicar,’ Dr Watson insisted, ‘especially with his nurse at his side.’

         The clergyman shook his head. ‘It seems that the nurse had inhaled a great deal of smoke and, according to the account I heard, was a little faint. She was helped to the kitchen where she was given water and left alone to recover. The baby, meanwhile – and to this day it remains unclear precisely how this came about – was left in the charge of one Major Tripp, a retired gentleman who was spending a few weeks on the Sussex coast while he recovered from an injury to his leg. It seems it was this injury that singled him out as the best person to take charge of the basket, as it made him a little slower and less useful than some of the others.
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