
  
    [image: Notes on Some Singular Cases of Mr. Sherlock Holmes]
  


  
    
      Notes on Some Singular Cases of Mr. Sherlock Holmes

      Five Untold Adventures of Sherlock Holmes

    

    
      
        Hugh Ashton

      

    

    
      
        [image: j-views Publishing]
      

    

  


  
    
      Mr. Sherlock Holmes – Notes on Some Singular Cases

      Hugh Ashton

      Published by j-views Publishing, 2018

      © 2017 Hugh Ashton

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are written in respectful tribute to the creator of the principal characters.

      The adventure of “John Vincent Harden” first appeared in The MX Book of New Sherlock Holmes Stories - Part IV, and that of the “Deceased Doctor” in The MX Book of New Sherlock Holmes Stories - Part V.

      [image: ]

    

    ISBN: 978-1-912605-15-6

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Preface

        

      

    

    
      It has been some time since I have had the leisure to examine the notes left by Doctor Watson regarding the cases in which he was involved with his famous friend, Sherlock Holmes.

      I confess that I had considered the well of stories to be almost dry, which in part accounted for my reluctance to continue. However, I was delighted that in addition to the two adventures which have recently appeared in the anthologies recently compiled by David Marcum: that of John Vincent Harden, and of the Deceased Doctor, two more, both referenced in the Canon and worthy of inclusion, also surfaced.

      The Adventure of the Deceased Doctor shows a Holmes and Watson following the events of His Last Bow, at a time when the spirit of England was almost at its lowest. It is gratifying to see, though, how the friendship between these two remarkable men (and I truly believe Watson to be as remarkable in his way as his more famous friend) survived the rigours and horrors of the Great War.

      The other adventures take place in the “ classical” or Canonical period, which is probably more familiar to most readers.

      In any event, these discoveries have given me new hope that there are still further adventures to be edited and presented to the world.

      Hugh Ashton

      Lichfield and Kamakura

      April 2017

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Adventure of the Broken Door

        

      

    

    
      I have had occasion to remark that on many occasions, the views of Sherlock Holmes with regard to the law and justice were not those that would meet with the approval of our lawyers or judges. Despite his expertise in the detection of crime, he hardly ever appeared in court as a witness for the prosecution in the cases which he had brought to a successful conclusion.

      “My business is not to convict the criminals,” he explained to me once, when I upbraided him regarding his release of certain individuals who were, beyond all possible doubt, guilty of the crimes that Holmes was investigating, “but rather, to determine the facts of the case, and to lay them before those whose job it is to perform the legal niceties, should, in my opinion, the occasion and circumstances demand it.”

      My personal view, which I did not express to him, was that Holmes cared little for the morality or otherwise of the cases on which he was engaged, preferring simply the mental challenge of the chase. In the vast majority of cases, however, the views of Holmes and those of the guardians of the law eventually coincided, and the events described here form one of these.

      I was scanning the Morning Post one spring day, and Holmes was poring over the agony columns in the previous day’s Times in an attempt to discover a problem worthy of his talents. It had been a particularly uneventful month up to the time I am describing, and Holmes had been engaged in a series of malodorous chemical experiments, the results of which continued to permeate the air. Our long-suffering landlady, Mrs. Hudson, had made no verbal comment when she entered our rooms that morning, but her look of injured innocence would have penetrated the heart of a man more stony-hearted than Holmes, and he had been forced to mutter some sort of apology to her.

      “See here, Holmes!” I exclaimed. “‘ Family of four found slain in Bermondsey’. According to this report, Inspector Lestrade has been assigned to the case, but at present has few ideas as to how the unfortunates might have met their ends, other than that they were assaulted by a person or persons unknown with a blunt instrument, which is still undiscovered.”

      “Somewhat unlike Lestrade,” remarked Holmes. “He has usually formulated a theory within the first thirty minutes of being assigned to a case, regardless of whether or not it matches the facts as they present themselves. Invariably, the theory turns out to be incorrect, and when he does catch his man, it is almost always a matter more of luck than judgement.”

      “Surely you must credit him with some qualities?” I enquired. Lestrade had worked with Holmes on many cases in the past, and it pained me a little to hear one who had become almost a friend to be denigrated in such a fashion.

      “Why yes,” Holmes answered me. “He is brave, tenacious, and possessed of an iron will. Though I do not rate his mental faculties at all highly, there is no-one – with one notable exception – that I would sooner have by my side in times of trouble. Furthermore, like you, Watson, he possesses the invaluable gift of silence on many occasions.”

      “I am glad that you find it possible to credit him with some qualities,” I laughed.

      “Oh, he has his qualities, all right,” smiled Holmes. “Tell me more about this Bermondsey murder.”

      “It says here that the bodies were discovered yesterday evening by a friend, a Mr. George Timmins, who had called on the husband, Albert Stevens. Timmins knocked on the door, but on receiving no answer, entered the house. Stevens was not at home, but on entering the house, Timmins stumbled over the bodies of the wife, Mary, the two daughters, Elizabeth and Jane, and the youngest child, George. All had been brutally beaten about the head and shoulders. Indeed, the wife’s face had been so battered that her identity could only be confirmed by the rings on her fingers.”

      “What age were the girls?”

      “Elizabeth’s age is given as nineteen, and that of Jane as sixteen. The son, George, was twelve years old.”

      “And the address where all this took place?”

      “In Bermondsey, as I remarked earlier. Webster Street is given as the address.”

      “Indeed?” he replied. “In the agony column here is a message written in an elementary cypher, which reads, “To GT, meet me at the railway end of Webster Street at three this afternoon. All love and godspeed, MS.’ There, what do you make of that, eh?”

      “It is an interesting coincidence, I agree. The name of the street—“

      “And the initials, man! MS. Mary Stevens, or I am a Dutchman.”

      I shook my head. “You are too much, Holmes. Why, they could be Michael or Mark Smith, and there are any number of streets by that name in London alone.”

      “To the best of my memory, there is a Webster Crescent and a Webster Gardens in London, but only one Webster Street. Furthermore, that street in Bermondsey runs down towards the railway,” answered my friend. “You are well aware of my little hobby, that of possessing a knowledge of the streets and squares of the metropolis, are you not?”

      “It still seems to be something of a coincidence,” I said to Holmes.

      “What appears to the untrained eye to be merely coincidence,” he told me, “to the trained observer is often a vital link in the chain of reasoning.”

      I found myself unable to answer this. “In any event, I am certain that we will discover more,” I said. “If Lestrade is at a loss, these rooms are usually his first port of call.”

      In the event, however, it was not Inspector Lestrade who was responsible for a more direct introduction to the “Bermondsey Tragedy”, as the newspapers had it. The day following the conversation recorded above, Mrs. Hudson announced a client, and a somewhat diffident young man was shown into the room.

      “Mr. Holmes,” he said to my friend, in a voice which seemed hardly louder than that of a small child, “you must help me, or I am a dead man.”

      I had taken in the details of our visitor’s dress, and following the principles that I had learned from Sherlock Holmes, deduced from his ink-stained fingers that he was a clerk. Though his clothing had once been of good quality, it had obviously been cut for a different man, and the cuffs and hems were showing distinct signs of wear. The hat, though again of good quality, was of an older style, and had likewise seen better days. As for the man himself, he appeared timid in the extreme. His eyes failed to meet those of either Holmes or myself, and darted about the room in a nervous fashion, as if expecting a sudden assault from an unexpected quarter.

      “Indeed?” enquired Holmes calmly. “And from what quarter do you expect this danger to come?”

      “From the courts, Mr. Holmes. From the police,” were his astonishing words. Holmes said nothing in reply, but merely raised an eyebrow.

      “Have you heard of the deaths at Bermondsey?” continued our visitor. Holmes nodded. “The police will come for me. They believe I killed them, but I swear that I am innocent of any crime. For the love of God, Mr. Holmes, you must assist me, no matter what the cost.”

      “I will hear your story first, and then decide whether I am to render you the assistance you seek,” Holmes replied. “Watson, if you will please do your duty?”

      I recognised this as Holmes’ usual command for me to sit attentively with notebook and pencil, and record our visitor’s account.

      “My name,” he began, “is Albert Stevens and I am twenty-three years old. I am employed as a clerk by Richardson & Co., Ltd. of Warren Street. They are agents who provide insurance for importers of various goods from overseas, and I have been with them for the past three years. I am married— forgive me.” Here he buried his face in his hands and appeared to be sobbing. I half-rose, as if to make for the brandy decanter, but Holmes stopped me with a wave of his hand. Surprised at this somewhat cavalier attitude to another’s distress, I nonetheless sat silently until the fit had passed. At length, Stevens sat up, and dabbed at his eyes with a somewhat less than clean handkerchief.

      “Forgive me,” he repeated. “I was about to say that I am married, but the realisation that I must now use the past tense struck me hard, and I was overcome. I was married to Mary Stevens, until her death that you have seen reported in the newspapers.”

      “A question, Mr. Stevens, if I may. As well as Mary Stevens, the deaths of three of her children were reported, the age of the eldest being given as nineteen. You have just informed us that you are all of twenty-three years old. Perhaps you would care to elucidate?”

      This brought a wry half-smile to the lips of the other. “Indeed, that is the case. My marriage to Mary was not her first such. We met about a year ago through the offices of a mutual friend. Her previous husband had passed away some months previously, and we formed a friendship which ripened. I had misgivings, I admit, regarding an alliance with a woman, the age of whose eldest child was closer to my age than was hers, but she assured me that there would be no problem in that regard, and indeed, there was none.”

      “I see,” said Holmes. “Proceed, if you would.”

      “I have no alibi for my whereabouts at the time that their death is assumed to have occurred, other than my own word, and I fear that without the assistance of someone such as yourself, Mr. Holmes, it will go hard with me if the police should accuse me of these hideous crimes.”

      “What reason would they have to suspect you rather than another?”

      “Are not most murders committed by members of the household? Surely the laws of probability, if nothing else, would lead me to be suspected?”

      “There is something in what you say. You also say ‘ if nothing else’. There is more?”

      The other sighed. “I fear so. Who else would have a key to the house, allowing them to enter, perform the dastardly deed, and then lock the door behind them? The door of the house had to be broken down by Mr. George Timmins, my neighbour, as I think has been reported in the newspapers.”

      “That would indeed appear to be a mark against you,” commented Holmes. “Pray, tell me where you were when these deaths are said to have occurred?”

      “I was on an errand from the office in Warren Street to one of our clients in Southwark.”

      “The client’s name?”

      “Lightfoot & Sons, importers of machinery from the United States. Their address is 21 Lafone Street.”

      “Then someone at that address would be able to vouch for your movements?” I enquired.

      He seemed to brighten visibly at my suggestion. “Why, yes, of course. They would. I do not know how I did not come to consider that earlier.”

      Holmes appeared to be on the verge of speaking, but I observed him check himself, and once more relax into that characteristic position of his, eyes half-closed, and fingertips pressed together, almost as if in prayer.

      “So you will take my case, Mr. Holmes?” implored our visitor.

      “I do not consider that you have a case at present, Mr. Stevens,” replied Sherlock Holmes. “In the event, however, that the police do take you up, you may tell them that you have consulted me. I am well-known at Scotland Yard, and they will pass on the information to me.”

      “Why, thank you, Mr. Holmes. And as to your fee…?”

      Holmes smiled. “Let us cross that bridge when we come to it, shall we? I can assure you that should your case require a fee, you will not find it to be excessive.”

      “That is at least one thing I may smile about,” answered Stevens. “Though God knows there is little enough of that.”

      With that, he bade us farewell and left us.

      “Well, Watson, what do you make of him?”

      “He rang false, but I cannot put my finger on why I consider that to be the case.”

      “Excellent. I believe we do indeed have a false coin here. What did you make of his profession?”

      “He told us, did he not, that he worked as a clerk in an insurance company? And he certainly displayed the ink stains I would associate with that profession.”

      “But not the tell-tale creases in the sleeves, nor the hunched posture typical of those who would describe themselves as clerks,” objected Holmes. “In any event, the clothes he was wearing were not his own, I will take my oath on that.”

      “They might have been mourning clothes, and therefore borrowed or hired,” I pointed out.

      “Indeed they might have been,” he agreed. “But I do not think that they were. I do not think our Mr. Stevens is as heartbroken at his loss as he might seem to be. And there is one other matter.”

      “The forgotten alibi?”

      “Precisely, Watson. A man comes to me, seemingly in terror that he shall be hanged for a crime he claims he did not commit, begging me to find the evidence that shall set him free, when all the time, the alibi is there.”

      “He has an innocent face,” I pointed out, “and he may well be out of his depth with these events which have caused his life to take such a sudden turn for the worse. Indeed, he reminded me of nothing so much as one of those innocent missionaries to the poor, or Sunday-school teachers, who are so unworldly that when confronted with the evils of this world, lose all comprehension and their wits temporarily desert them. He may be confused and have genuinely overlooked the fact that he has a witness as to his innocence.”

      “It is possible, once more, that you are correct,” said Holmes. “However, it does not seem at all likely to me that this is the case, despite his Sunday-school appearance. I fear we are moving in deep waters here and must proceed with an appropriate degree of caution.”

      “Will you take his case if he is arrested?”

      “I will look into the case even if he is not,” replied Holmes smartly. “Come, let us pay a visit to Lestrade at Scotland Yard.”

      It was some thirty minutes later that we found ourselves facing the police agent across his desk. Despite Holmes’ denigrating comments, I had always found Lestrade to be not unintelligent, even if not the most astute of observers, and his tenacity and courage were beyond dispute.

      Holmes related the facts relating to our earlier visitor, and Lestrade nodded.

      “Well, there’s no denying that he’s right when it comes to members of the family being the first ones we suspect in cases like this. But I have to tell you that there’s more to this one than meets the eye. We’d been keeping something of a watch on that Mary Stevens, or Mary Holt, as she was before she made this last marriage.”

      “Indeed?” Holmes queried politely.

      “We had her down as a fence – a receiver of stolen goods. Those girls of hers – no better than they should be, believe me. The young lad – well, he’s young, but they’re never too young to get into trouble, eh, Mr. Holmes?”

      “True,” Holmes agreed.

      “Now whether your precious Sunday-school teacher is aware of these things or not, of course we have no idea,” Lestrade continued. “Naturally we questioned him when the crime was first discovered, but he appeared to be too overcome with emotion to make any rational response to our questions.”

      “He never mentioned the fact that he had been questioned by your men,” I said, surprised at Lestrade’s words.

      “What of the man who discovered the bodies? This neighbour, Timmins?” asked Holmes.

      “Neighbour?” answered Lestrade in some surprise. “George Timmins is a native of Blackheath. No neighbour of your Mr. Stevens, and I doubt that he was a friend of his, either. He’s another one we’ve had our eye on for some time. He got six months two years ago for housebreaking, and I’d lay odds that he’s still at the same game, but he’s a crafty one, and so far we’ve failed to get the goods on him.”

      “And did he have business dealings, shall we say, with the late Mrs. Stevens?”

      “Again, we have no proof, but I would be surprised if that were not the case. We had nothing out of him when we picked him up after he discovered the bodies, and we had to let him loose.”

      “One matter puzzles me,” said Holmes. “According to the newspaper reports, this Timmins was coming to visit at least one of the Stevens family. How does he come to explain the fact that he broke down the door? Surely the assumption would be, if there was no answer to his knocking, that there would be no-one at home?”

      “Who told you that he broke down the door?” asked Lestrade in some surprise.

      “Why, our very own Sunday-school Albert Stevens,” Holmes answered him. “He told us that fact had been reported in the newspapers, but as I remember, it was not in the report that we read.”

      “It was not,” I confirmed.

      “And nor would it have been,” Lestrade answered Holmes, “unless one of my constables has been speaking to the newspapers out of turn. George Timmins claims that he went to the house, and knocked on the door. To his surprise, it swung open, having been previously forced open by person or persons unknown. He thereupon entered the house, and literally stumbled over the body of the younger girl, which was lying just inside the front door. On proceeding further, he encountered the other corpses, whereupon he summoned a constable. This is all according to his version of events, you understand.”

      “And in your opinion?”

      Lestrade laughed mirthlessly. “I think it is obvious, Mr. Holmes. Timmins broke down the door himself, though we were unable to get him to admit to having done such a thing. He thereupon slew the four victims, for reasons as yet unknown to us.”

      “At what time does he say he discovered the bodies?” Holmes asked.

      “A little after quarter-past three,” replied the police agent.

      “Then, my dear Lestrade, you may well find this to be of some interest,” Holmes told him, producing from his pocket the copy of the Times which he had been studying earlier, and which contained the advertisement in the agony column.

      Lestrade studied it, frowning. “This is gibberish, Mr. Holmes. I assume that you believe it contains some sense?”

      “Indeed it does. It is a relatively trivial cypher, and the decoded version is here.” He handed a slip of paper from his pocketbook to Lestrade, who scanned it.

      “Well, assuming that your interpretation of this message is correct, and that we have that would seem to indicate that Timmins was expecting to meet someone, and if the meeting did not take place at the place specified, he would have a reason to enter the house. I think that we now definitely have the murderer, thanks to you, Mr. Holmes.”

      “Why, in your opinion, do you think he killed the family?” I asked Lestrade.

      “A falling-out between thieves,” said Lestrade. “Let us assume that the arranged meeting was for the purpose of selling stolen goods. Timmins arrives with the stolen goods at the appointed time and place, fails to meet MS, whom we may well assume, as do you, may be identified with Mary Stevens. What does he do? He goes to the house, opens the door, whether or not it is locked, since he is an accomplished housebreaker, and meets Mrs. Stevens. An altercation ensues, and becomes violent, resulting in the death of Mary Stevens. Timmins turns and observes that the three children have been witnesses to the crime. What is his answer? He must kill them all, swiftly and surely. He then leaves the house, putting the door on the sneck, and proceeds to ‘ discover’ the bodies, breaking down the door to do so.”

      “An excellent theory, Lestrade. I must applaud you,” said Holmes. “However, I fear we should examine the circumstances a little more, especially this matter of Albert Stevens’ alibi.”

      “I admit that it is strange that a man who claims to be worried about possible arrest and conviction for murder should forget his alibi.”

      “Would you have any objection if I were to investigate that side of the problem?” Holmes asked politely.

      “By no means, Mr. Holmes.”

      “And have you discovered the murder weapon?”

      Lestrade shook his head. “Almost certainly at the bottom of the Thames by now.”

      With that, Holmes and I set off for the premises of Richardson & Co., which Stevens had informed us were his employers. We were introduced to Mr. Charles Hargreaves, who was given out as being in charge of the clerks employed by the firm.

      The name of Albert Stevens produced a frown of anger. “Why yes, indeed I remember him well. We have very little trouble with most of our employees. Though I say it myself, I am a good judge of character, but in the case of this young man, it would seem that I made one of the biggest mistakes of my life.”

      “How so?” asked Holmes.

      “The wretched youth turned out to be a thief. Some fifty guineas or so in cash went missing, and all the evidence pointed to him as the culprit. Indeed, there is no way that the theft could have been perpetrated by anyone other than him.”

      “But you did not prosecute?” I asked.

      Hargreaves shook his head. “He had left the firm some months before the theft was discovered. It had been carried out in a most ingenious manner, such that it would not be noticed until the six-month reconciliation of accounts. There is no doubt that it was Stevens who was responsible.”

      “But you did not call in the police?” Holmes enquired.

      “We wished to avoid adverse publicity. Our clients repose a certain amount of trust in us as purveyors of insurance. To admit that we had suffered a loss which went unremarked for a matter of months would destroy that trust, and would almost certainly lose us business. We therefore decided to keep the matter quiet, and to let sleeping dogs lie. The amount, though not trifling, was not of an amount that would materially affect our business.”

      “You say that he left some months before the theft was discovered? When exactly did you notice that the money was missing?”

      “It was some nine months ago that we noticed the discrepancy, and if my memory serves me rightly, Stevens left us some two months prior to that with good references, written by myself, I am ashamed to say”

      “So he has not been working here for close on a year?”

      “That is correct. I can examine the records and discover the exact date on which he left us, if you can wait a few minutes,” suggested the elderly clerk.

      “That will not be necessary, thank you, Mr. Hargreaves,” Holmes told him pleasantly. “You have been most helpful. My sincere thanks.”

      “Well, Watson, what should we make of all that?” smiled Holmes, as we strolled along the London streets.

      “It seems extraordinary to me that he should engage in such a falsehood ; one which is so easily detected as such.”

      “It may be that he considered his appearance, which he believed to present a facade of respectability, would not cause us to question him. But it now seems to me that we have a most unsavoury threesome in this case : namely, Mr. Stevens, his late wife, and this Timmins, all of whom are known to have engaged in criminal activities of one kind or another. There is one more point that may be worthy of mention.”

      “That being?”

      “We were just informed that Stevens carried out his depredations a year ago, and if you remember, Stevens himself informed us that he married his late wife at about the same time. Should we suspect a coincidence, or a link between these two events?”

      “Given your remark the other day regarding coincidences, I would say the latter.”

      Holmes chuckled. “I also. This case has the makings of a pretty little puzzle, does it not?”

      My friend was in high good humour as we strolled the streets of London on our way back to Baker-street, remarking on the probable occupations of those whom we encountered. “A cobbler, if I am not mistaken,” he observed of one such. “Note the worn patch on the knee of the trouser where he holds his last, and that unusual hunch of the shoulders which is peculiar to that trade.”

      Naturally, I had no way of confirming Holmes’ deductions, but it seemed to me to be more likely than otherwise that he was correct in his deductions. Indeed, I made a few ventures myself in that area, and was gratified to note my companion’s nods of approval.

      “You are surely coming on apace, Watson,” he remarked to me when we were safely ensconced in our chairs in our Baker-street rooms. “I will be able to retire soon, and hand my work over to you.”

      “Hardly,” I laughed. “I do not see your mental engine racing furiously with no work to give it. I believe that you will remain in full employment for the foreseeable future.”

      “You are correct, for the moment at least. However, it seems to me that a quiet retirement in a rural area, such as the Sussex Downs, would be an appropriate way to meet the end of my time on this earth, with some new skill or pastime to occupy my mind. I confess to be fascinated by the habits of bees and the little societies that they inhabit.”

      “I can hardly picture you in that bucolic setting,” I retorted. “You are a creature of the city, and I believe you would suffocate were you removed from the smoke and fogs of the metropolis, which are as necessary to your existence as is oxygen to other mortals.”

      Holmes smiled. “You know me too well, Watson. But, to work, and less of these fancies. Let us look at that message in the agony column. Do you remember how it was signed? ‘ Love and godspeed’ were the words used. To my mind, that suggests a substantially closer relationship between the two parties than that of housebreaker and ‘ fence’. Shall we make our way to Bermondsey tomorrow morning?”

      “What do you expect to discover there?”

      “I am not sure, but I am convinced that whatever is there will help to shed more light on the mystery.”

      Accordingly, the next morning saw us at the mean little house in Webster Street. As had been arranged the previous evening, Lestrade was waiting for us.

      “We have Timmins,” were his first words to us on meeting. “We pulled him in last night.”

      “You are convinced of his guilt?”

      “Of the murder here, no,” Lestrade confessed to us. “However, we are certain of his having even involved in a housebreaking in Pimlico last week. Some of the items which had been stolen from the house in Warwick Square were in his possession. There is no doubt that these monogrammed pieces of plate are the same as those reported as having been taken.”

      “And he has confessed to the theft?”

      “By no means,” answered Lestrade, shaking his head. “You would imagine, would you not, that confronted with such clear evidence of his guilt, that he would admit his crime. But no, he sings the old familiar song, and claims that he has no idea how the spoons and coffee-pot came to be under his bed.”

      “Has he said any more about his relationship with the dead woman, Mrs. Stevens?”

      “Only what we had already confirmed some time ago at the time of his arrest and hers. The two cases were linked, do you know, with the loot from his robbery going to her.”

      Holmes repeated the words with which the message in the agony column had been signed, and ended by remarking that this would argue a closer relationship between Timmins and Mary Stevens than had previously been assumed.

      “Given, of course, that the initials in that message correspond to the principals in this case,” Lestrade pointed out.

      “Given that fact, naturally,” agreed Holmes. “Let us examine the door which Timmins alleges he did not force open, and which you believe he broke down.” So saying, he moved to the front door of the house, which appeared to have suffered some recent damage to the door itself, and to the frame. “Is he a big man?”

      “I would say so. Nearly as tall as you, Mr. Holmes, and considerably broader and heavier, and in excellent physical condition. I believe he would have little difficulty in using his muscles to force open a door such as this.”

      “But of course, our Mr. Stevens is of much slighter build,” mused Holmes, half to himself.

      “Your meaning?”

      “See here.” Holmes pointed to a series of marks on the door frame. “Had the door been burst open by brute force, such as would be used by a large strong man such as Timmins, I would expect to see signs of strain on the screws fixing the lock to the door, here, and here. Instead of which, it is clear that a crowbar has been used to force the door open. You may observe the marks of the crowbar here, and the resulting strain on the bolts here.” He indicated two further points on the frame.

      Lestrade bent to examine the points mentioned by Holmes, and straightened with a grunt. “I dare say you are correct, Mr. Holmes,” he said. “But if I read your words aright, you are implying that Stevens forced open his own door with a crowbar, even though he like as not had a key in his pocket, and his wife and children were inside should he by chance have forgotten a key. Why in the world would a man break down his own front door?”

      “I have my ideas,” smiled Holmes. “Shall we see inside the house?”

      The bodies of Mrs. Stevens and the children had, of course, been removed, but chalk marks on the bare boards indicated where the results of the tragedy had taken place.

      “What of the causes of death?” I asked Lestrade.

      “Injuries to the head. In the case of Mary Stevens, the injuries were repeated and particularly brutal. All appeared to have been inflicted by some blunt instrument.”

      “Such as a crowbar?” suggested Holmes.

      Lestrade looked at Holmes with an expression of incredulity. “I hardly know what you are suggesting there, Mr. Holmes.”

      “I hardly know myself,” said my friend. “That is to say, I cannot pronounce with any certainty on the facts of the matter, but I have more than one theory rattling around in my head at present.”

      “You are too much for me,” smiled Lestrade. “I take it that you will wish to see Timmins? We have him in the cells at Bow-street, and he won’t be going away from there in a hurry, you may be certain of that.”

      “All in good time. For now, Watson and I will be going to Lafone Street, Southwark. There is a small matter about which I wish to be certain.”

      “Very well. I will see you later, Mr. Holmes, and Dr. Watson. You have once again set me on a track other than the one I had firmly believed to be correct.”

      “And it will not be the last time that I set Lestrade straight on a case, or I am a Dutchman,” muttered Holmes, sotto voce, as we turned the corner towards Southwark.

      As I had surmised, our port of call was Lightfoot & Sons, which had been given by Albert Stevens as his alibi. Once more we were faced with a specimen of the genus that I might term “elderly senior clerk”, this time by the name of Daniel Pincher.

      “Yes, I remember young Stevens coming in to collect the insurance premium for Richardson’s the other day. He was in here at about three o’clock, or a little before. Actually, now I come to recall the matter, the appointment was for three o’clock, but he arrived at half-past two. He took the money from me, which I had ready, prepared in an envelope—”

      “About how much money was involved?” asked Holmes.

      “Twenty-three guineas. It is an expensive sum to be paying every six months, to be sure, but our premium covers all risks, including the loss of cargo in transit from America to here. Mr. Stevens has been collecting it from us in person for the past two years, since Richardson’s changed their modus operandi. Previously we sent a cheque to them, but they cited banking charges as the reason for the change to cash, to be delivered to them by one of their trusted employees.”

      I could not prevent myself from smiling inwardly at this description of Stevens, who had shown himself to be so untrustworthy to his erstwhile employers.

      “A cool customer, that,” remarked Holmes, as we took the hansom cab to Bow-street. “Collecting insurance premiums for a company that ceased to employ him nearly a year ago. A novelty in the annals of crime, in my experience at least, though I remember Groschen mentioning a similar case in Graz some years back.”

      On arrival at Bow-street, we were conducted to the cell where George Timmins was being held. As Lestrade had previously informed us, he was little short of being a giant of a man, with Holmes’ height, and considerably more than his bulk. To me, it appeared ludicrous that such a man would use a crowbar to open a locked door, when a mere tap from his fist would seemingly be sufficient.

      “What are you here for?” were his first words to us, uttered in a truculent tone. “And who the deuce are you, anyway?”

      “My name is Sherlock Holmes, and this is my friend and colleague, Dr. Watson.”

      “I’ve read of you in the papers, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. You’re the cove what puts poor innocents like me in the clink, aren’t you?”

      “Mr. Timmins,” Holmes replied calmly. “I assure you that I am only interested in assuring myself, and the police, of the truth. And in your case, I believe the truth is something other than that which the police currently believe. With your assistance, I feel I can persuade them to come round to my way of thinking.”

      Timmins appeared to consider this for a moment, then burst out laughing. “You’re a right card, you are, Mr. Holmes. I suppose you want to ask me a few questions, don’t you?”

      “Indeed I do. I knew you’d turn out to be an intelligent man, Mr. Timmins.” Timmins fairly beamed at this praise. “First, let me hear from your own lips that you are innocent.”

      “Of what, Mr. Holmes? Of the job in Warwick Square, which is why I’m here, or of the killing of poor Mary and her little ones, which is what they pulled me in for to start with, and then had to let me go?”

      “Why, both, if you would be so kind.”

      “Strewth. No-one like you’s ever talked to me like that before. It’s a real pleasure to be chatting with you, sir,” said Timmins, and I knew that Holmes’ charm, which he could deploy like a weapon when he chose, had had its effect on the rogue. “Why, sir, I’m innocent of both of them. I’ve done things in my time, sir, but these two aren’t on that list. I’ll take my oath on that.”

      “I believe you,” said Holmes, simply, and again I could see that the courtesy with which he treated Timmins was working its magic. “Tell me, you knew Mary Stevens well?”

      “Don’t call her by that name. Mary Holt she was when I first knew her, and Mary Holt she will always be to me. Her three little ones, I can tell you now, sir, they were mine. I loved that woman, sir, I did, and now she’s gone, she and Bessie and Janie and little Georgie. We first met when she fenced the swag from one of the jobs I did some twenty years back.” He paused and addressed Holmes with an air of great seriousness. “Tell me, sir, do you believe in love at first sight?”

      The idea of this bearded ruffian asking such a question of Sherlock Holmes nearly caused me to erupt in a spasm of incongruous merriment, but Holmes treated the question with all seriousness.

      “I have not experienced the emotion at first hand, Mr. Timmins, but I can assure you that I have observed it in others, more than once. I take it that you and Mary Holt felt this way about each other?”

      “We did indeed, Mr. Holmes. She was everything to me, and I believed I was everything to her, until that Bert Stevens came along with his cash. Turned up on her doorstep somehow, and with this big envelope full of Bank of England five-pound notes which he wouldn’t tell anybody where they’d come from. I never thought my Mary could be bought, but God help me, he bought her, that little shrimp of a lily-livered excuse for a man. They were married inside the month.” Here, Timmins gulped with emotion and, rogue that he was, I could not help feeling more than a little pity for him. “But Mary still was still in the fencing trade, and she still took my swag from me when I’d cracked a case. And she was still sweet on me, I could tell that. I don’t need to tell you gents what I felt for her.”

      “And what did Stevens have to say about this?” Holmes asked.

      “He never knew anything. Too wrapped up in his own games, he was, to care about Mary and me. At least, that’s what her and me thought. All he wanted was a roof over his head, away from the rozzers. Mary used to send me messages in the Times, would you believe that? A toff’s paper, and she sent me messages.”

      “I know,” said Holmes, smiling. “The code was not a difficult one.”

      Timing smiled. “I’d heard you was clever, sir. Well, sir, that Bert Stevens was pretty clever, too, and it was him who put out a message in what we thought was our private code, from Mary, as I thought, asking me to meet her at the end of the road. Is that one that you saw?” Holmes nodded. “The idea was to get me there at the time that he killed Mary and the little ones.”

      “And his motive for killing her? Why would he do that?”

      “He was jealous, sir. Jealous of what Mary and I felt for each other. Different to what we’d thought. He reckoned he’d bought Mary, see, and she was still sweet on me, and that hurt his pride. So she had to go, and as a final piece of his devil’s work, I had to be hanged for the crime he had committed. I couldn’t say nothing to the rozzers about any of this. They wouldn’t understand. But you, sir, you seem to know what I’m talking about.”

      “And the children? Why did they have to die?”

      “My Bessie, my Janie and my little George? God knows, Mr. Holmes. I hope you can find out. Maybe they witnessed him killing my Mary and had to go in their turn? Maybe they were a reminder of what we had shared together? If you find out, sir, let me know, please. I’m not a religious man, sir, but as soon as they let me out after bringing me in for the murders, I went into a church, which is something I haven’t done since I was a nipper, and I lit a candle to Mary. For my Mary, and our three children.” There were tears in the big man’s eyes as he recounted these words.

      “Mr Timmins,” Holmes said, following a long silence. “You are either the greatest actor on God’s good earth, or you are telling me the absolute truth. I believe the latter. We have already established that Stevens is a liar and a fraud, and it takes little more to see him as a murderer. I have little difficulty in believing the truth of what you have told me, and I feel I will have little difficulty in persuading the police of the truth of your case. One more question. What of the items from Warwick Square that were discovered in your lodgings?”

      “I’m innocent of that, sir. I’ve cracked a few cribs, as I’m sure you know, but not that one. I swear that to you, Mr. Holmes.”

      “I believe you,” Holmes said, once again, and the simplicity and obvious sincerity of his answer caused the other to extend his hand.

      “You’re a gentleman, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, and don’t let anyone ever tell you any different. I give you my hand, sir, in friendship, and I swear to you, because of what you are and what you have said to me just now, I’ll keep to the right side of the law from now on, so strike me dead if I don’t.”

      Holmes grasped the proffered hand, and grasped it firmly. “Thank you, Mr. Timmins,” he said, and I swear that on this occasion, Sherlock Holmes, the great calculating detective, was far from unmoved. As for me, I do not trust myself to record my feelings on this occasion.

      On leaving the cell, Holmes sought out Lestrade, and confronted him with what we had just learned.

      “I am to understand,” said the police agent, “that Stevens returned to his home, having previously established an unreliable alibi, and beat his wife to death with a crowbar, on account of her previous liaison with Timmins?”

      “Precisely so. The children witnessed this abominable act, and thereupon met their deaths. Even a worm may become dangerous when turned, and this worm Stevens had indeed turned. Whereupon, he left the house, locking the door on the sneck behind him, and forced it open, using the same vile instrument with which he had just taken the lives of four human beings. You remarked the traces of blood and hair on the doorframe where the crowbar had been employed? No?”

      “And Timmins?”

      “Was summoned by a message placed in the agony column of the Times by Stevens, using the supposedly secret code employed by Timmins and his inamorata. The intention was to lead him to Webster Street, and to enter the house, where he would thereupon become the prime suspect with regard to the murders.”

      “And the plate from Warwick Square?”

      “My belief, though this may be confirmed by Stevens, is that it was fenced by another housebreaker through Mary Stevens, as I suppose we must call her. Stevens took it, and, having ascertained Timmins’ address, contrived to place it there, in a location where it was not to be discovered at a casual glance, but where it was sure to be discovered in a police search.”

      Lestrade sighed. “It all makes sense,” he admitted. “And I suppose we must let Timmins go free.”

      “Do so,” Holmes told him, “and you will be freeing a man whose earnest wish, I strongly believe, is to live an honest life from now on.”

      “I had never trusted Stevens from the time he walked into our room,” said Holmes to me, after he had read the account of the trial and conviction of Albert Stevens for the murder of his wife and her three children, in which Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard was praised for his powers of observation and induction which had led to the identifying of the true perpetrator of this abominable crime.

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Elementary,” replied my friend. “He was dressed all in mourning black, was he not? But in his pocket was the programme of a music-hall performance from the previous evening. What sort of man discovers his slaughtered wife and step-children, and then proceeds to spend the evening at a music-hall? At that moment, I knew that all was not that it might be.”
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