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          Foreword by Philip C. Eyster, D.Min.

        

      

    

    
      When I was about 10 years old, I received “ The Canon”.  Up until that time, the only “ Canon” with which I was familiar was the Bible.  For a young boy, this book of over a thousand pages and no pictures presented a daunting assignment.  Yet I dug in and found myself enthralled with each story, and completed the book in a year or so.  That volume followed me to college, where my roommate and I had a standing appointment each Saturday evening to read aloud one story over a late night pizza.

      It wasn’t until I had read The Canon through four or five times that I realised I needed more.  There must be something more.  These were the days before the Internet, and I wasn’t in contact with other fans and had never heard the word “ pastiche”.  Finally, I came across The Exploits of Sherlock Holmes by Adrian Conan Doyle and John Dickson Carr published in 1955.  I was back in business with 12 “ new” stories about my hero.

      In the mid 1980s I began to travel internationally for my work on a regular basis, usually every other month.  These travels always took me through London, where I would build in a day to walk up and down Charing Cross Road, entering every used bookshop, looking for “ more”.  I was often rewarded with a new book full of more tales, some good and some not so good.

      Somewhere along the way, my interest turned into an obsession, I simply had to have “ more”.  It was at this point that I embarked on a quest for the “ perfect pastiche”.  That story, which, if placed alongside the originals, would never be recognized or out of place.

      Since the 1890s Doyle’s detective has been immortalized in both parody and pastiche.  In the last 20 years the genre has gone “ viral”.  The last three years have seen the advent of two major motion pictures, a BBC production in the UK, and another programme in the US placing ­Holmes in contemporary New York City.  It might be safe to say that Sherlock Holmes has never been more popular.  There are estimated to be over 10,000 novels and short stories about the man from Baker Street.  With such a volume of material, it becomes clear that the average Sherlockian can not read everything.  One must discriminate and find those works that yield the most enjoyment.  How do you like your Holmes ?  Confidently extracting the truth from late 19th century murderers, or battling Dracula and extraterrestrials ?

      Over the past 30 years, I’ve learned that some authors either by design, default, or disability write tales that only bear a passing resemblance to the originals.  Yet for my taste, I want my Holmes and Watson to live forever with the same personalities, foibles, idiosyncrasies, and vocabulary.

      While many make a valiant attempt at a faithful pastiche, I found that very few are able to carry it off.  And distinguishing the good from the mediocre is akin to the difference between art and pornography; it’s hard to define, but you know it when you see it.

      Into this rarified air comes Hugh Ashton with his newly discovered Dispatch and Deed Boxes.  I had only read a few pages of his initial story, when I knew that Mr.  Ashton has not only the skill but also the deep-felt desire to add faithfully to the canon the same Sherlock as came from the pen of Arthur Conan Doyle over 100 years ago.

      Mr.  Ashton has said that “ Developing the style is relatively easy, and finding a crime, and planting the clues that allow Holmes to solve the crime, not too hard”.

      To which, in response, I would offer Hugh’s own dialogue between Holmes and Watson after Sherlock displays his expertise at deducing details of a client’s life before ever meeting them.  Watson says, “ You make it sound absurdly simple.” Holmes replies, “ It is indeed absurdly simple, and yet I seem to be the only man in London – nay, in the whole kingdom – who seems capable of the feat”.

      Based on the number of authors who try and the few that succeed, Hugh Ashton makes something incredibly difficult look easy, and he “ seems to be the only man in the whole kingdom capable of the feat.”

      So sit down, and be transformed back into the age of gaslights and gasogenes.  Where Queen Victoria rules the realm and the king of consulting detectives paces the sitting room floor, stopping every so often to look out the window for the arrival of another poor soul in trouble.

      This volume you hold in your hand gives us the ­Holmes of history.  Hugh tackles the Abernetty Horror mentioned by Watson in the Six Napoleons, and is famous for the pairing of parsley and butter.  Mr.  Ashton then authors a longer substantive tale of The Finsbury House, based on Holmes’ passing reference in The Norwood Builder to “ the Dutch steamship Friesland” which does indeed nearly cost them both their lives.

      Ashton then lightens up the mood in The Affair of the Archdeacon, before finishing this volume with The Victor Lynch Forgery case, an early tale as told through the pen of Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard and referred to in A Study in Scarlet and The Sussex Vampire.

      With these four new stories, Hugh Ashton’s pen provides the details of cases mentioned but never clarified.  And I feel confident in labeling each story as “ The Perfect Pastiche”.

      “ Tolle Lege” (St.  Augustine) “ Take up and read”.

      
        Dr.  Philip C.  Eyster

        Consulting Sherlockian

        Maine, USA
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          Editor’s Notes by Hugh Ashton

        

      

    

    
      I am still working my way through the second box deposited so long ago by the friend and biographer of Sherlock Holmes, Doctor John Watson in the vaults of the now defunct Cox & Co. of Charing Cross.

      How many more boxes could there be? I was sure that the box I entitled the “deed box” and from which I took my first three collections and the novel The Darlington Substitution was the one mentioned in Thor Bridge, but I was mistaken. I have yet to be convinced that this present box, the “dispatch-box”, is the last set of Dr. Watson’s memoirs to be discovered. Who knows what other literary treasures lie at the bottom of the vault of the bank that took over Cox’s business. Maybe they will include not only those which shed more light on Sherlock Holmes, but also others which will add to our knowledge of other famous figures of the past?

      Out of this “dispatch-box” collection, I have selected four accounts for this collection, all of which have been mentioned by Watson in those accounts that he wrote and published through his agent, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

      The first of these is the Abernetty Horror. An intriguing story, where the discovery of the guilty parties hinges on a small detail which would be overlooked by almost everyone, but failed to escape the notice of Sherlock Holmes.

      The story of Finsbury House was untitled by Watson, and I have taken the liberty of giving it its present name, based on the location where most of the misdeeds described therein took place. For Holmes and Watson, these events were connected with the steamship Friesland, which would have impressed itself on their memory more forcibly, as a result of the emotional trauma they suffered on board (if I may be permitted a lapse into 20th-century psychology).

      By contrast, the Affair of the Archdeacon (also untitled by Watson) appeared to me to be sufficiently amusing and to provide enough of a contrast to the previous adventure to warrant its inclusion here.

      As I mentioned in the previous compilation of ­Holmes’ adventures collected from this box, Notes from the Dispatch-Box of John H. Watson MD, this collection of papers seems to be a more heterogeneous and eclectic collection of records. The last collection contained the villain John Clay’s account of his life. Here we see a case, mentioned in passing by Holmes in The Sussex Vampire, which is not told by Watson, but by a professional policeman—the celebrated Inspector Lestrade. We see here the account of one of the first (if not the first) of Holmes’ cases as a consulting detective, and we gain an insight into the early ­Holmes and his relationship with the police.

      There well may be other such accounts from outside the Holmes-Watson partnership which are waiting to be discovered, and these will no doubt throw further light on the adventures of the great sleuth, though whether they will corroborate or contradict Dr. Watson’s accounts has yet to be determined.

      I am deeply gratified also by the responses of my readers to the previous stories of Sherlock Holmes and John Watson that I have published. Rest assured that this collection is not the last of its kind.

      The game continues to be afoot, and we have not yet reached the bottom of the last box.
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          The Abernetty Horror

        

      

    

    
      Editor’s Note

      This adventure is one that is mentioned in The Six Napoleons.  Holmes tells Watson, “You will remember, Watson, how the dreadful business of the Abernetty family was first brought to my notice by the depth which the parsley had sunk into the butter on a hot day”.

      He refers to this as one of his “most classic cases”, and it has been a matter of some disappointment to Sherlock­ians that Watson never published the case, though it must, from the way that Holmes refers to it, have been familiar to him.

      It was, therefore, with an extreme sense of pleasure that the stack of papers headed Abernetty (the name of a village, not a family, according to Watson, though it would appear that it is a pseudonym, since I have been unable to locate it in any gazetteer) came to light in the dispatch-box.  It is indeed a classic case, showing Holmes’ mastery of observation and of human nature at their best.
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      It was one of the hottest summers that I can remember when Sherlock Holmes and I made our way to a coastal village in Wales to escape the heat of London.  Holmes had expressed himself to be loath to leave the capital, claiming that the cool of the Reading Room in the British Museum was sufficient for his needs, but I insisted that we should spend at least a few days out of the stink of the metropolis.

      The small fishing village of Abernetty where we had taken rooms was hardly conducive to putting Holmes in a good mood.  On his rare trips away from London, he was usually able to find congenial company in the form of the local gentry, or of the local parson or priest.  In this particular instance, however, the nearest country seat, Abernetty Hall, despite its name, was only reachable by a tramp of some five miles over rough country.  From what we had heard, the local squire would not in any case have presented himself as a suitable candidate for Holmes’ companionship.  Lacking a church, the village of Abernetty nevertheless possessed two chapels of Nonconformist denominations, whose ministers, though doubtless good enough fellows in their own way, likewise lacked the capacity for intellectual stimulation which Holmes craved.

      We were staying at the house of a Mrs. Williams, and though the fare that she provided for us could in no way be described as Epicurean, or the accommodation as being luxurious, we were comfortable.  We were the only guests in the house, but some two days after we arrived in the village, the house next to ours, occupied by a family of fishermen, named Griffiths, entertained a visitor from the Midlands.

      Holmes was sitting by the window of the drawing room as the new visitor arrived in the trap which had brought him, as it had conveyed us, from Aberystwyth station.  “What do you make of him, Watson?” he asked me.

      “He is unused to this kind of life,” I laughed.  “His boots tell me that.” Indeed, the patent leather boots that our new neighbour was wearing seemed singularly inappropriate.

      “Maybe his trunks will contain some more suitable footwear,” Holmes answered me.  “Anything else?”

      “I see very little to tell me any more.”

      “On the contrary, my dear Watson, you see everything that I see, but you fail to draw the appropriate conclusions from your observations.  For example, I see that Mr. Fuller is a native of Wolverhampton.  He is a successful businessman, engaged in the manufacture of certain cooking utensils.  He is of a somewhat parsimonious disposition, and despite his rather unprepossessing appearance, considers himself to be something of a ladies’ man.  He is, of course, a bachelor and tends to overindulge in what I fear our good neighbour Mrs. Griffiths would describe as ‘the demon alcohol’.  I must confess that I am more than a little surprised that he has chosen this rather out of the way spot for his holidays.  I would rather have expected him to take up temporary residence in a rather more fashionable watering place.”

      By this time, I was becoming accustomed to the deductions that my friend produced following his observations of strangers, and I was able to follow his reasoning on most of them, even though I was unable to initiate them myself.  “One of his boxes certainly bears the name of Fuller and Co., and a description of the firm on it.  From this I can see that he almost certainly comes from Wolverhampton, but how do you know that this is Mr. Fuller in person?”

      “It is obvious, from the rather overbearing nature and air of command that he exhibits.  This particular bearing is common to self-made proprietors of a business.”

      “Very good.  In which case, his parsimonious disposition can be explained by the fact that he is using one of his firm’s packing cases to transport his personal effects, rather than spending money on luggage.  I agree that there is a certain indefinable something that marks him as a single man, and the boots that we remarked earlier, together with the overly ornate floral arrangement in his buttonhole, mark him as something of a dandy, and hence as a man with a roving eye.  But I still do not see the drink that you mentioned as a part of his character.”

      “That was the simplest of them all,” Holmes answered me.  “Surely the outline of his hip flask in his pocket was obvious when he descended from the trap?  If a man cannot live without drink within easy reach for the relatively short time that it takes to come here from Aberystwyth station, we may assume that alcohol may be deemed a necessary adjunct to his existence.  However, you have followed my reasoning on all the other points.  It is simply a matter of adding one’s experience to one’s observations.”

      “You make it sound absurdly simple.”

      “It is indeed absurdly simple, and yet I seem to be the only man in London – nay, in the whole kingdom – who seems capable of the feat.”

      I laughed at Holmes’ pretensions.  “You may be thankful that this is the case, for if it were otherwise, you might be bereft of a profession.  Do we introduce ourselves to this Mr. Fuller, once he is settled?”

      “You may do so if you wish, but I fear that he will prove very poor company.”
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      Holmes’ prediction was proved correct.  Though I took the trouble to make myself known to Mr. Fuller, by the expedient of leaving my card at the Griffiths house, and though he returned the call the next morning, it seemed that we had little in common, and the subjects of which he spoke were either of little interest to me, or, containing as they did thinly veiled references to his experiences with the fair sex, were distasteful to me.  It did seem indeed that Holmes’ judgement of his character was correct.  When not speaking of his manufactory and the business associated with it, Fuller’s sole interest seemed to be the pursuit, and if I understood him correctly, the seduction, of as many young women as possible.

      I heard him with barely suppressed anger.  Such a man was far from being the type that I would choose as a companion, and I was thankful that Holmes was absent on one of his long walks along the shore, for though he could in no way be termed a romantic, his attitude towards women was almost invariably one of courtesy and chivalry.  At the earliest possible opportunity, I contrived to have Fuller leave the house, though it appeared to me that he wished to continue the conversation longer.

      When Holmes returned, I recounted the events of the morning to him.

      “Even allowing for the exaggeration which is common among men of that type,” he remarked, “it would seem wise for our neighbour Mrs. Griffiths to keep a close eye on her daughter.”

      I agreed.  Young Gwen Griffiths, the daughter, was a fine figure of Welsh womanhood, and would undoubtedly attract the attentions of one such as Fuller.  “She has three strapping brothers to protect her honour,” I reminded him.  Mrs. Griffiths, whose husband had perished at sea, as we had been told, kept the house with her three sons who carried on their father’s trade as fishermen, and the youngest of the family, young Gwen.

      Once again, Holmes proved himself to be a prophet.  It was only the day after my conversation with Fuller that I observed him in conversation with the fair daughter of our neighbour.  She appeared to be agitated, and he had caught hold of her sleeve, seemingly detaining her against her will.  As I rounded the corner of the street where I beheld them, he caught sight of me, and immediately released her from his grip.

      “A very good day to you, Watson!” he sang out, in his unpleasing Midland accent.

      It would have been churlish of me to cut him altogether, but I merely grunted a noncommittal reply and proceeded without speaking to him further.  I turned into the lane that led to the tavern where I had been accustomed to refresh myself in company with the local villagers from time to time, and realised that I was being followed.  I stopped and turned to behold David Griffiths, the youngest brother of young Gwen, who now hailed me.

      “That man is no friend of yours, then, sir?” he enquired of me, in a slightly aggressive tone of voice.

      “By no means.  The kind of behaviour that I just witnessed fills me with disgust, and I can tell you in all honesty that if he had not released your sister when he did, I would have used the strongest possible methods to make him do so.”

      A smile spread over his face.  “I’m very pleased to hear you say that, sir,” he told me in that curious Welsh singsong accent.  Me and my brothers would be very much obliged to you, sir, if you and the other gentleman staying next door would be good enough to keep an eye on Gwen.  My brothers and I are out in the boat all the day, and with no man in the house, there’s no knowing what might be going on.”

      “I am sure that I and my friend will be happy to do as you say.  By the way, why are you not in the boat with your brothers today?”

      “I twisted my shoulder yesterday hauling in the net, and Owen and Gareth told me that today they could manage without me.  Would you be going to the Dragon, sir?  Because if you are, I would like to express my thanks to you, if you understand my meaning.”

      I was happy to accept his invitation, and we made our way to the tavern, talking as we did so.  I discovered several things about young Griffiths and his family.  As we had been told, his father had drowned, tragically within sight of land, but the sea had been too rough for any attempt at a rescue.   The three boys and their sister were left to fend for themselves, and support their mother, with the eldest of the boys being a mere seventeen years of age when he was orphaned.  On our arrival at the Dragon, I waved aside his intention of purchasing my drink, and instead “stood a round” as the phrase has it, for him and the other occupants of the bar.  This was much appreciated, and a place was made for me in the circle.  I spent the best part of a happy hour listening to tales of life in the village, which held my interest, although the protagonists were unknown to me.

      On my return to the Williams household, I informed Holmes of what had happened, including some details of the local gossip.  “And our beauteous neighbour of next door,” I concluded, “while not formally betrothed to the man generally reckoned to be the strongest in the village, a Mr. Dai Edwards who is a fisherman also, is generally reckoned to be attached to him and he to her.  If our Mr. Fuller decides to pay her any attention, the general opinion of the taproom in the Dragon is that he would do best to leave the village before Mr. Edwards’ boat returns to harbour.  And of course, that is to say nothing of the three Williams brothers, who likewise seen pledged to defend the honour of their sister.”

      Holmes threw back his head and laughed heartily.  “Good old Watson.  I have my own methods of obtaining information, but I have to confess that in matters like these you have an uncanny knack of discovering the most trivial of details in a very short space of time.  But I think that you are right to have made your promise to the Williams lad as regards keeping a watchful eye on Fuller.  It is hard for me to be sure, since I am without my usual methods of verifying my information, but I am reasonably certain that this is a man who was acquitted, on evidence that I can only describe as dubious, in an embezzlement case a few years ago.  My feeling is that we have a bad character as our neighbour, and even without the Williams girl, his presence here would add interest to an otherwise deathly dull community.”

      What Holmes described as “interest” is what most of the law-abiding world would describe as “crime”.  It must be admitted, though, that however congenial I had found the company of David Griffiths and his companions, and however beautiful the dramatic scenery of this part of Wales, there was a large part of me that agreed with Holmes’ characterisation of the village, and I began to wonder whether we would not have been better served by a stay at Brighton or Eastbourne or some other fashionable watering place.

      In the event, though, it was only a matter of a day before Holmes found something of interest to him – that is to say, before a crime requiring his extraordinary skills occurred.

      We were sitting down to our evening meal, which Mrs. Williams termed “tea” (and indeed, a large brown pot filled with that beverage was placed in the centre of our table along with a ham salad, for it had been an unseasonably warm day, and our hostess had expressed her opinion, with which we concurred, that a hot meal in the evening would be unwelcome, bread, butter, and home-made cakes) when Mrs. Griffiths burst in, her face ashen.

      “He’s dead!” she shrieked.  “He’s sitting there at the table, in a pool of his own blood!”

      Holmes, who had risen to his feet at her first words, gently took her by the arm and led her to a chair where she sat, shaking in obvious terror.

      “Now then,” he said softly to her.  “Who is dead?  Is this one of your sons?”

      The terrified woman looked up at Holmes, her face wet with tears.  “Oh no, sir, it’s not one of my boys.  It’s that Mr. Fuller, the paying guest.  He’s dead,” she repeated, and burst into hysterical sobbing.  I moved to be near the woman, and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Come now,” I said in my most gentle tones.  “You must tell us more.”

      The wretched woman broke down again, and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief.  At length she spoke, but I was unable to catch the words.  I looked at Holmes questioningly, but he too shook his head.

      “She is speaking in Welsh, a language I have yet to master,” he told me.

      Our hostess answered her in the same language, and she started to speak in English.

      “It was half an hour ago that I found him.  I know it was half past five because the grandfather clock was just striking when I opened the door.  I was bringing him his second pot of tea, because he liked his tea.  And there he was, just sitting there, covered in blood, and the blood still dripping from him, drip, drip, drip, onto the best parlour carpet.  I’ll never be able to look at that carpet again,” and once again she burst into sobs.

      “Shall I call Constable Evans?” Mrs. Williams asked Holmes.

      “I think we had all better view the scene,” he replied.

      At the sound of his words, our visitor’s hysterical sobs grew louder.  “Oh no, sir.  I’m not going in that room again.  Not with him sitting there dead in his blood like that.”

      “Very good, Mrs. Griffiths,” my friend said to her.  “No one can force you to go in there.  But you must tell us what happened as clearly as possible.”

      She wiped her eyes and looked up at him.  “I took in his tea, and set it out on the table and then called him down to it, sir,” she began.

      “At what time was this?” asked Holmes, who by now had pulled out his ever-present notebook, and was writing in it.

      “I called him down to his tea at a twenty past five or a little after.  It was the same sort of thing as you gentlemen were going to eat.  A nice bit of ham from one of Morgan’s pigs, a few bits of green and some bread and butter with some of my tea bread.  And I’d made a good strong pot of tea to go with it all.  Well, sir, he came down and went into the room.  I came from the kitchen with the teapot, and like I say, the grandfather clock was just striking when I opened the door and I saw him there.  I don’t know quite what I did, but the next thing I knew was that my three boys were standing round me.  I was lying on the floor, and I suppose I must have fainted away.  My boys told me that they had come straight from the harbour, where they had come in from fishing on their boat and they had just discovered me lying on the floor there.”

      “What time was this?”

      “Just before I came here, sir.”

      “Let us say ten minutes past six, then,” said Holmes, pulling out his watch and making a note of the time.  “So you had been unconscious for about forty minutes.” He paused, as if in thought.  “Tell me,” he said suddenly, “where was the teapot when you woke up?”

      Our visitor’s face creased in thought.  “I can’t rightly say.  That is to say, I don’t know.”

      “May I ask where your daughter was while all these events were taking place?”

      It may have been my imagination, but it seemed to me that a guilty look passed across her face before she answered us.  “She had gone out earlier that afternoon.  She hasn’t returned yet.”

      “Very well.  Mrs. Williams,” he addressed our landlady.  “Please make Mrs. Griffiths comfortable, and when you feel she is settled, inform the constable of these events.  Dr. Watson and I will step next door, and examine the scene.”

      All three of the Griffiths sons were standing outside the door of the house as we approached.  David, the youngest, with whom I had spent some time in the Dragon, spoke to us first.

      “I think you are too late, Doctor,” he addressed me.  “He’s dead, if ever I saw a dead man.”

      “I am sure you are right, but I can assure you that my interest in this is not simply one of idle curiosity.”

      “Shouldn’t you wait until the police arrive?” one of the other brothers asked us.

      Sherlock Holmes answered him.  “In cases like this, I have found that the sooner these incidents are investigated, the more evidence remains to solve the case.”

      “You mean that you have done this sort of thing before?” asked David Griffiths.

      I answered for my friend.  “Maybe you have heard of Sherlock Holmes?” The three brothers nodded.  “This is he.”

      The three looked at each other, and I saw what appeared to be a glance of dismay pass between them.  “I still think you should wait for the police,” said the one who had previously expressed his opinion on that matter.

      “I can assure you,” Holmes told him in his most authoritative manner, “that the police will welcome my help in this investigation.  If you gentlemen wish to assist, you can do so best by preventing anyone other than the police from entering this house.” Again a glance seem to be passed between the brothers, but they made no attempt to prevent us entering the house.

      The interior of the house seemed to be unreasonably warm, and I found myself perspiring slightly as we reached the door of the fatal chamber.  As we had been told, Fuller was sitting in his chair at the table, with his neck and chest covered in blood, which had splashed onto the table in places, and had dripped onto the carpet.

      “It is no wonder that she said she could never use that carpet again,” I remarked, shuddering.

      “I am sure that our impressions, as well as those of the Griffiths family, are correct,” Holmes answered me, “but if you will have the goodness to confirm that life is indeed extinct, then I would be grateful.”

      I was thankful that my service in India had blunted my feelings at the sight of violent death – a sight which, I was well aware, had an effect even on some members of my profession.  Sherlock Holmes, for his part, appeared to have nerves of steel where this sort of thing was concerned, and the sight of a bloody corpse seemed to affect him little more than the sight of a roast chicken on his dinner plate.  I could detect no signs of life in this case, and reported as much.

      “I know this is stretching your professional judgement to the limit, Watson, but would you be prepared to give any estimate as to the time of death?”

      “I think that the excessively warm atmosphere prevents me from giving any definite opinion on the matter, and I can only say that death has almost certainly occurred within the last hour or two.  I am sorry not to be able to give any more precise an opinion than that.”

      “I feared as much,” he replied.  Moving to my side, he took the hand of the corpse, and flexed the wrist gently.  The meal, set in front of the dead man, appeared to have been untouched.

      “What do you make of the wounds?” he asked.

      “I lack your extensive experience in these matters, but I will give you my opinion, for what it is worth.” I bent to examine the grisly wounds that had been inflicted on the dead man.  “There are more wounds than are necessary to kill him.  It is almost as if he had been sacrificed in some ritual, absurd as the idea may sound.  I would have to say that from the angle, or rather from the angles, of the wounds, that more than one person was involved.”

      “And what of the weapon?”

      “It is hard to say.  A knife of some kind.  Obviously not the bread knife on this table, or the knife that has been used to slice the ham.”

      “Obviously not,” he agreed.  He brought out his lens, and peered through it at the corpse.  “A single edged blade, designed more for cutting than stabbing.  And a short blade, such as might be found on a seaman’s or a fisherman’s jack-knife.”

      “This would all seem to point to one particular group of people, would it not?”

      “Indeed it would, were it not for the fact that we were specifically told that they had arrived from the harbour where they had moored their boat.  That should be an easy enough fact to establish.”

      “Or to disprove,” said I.

      Holmes did not reply to this, but seemed engrossed in an examination of the items on the table.  “Now, where is that teapot?” he asked, half to himself.  “Aha!” He turned to examine the small table at the entrance to the room, upon which stood a teapot covered by a tea cosy.

      “What is this?” He was referring to a small recess in one wall, covered by a curtain.  He drew the curtain back, and dropped to his knees to examine the floor of the recess.  “It is impossible to say if anyone has been standing here or not, but it would make a fine hiding place for an assassin, would it not?”

      “I agree.  And with the victim’s back to the recess, he would have no warning until it is too late.”

      “I think we require the assistance of at least one of the three fine young men standing outside the door.  Would you be so kind as to invite one of them who discovered their mother to come here?”

      I left the room and enquired of the three brothers which of them it was who had discovered their mother.  Not entirely to my surprise, it was the youngest, David, who told us that he had come across her first.

      “Be so good as to follow me,” I commanded, using a tone of voice that I had hardly used since my Army days, and which I knew from experience typically achieved the desired results.  When we reached the room, Holmes was waiting for us outside the door.

      “Excellent.  Mr. David Griffiths, is it not?” extending his hand, which was taken, a trifle diffidently.

      “You are really the famous Mr. Sherlock Holmes?” enquired the Welshman.  Holmes said nothing, but nodded in reply.  “Well, I can tell you that my brothers and I are innocent of anything to do with this matter.  Our mother has told you that she discovered the body at half past five?” Holmes nodded once again.  “At half past five, my brothers and I were landing our boat, and we have many witnesses to prove it.” His tone was angry, almost menacing.

      “I am not accusing you or your brothers of anything,” replied Holmes calmly.  “However, I believe that you discovered your mother lying on the floor, having fainted after beholding this ghastly sight.”

      “That is so,” admitted Griffiths.

      “In which case, I would like you to take up the position in which you discovered your mother.”

      The other looked perplexed, and furrowed his brow.  “You mean that I should lie on the floor in the same position that I discovered my mother?”

      “Precisely.  Now, if you would be so good.”

      Griffiths arranged himself on the floor, his feet pointing into the room, lying on his back.

      “You are positive that this is the position in which you found your mother?” Holmes demanded of him.

      “I am sure.”

      “But you were not alone when you discovered her?”

      “No, my brother Owen was with me.”

      “Very good.  Watson, be so kind as to fetch brother Owen here.  Mr. Griffiths, you may rise and return to your place at the front door.”

      As I walked towards the front door, David Griffiths caught up with me and tugged at my sleeve.  “What is he trying to prove in this way?”

      “He is merely attempting to establish the facts of the case,” I told him, though I had some suspicion that Holmes had already surmised the identity of the guilty party or parties involved.  I ordered Owen Griffiths to the fatal chamber, preventing him from speaking with his brother.

      Holmes repeated his request to assume the position in which he had discovered his mother.  Without any hesitation, Owen Griffiths placed himself face down, his head towards the room.  “Thank you,” said Holmes, making yet another note in his book.

      As the brother stood up, there was a noise at the door, and shortly afterwards a uniformed constable joined us.

      Obviously intimidated by Holmes’ air and presence, he nonetheless stood his ground and proceeded to do what he saw as his duty.  “I’ve been told who you are, sir, and I have heard of you, but I should let you know that it is more than my job’s worth to let you and this gentleman here,” jerking his head at me, “into this room.”

      “Quite right, Sergeant,” said Holmes in a conciliatory tone.  “You have your duty to do, and I will step out of your way.”

      The constable, who had obviously been prepared for some resistance, appeared to back down a little.  “I’m only a constable, begging your pardon sir.  I’m sure that the inspector, when he arrives from Aberystwyth, will be happy to hear your opinions on the matter.  Excuse me, sir,” turning to me, “but I believe you are a doctor?”

      “I am indeed.”

      “Unofficially, Sir, if you wouldn’t mind, have you any idea when this man died?”

      “The heat of the room has prevented me from drawing any definite conclusions on the matter, and I can only say that it is within the last two hours.”

      “Very good, sir.  I hope that you will understand that we will require a statement from you and Mr. Holmes here in the near future?  May I also ask if you or Mr. Holmes have touched anything in this room?”

      Holmes answered for us both.  “I confess that we picked up the dead man’s hand to attempt to ascertain the degree of rigor mortis.  Other than that, we have touched nothing.  All is as we found it.”

      “Thank you, sir.  Now if you two gentlemen wouldn’t mind?”

      We took the hint, and walked towards the door, the grandfather clock striking the half-hour as we passed it.  Holmes pulled out his watch, comparing the time it displayed with that of the clock.

      As we walked past the two brothers on watch outside the front door, David Griffiths grabbed my sleeve once again.  “Does he know who did it?” he asked me in a hoarse whisper which must have been audible to Holmes.

      “If he does, he has not yet informed me of the fact.” I disengaged myself from his grasp, and followed Holmes to our lodging.

      Our landlady, Mrs. Williams, told us that Mrs. Griffiths had gone to the house of her sister, at the other end of the village, but had left word that she was willing to answer any questions that Holmes or I might see fit to put to her.

      “I don’t suppose you two gentlemen will require any tea after what you have just seen?” she concluded.

      “On the contrary,” Holmes told her.  “I am sorry to say that I have seen enough of death by violence that it fails to upset me.  And Watson here has served with the Army in India, and from what he says, he is even more accustomed to such sights than am I.”

      “Very good.  You two gentlemen must have stomachs made of cast iron.  From what she was telling me just now, it was enough to make anyone sick.” She bustled out of the room, remarking that she would make a fresh pot of tea.

      “It worries me that the two Griffiths boys adopted such contrary positions to indicate the attitude of their mother when she was discovered,” I said to Holmes.

      “What does that suggest to you?”

      “That only one of them actually discovered her.  The other did not.”

      “What if neither of them discovered her?” Holmes asked me.  Before I could fully consider his meaning and give him an answer, he had placed the warning finger to his lips.  Mrs. Williams entered, bearing the teapot.

      “Well, I hope you have some kind of appetite.  I’m sure that I couldn’t manage to eat a thing, after all that I’ve heard.” She placed the teapot on the table with a little more force than was strictly necessary, and left the room.

      Holmes chuckled.  “It seems that she suspects us of being a pair of ghouls or worse.  But to return to the original subject of our discussion.  What if neither of the brothers actually discovered their mother lying on the floor?”

      “Then who did discover her?”

      “Let us assume that she was never lying on the floor at all.” He paused, sunk in thought for the space of about a minute.  Suddenly he sprang up.  “Come, Watson!  We have work to do.”

      “But the tea!” I objected.  “What will Mrs. Williams think of us?”

      “Blast the tea, and blast Mrs. Williams,” he retorted.  “She has already cast us in the worst possible light.  I am sure that we can sink no lower in her estimation than we have done so at present.  Come!”

      He seized his hat and stick, and strode out of the door with me in his wake, ignoring the frantic protests of our landlady.  “To the harbour,” he told me.  It was a walk of about five minutes to the harbour, and once there we made for the small shack that served as the office of the harbourmaster.  Holmes rapped on the door with his stick, and a surly elderly Welshman answered.

      “What can I be doing for you at this time?” he asked.

      “My name is Sherlock Holmes,” my friend informed him.  “You may have heard of me.”

      “Oh yes.  The London police agent.”

      Holmes was obviously irritated by this description of himself, but except to me, who knew him well, this was not apparent in his next words.  “It is true that I sometimes work with the police, but I am not employed by them.  However, in this particular instance, it is almost certain that the police will be asking some questions very similar to the ones I wish to ask you now.”

      “Such as?” said the other, suspiciously.

      “Which boat is the one operated by the Griffiths brothers?”

      For answer, the harbourmaster pointed to a white fishing smack close by.  “Why do you want to know that?”

      Holmes declined to answer the question, but followed up with one of his own.  “When did it return this evening?”

      “I would say about the same time as usual.”

      “And that would be?” Holmes was obviously, to my eye, having difficulty keeping his temper.

      “A little before six o’clock.  Maybe ten minutes before.  They hadn’t caught any fish, I noticed that, so they just tied up the boat and started to walk home.”

      “Thank you,” Holmes told him.  “You have been most helpful.”

      “Aren’t you going to ask me any more questions?”

      “Maybe later, but not at present,” smiled my friend.

      We walked away from the harbour, and were turning into the road containing the house where we were lodging, when I directed Holmes’ attention to the figure in the road ahead of us.  “It is the Griffiths daughter, Gwen!”

      “We must hurry,” was his response, quickening his pace to overtake the young girl.

      When we caught up with her, it was obvious to my eye that she was in some kind of shocked state.  Her face was pale, and her breathing was irregular.

      “What do you two gentlemen want?” she demanded of us defiantly.  “I had nothing to do with it, I tell you.”

      “My dear young lady,” said Holmes smoothly.  “No one is accusing you of anything.  Please put your mind at rest, and answer two simple questions for me, if you would.”

      “I’m not going to say anything that’ll put anyone else in trouble.  If you want to know where I’ve just come from, I’ve been with Dai Edwards, and he and his mother and father will tell you the same.”

      “I wouldn’t doubt you for the world,” Holmes told her.  “Thank you for answering one of my questions,” he smiled.

      “What was the other one, then?”

      “I was just going to ask you what time you left your house to visit Mr. Edwards.”

      At this, the girl looked sulky.  “Don’t know exactly.  I don’t have a watch, you know.”

      “No matter.  May I give you a warning?”

      She looked at him through narrowed eyes.  “What?”

      “When you go back to your house, you will find that a very unpleasant event has occurred.  I would advise you not to go straight back home, but to visit Mrs. Williams at her house, or preferably, your mother is with her sister, I have been told.  You may prefer to visit her there.  But I would strongly advise that you do not go straight to your house.”

      “You know something that you are not telling me, don’t you?”

      Rather than replying directly, Holmes simply repeated his advice that the girl should make her way to her aunt’s house, rather than her own.  She thanked him for this, though her puzzlement was obvious, and turned to go in the direction from which she had first come.

      “And what do you make of that?” I asked Holmes.

      “I’m certain that she was with her sweetheart,” Holmes replied.  “I think it would be instructive for us to pay a visit there.”

      We made enquiries as to the whereabouts of the house of Mr. Dai Edwards, and a walk of a few minutes found us outside his door.  However, an older man, whom we took to be the father of the sweetheart of the young girl, steadfastly refused to answer our questions.  Indeed, we had no way of knowing whether he understood us at all, given that he showed no signs of comprehension, and responded to our queries only in Welsh.

      “Highly frustrating,” I grumbled to Holmes as we trudged our way back to the main street of the village.

      Holmes started to reply, but suddenly held up his hand and we stopped.  The noise of footsteps behind us grew louder, and a young man, of Herculean build, came running to meet us.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen, but I heard that you were talking to my father.  I am sorry, but he hardly understands any English at all, and he is not well disposed towards strangers.  Maybe I can be of assistance?”

      “Thank you very much for your offer,” Holmes said.  “I believe you are engaged to be married to Miss Gwen Griffiths?”

      The young man twisted his hands in some embarrassment, and his handsome face flushed red.  “I would not exactly say that we were engaged to be married, but there is an understanding between us, you might say.”

      “It is nothing to be ashamed of,” Holmes reassured him.  “We were talking to Miss Williams a little while ago, and she told us that she had visited you at your house.”

      “That is correct.”

      “May I ask at what time she arrived at your house?”

      The other’s face flushed an even deeper red, which I had not believed to be possible.  “I cannot answer that question,” he mumbled.

      “Cannot, or will not?” asked my friend, but despite his words, there was no malice in the tone.

      “I cannot,” Edwards stated in a firmer tone.  “I gave my word to Gwen that I would not say that to anyone, unless I was under oath in court.”

      “Your loyalty does you proud,” said Holmes.  “I will not press the matter further.  Thank you for your candour in this.”

      So saying, we shook hands with young Edwards, who returned in the direction of his house, and we resumed our path to our lodging.

      “If the young lady required him to make that promise, including the exception that if he was under oath in court, then we must believe that something is being concealed.”

      “And what would you believe that something to be?” Holmes asked me in return.

      “Despite the fact that the Griffiths brothers seem unable to account for the disposition of their mother when they discovered her, the evidence of the harbourmaster and all the other fishermen who saw their boat return must make them innocent.  Having seen young Edwards, and listened to his story, can we believe that it is any other than he?  Consider, Fuller was probably paying his unwelcome attentions to Miss Griffiths.  Edwards calls at the house, maybe by appointment, or maybe the visit was unannounced.  In any case he witnesses what he sees as an unforgivable act committed against his beloved.  He knows the house, having been a constant visitor.  He knows a place where he can remain concealed, and he waits till his victim is seated and unsuspecting before he falls on him with a jack-knife and in a fit of passion repeatedly stabs him, before making his escape, taking Miss Griffiths with him.  Mrs. Griffiths brings in the tea, sees the gory scene before her, and falls in a faint until she is revived by her returning sons, who not unnaturally are confused about the details of the discovery.”

      “Well, well, Watson.  I must applaud you on your application of logic to the facts that you have observed.”

      “Then I am correct?”

      “No, you are completely in error.  You have failed to observe several very significant facts, the presence of which serves to completely overturn your idea.  But,” observing my crestfallen face, “you have come to your conclusion, incomplete though it may be, in a most workmanlike and competent manner at a speed which greatly exceeds that of the average police blockhead.  Had you only taken the trouble to look a little more carefully at certain objects in the room, no doubt you would have reached the correct conclusion.”

      “In other words, the conclusion you have reached?” I asked, more than a little bitterly.  Sherlock Holmes, though he was not always aware of the fact, was sometimes more than a little cutting in his criticism of others.

      On this occasion, however, my tone of voice registered with him.  “I apologise, Watson.  Your analysis is indeed excellent as far as it goes.  The fact that it did not go far enough is more a matter of my habits than any deficiency of yours.  Fear not, all will be explained soon enough.” He clapped me on the shoulder in a friendly fashion, and it was hard for me to maintain my resentment, given his conciliatory attitude.

      On our arrival at our lodgings, we discovered a small portly man in an ill-fitting bowler hat waiting in the drawing room.  He introduced himself as Inspector Evans, and greeted Sherlock Holmes coldly enough.

      “I think that we have solved this case, thank you very much, Mr. Holmes,” were almost his first words to us.  “It’s the girl’s sweetheart, Dai Edwards.  Jealousy at her flirting with the sophisticated visitor.  We’ll have him arrested and in court within the hour.”

      “How very interesting that you should think that way,” Holmes said to him.  “Dr. Watson here was saying much the same thing.”

      “How gratifying to have London confirming my deductions,” said the policeman.

      “This part of London finds your deductions to be completely in error,” Holmes answered him.  “If you arrest young Edwards, you will be a laughing stock all the way from Harlech to Cardiff.” These words seemed to take the inspector aback.

      “Then whom do you suspect?” he asked, obviously less sure of himself than he had been previously.

      “I suspect no one,” Holmes answered equably, putting a slight emphasis on the word “suspect”.  “I am positive that I know the identity of the murderers.”

      “If you are thinking the Griffiths lads are guilty of the crime, then I have to tell you that you are mistaken.  They were out at sea in their boat when the murder was committed.”
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