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  To SRB




  What a lurid life Oscar does lead – so full of extraordinary incidents. What a chance for the memoir writers of the next century!




  Max Beerbohm (1872–1956)




  
From the previously unpublished memoirs of Robert Sherard


  France, 1939
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  My name is Robert Sherard, and I was a friend of Oscar Wilde. We met in Paris in 1883, when he was twenty-eight and already famous, and I was twenty-one and quite unknown. ‘You must not call me “Wilde”,’ he said to me at that first encounter. ‘If I am your friend, Robert, my name to you is Oscar. If we are only strangers, I am Mr Wilde.’ We were not strangers. Nor were we lovers. We were friends. And, after his death, I became his first – and his most faithful – biographer.




  I knew Oscar Wilde and I loved him. I was not by him in the poor room of the poor inn where he died. I had not the consolation of following to the nameless grave the lonely hearse that bore no flowers on its pall.




  But, as many hundreds of miles away I read of his solitary death, and heard of the supreme abandonment of him by those to whom also he had always been good, I determined to say all the things that I knew of him, to tell people what he really was, so that my story might help a little to a better understanding of a man of rare heart and rarer genius.




  I am writing this in the summer of 1939. The date is Thursday 31 August. War looms, but it means nothing to me. Who wins, who loses: I care not. I am an old man now, and sick, and I have a tale I need to tell before I die. I want to complete the record, ‘finish the portrait’, as best I can. As in a forest of pine-trees in southern France there are great black, burnt-up patches, so too in my memory. There is much that I have forgotten, much that I have tried to forget, but what you will read in the pages that follow I know to be true. In the years of our friendship, I kept a journal of our times together. I promised Oscar that for fifty years I would keep his secret. I have kept my word. And now the time has come when I can break my silence. At last, I can reveal all that I know of Oscar Wilde and the Candlelight Murders. I must do it, for I have the record. I was there. I am the witness.




       The good die first,


  And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust


  Burn to the socket.




  William Wordsworth (1770–1850)
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  31 August 1889
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  On an afternoon ablaze with sunshine, at the very end of August 1889, a man in his mid-thirties – tall, a little overweight and certainly overdressed – was admitted to a small terraced house in Cowley Street, in the city of Westminster, close by the Houses of Parliament.




  The man was in a hurry and he was unaccustomed to hurrying. His face was flushed and his high forehead was beaded with perspiration. As he entered the house – number 23 Cowley Street – he brushed past the woman who opened the door to him, immediately crossed the shallow hallway and climbed the staircase to the first floor. There, facing him, across an uncarpeted landing, was a wooden door.




  Momentarily, the man paused – to smile, to catch his breath, to adjust his waistcoat and, with both hands, to sweep back his wavy, chestnut-coloured hair. Then, lightly, almost delicately, he knocked at the door and, without waiting for an answer, let himself into the room. It was dark, heavily curtained, hot as a furnace and fragrant with incense. As the man adjusted his eyes to the gloom, he saw, by the light of half a dozen guttering candles, stretched out on the floor before him, the naked body of a boy of sixteen, his throat cut from ear to ear.




  The man was Oscar Wilde, poet and playwright, and literary sensation of his age. The dead boy was Billy Wood, a male prostitute of no importance.




  I was not there when Oscar discovered the butchered body of Billy Wood, but I saw him a few hours later and I was the first to whom he gave an account of what he had seen that sultry afternoon in the curtained room in Cowley Street.




  That evening my celebrated friend was having dinner with his American publisher and I had arranged to meet up with him afterwards, at 10.30 p.m., at his club, the Albemarle, at 25 Albemarle Street, off Piccadilly. I call it ‘his’ club when, in fact, it was mine as well. In those days, the Albemarle encouraged young members – young ladies over the age of eighteen, indeed! – and gentlemen of twenty-one and more. Oscar put me up for membership and, with the generosity that was typical of him, paid the eight guineas’ joining fee on my behalf and then, year after year, until the very time of his imprisonment in 1895, the five guineas’ annual subscription. Whenever we met at the Albemarle, invariably, the cost of the drinks we drank and the food we ate was charged to his account. He called it ‘our club’. I thought of it as his.




  Oscar was late for our rendezvous that night, which was unlike him. He affected a languorous manner, he posed as an idler, but, as a rule, if he made an appointment with you, he kept it. He rarely carried a timepiece, but he seemed always to know the hour. ‘My friends should not be left wanting,’ he said, ‘or be kept waiting.’ As all who knew him will testify, he was a model of consideration, a man of infinite courtesy. Even at moments of greatest stress, his manners remained impeccable.




  It was past 11.15 when eventually he arrived. I was in the club smoking room, alone, lounging on the sofa by the fireplace. I had turned the pages of the evening paper at least four times, but not taken in a word. I was preoccupied. (This was the year that my first marriage ended; my wife Marthe had taken an exception to my friend Kaitlyn – and now Kaitlyn had run off to Vienna! As Oscar liked to say, ‘Life is the nightmare that prevents one from sleeping.’) When he swept into the room, I had almost forgotten that I was expecting him. And when I looked up and saw him gazing down at me, I was taken aback by his appearance. He looked exhausted; there were dark, ochre circles beneath his hooded eyes. Evidently, he had not shaved since morning and, most surprisingly, for one so fastidious, he had not changed for dinner. He was wearing his workaday clothes: a suit of his own design, cut from heavy blue serge, with a matching waistcoat buttoned right up to the large knot in his vermilion-coloured tie. By his standards, it was a comparatively conservative outfit, but it was striking because it was so inappropriate to the time of year.




  ‘This is unpardonable, Robert,’ he said, as he collapsed onto the sofa opposite mine. ‘I am almost an hour late and your glass is empty. Hubbard! Champagne for Mr Sherard, if you please. Indeed, a bottle for us both.’ In life there are two types of people: those who catch the waiter’s eye and those who don’t. Whenever I arrived at the Albemarle, the club servants seemed to scatter instantly. Whenever Oscar appeared, they hovered attentively. They honoured him. He tipped as a prince and treated them as allies.




  ‘You have had a busy day,’ I said, putting aside my paper and smiling at my friend.




  ‘You are kind not to punish me, Robert,’ he said, smiling too, sitting back and lighting a cigarette. He threw the dead match into the empty grate. ‘I have had a disturbing day,’ he went on. ‘I have known great pleasure today, and great pain.’




  ‘Tell me,’ I said. I tried to say it lightly. I knew him well. For a man ultimately brought down by gross indiscretion, he was remarkably discreet. He would share his secrets with you, but only if you did not press him to do so.




  ‘I will tell you about the pleasure first,’ he said. ‘The pain will keep.’




  We fell silent as Hubbard brought us our wine. He served it with obsequious ceremony. (God, how he took his time!) When he had gone, and we were once more alone, I expected Oscar to pick up his story, but instead he simply raised his glass in my direction and gazed at me with world-weary, vacant eyes.




  ‘How was dinner?’ I asked. ‘How was your publisher?’




  ‘Dinner,’ he said, returning from his reverie, ‘was at the new Langham Hotel, where the decor and the beef are both overdone. My publisher, Mr Stoddart, is a delight. He is American, so the air around him is full of energy and praise. He is the publisher of Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine— ’




  ‘And he has given you a new commission?’ I conjectured.




  ‘Better still, he has introduced me to a new friend.’ I raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes, Robert, I have made a new friend tonight. You will like him.’




  I was accustomed to Oscar’s sudden enthusiasms. ‘Am I to meet him?’ I asked.




  ‘Very shortly, if you can spare the time.’




  ‘Is he coming here?’ I glanced at the clock on the fireplace.




  ‘No, we shall be calling on him – at breakfast. I need his advice.’




  ‘Advice?’




  ‘He is a doctor. And a Scotsman. From Southsea.’




  ‘No wonder you are disturbed, Oscar,’ I said, laughing. He laughed, too. He always laughed at the jokes of others. There was nothing mean about Oscar Wilde. ‘Why was he at the dinner?’ I asked.




  ‘He is an author, too – a novelist. Have you read Micah Clarke? Seventeenth-century Scotland has never been so diverting.’




  ‘I’ve not read it, but I know exactly who you mean. There was a piece about him in The Times today. He is the coming man: Arthur Doyle.’




  ‘Arthur Conan Doyle. He is particular about that. He must be your age, I suppose, twenty-nine, thirty perhaps, though he has a gravitas about him that makes him appear older than everybody’s papa. He is clearly brilliant – a scientist who can play with words – and rather handsome, if you can imagine the face beneath the walrus moustache. At first glance, you might think him a big game hunter, newly returned from the Congo, but beyond his handshake, which is intolerable, there is nothing of the brute about him. He is as gentle as St Sebastian and as wise as St Augustine of Hippo.’




  I laughed again. ‘You are smitten, Oscar.’




  ‘And touched by envy,’ he replied. ‘Young Arthur has caused a sensation with his new creation.’




  ‘ “Sherlock Holmes”,’ I said, ‘ “the consulting detective”. A Study in Scarlet – that I have read. It is excellent.’




  ‘Stoddart thinks so, too. He wants the sequel. And between the soup and the fish course, Arthur promised him he should have it. Apparently, it is to be called The Sign of Four.’




  ‘And what about your story for Mr Stoddart?’




  ‘Mine will be a murder mystery, also. But somewhat different.’ His tone changed. ‘It will be about murder that lies beyond ordinary detection.’ The clock struck the quarter. Oscar lit a second cigarette. He paused and stared towards the empty grate. ‘We talked much of murder tonight,’ he said quietly. ‘Do you recall Marie Aguétant?’




  ‘Of course,’ I said.




  She was not a lady one was likely to forget. In her way, in her day, she was the most notorious woman in France. I met her with Oscar in Paris in ’83 at the Eden Music Hall. We had supper together, the three of us – oysters and champagne, followed by pâté de foie gras and Barsac – and Oscar talked, and talked, and talked as I had never heard him talk before. He spoke in French – in perfect French – and spoke of love and death and poetry, and of the poetry of love-and-death. I marvelled at him, at his genius, and Marie Aguétant sat with her hands in his, transfixed. And then, a little drunk, suddenly, unexpectedly, he asked her to sleep with him.




  ‘Où? Quand? Combien?’ he enquired.




  ‘Içi, ce soir, gratuit,’ she answered.




  ‘I think of her often,’ he said, ‘and of that night. What animals we men are! She was a whore, Robert, but she had a heart that was pure. She was murdered, you know.’




  ‘I know,’ I said. ‘We have talked of it before.’




  ‘Arthur talked about the murders of those women in Whitechapel,’ he went on, not heeding me. ‘He talked about them in forensic detail. He is convinced that “Jack the Ripper” is a gentleman – or, at least, a man of education. He was particularly interested in the case of Annie Chapman, the poor creature who was found at the back of Dr Barnardo’s children’s asylum in Hanbury Street. He said Miss Chapman’s womb had been removed from her body – “by an expert”. He was eager to show me a drawing he had of the wretched girl’s eviscerated corpse, but I protested and then, somewhat foolishly, attempted to lighten the mood. I told him – to amuse him – of the forger Wainewright’s response when reproached by a friend for a murder he had admitted to. “Yes; it was a dreadful thing to do, but she had very thick ankles.”’




  ‘Was he amused?’ I asked.




  ‘Arthur? He barely smiled, while Stoddart roared. And then, with great earnestness, he asked me whether I believed that I could ever commit a murder. “Oh no,” I said. “One should never do anything one cannot talk about at dinner.”’




  ‘He laughed then, I trust?’




  ‘Not at all. He became quite serious and said, “Mr Wilde, you make jests of all that you fear most in yourself. It is a dangerous habit. It will be your undoing.” It was in that moment that I realised he was my friend. It was in that moment that I wanted to tell him about what I had seen this afternoon . . . But I did not dare. Stoddart was there. Stoddart would not have understood.’ He drained his glass. ‘That, my dear Robert, is why we shall return to see my new friend in the morning. I must go now.’




  The club clocks were striking twelve. ‘But, Oscar,’ I cried, ‘you have not told me what you saw this afternoon.’




  He stood up. ‘I saw a canvas rent in two. I saw a thing of beauty, destroyed by vandals.’




  ‘I don’t understand.’ ‘I saw Billy Wood in a room in Cowley Street.’




  ‘Billy Wood?’




  ‘One of Bellotti’s boys. He had been murdered. By candlelight. In an upstairs room. I need to know why. For what possible purpose? I need to know who has done this terrible thing.’ He took my hand in his. ‘Robert, I must go. It is midnight. I will tell you everything tomorrow. Let us meet at the Langham Hotel, at eight o’clock. The good doctor will be having his porridge. We will catch him. He will advise us what course to take. I have promised Constance I will be home tonight. Tite Street calls. You are no longer married, Robert, but I have my obligations. My wife, my children. I want to see them sleeping safely. I love them dearly. And I love you, too. Goodnight, Robert. We have heard the chimes at midnight. We can at least say that.’




  And he was gone. He swept from the room with a flourish. He had arrived exhausted, but he appeared to depart refreshed. As I emptied the rest of the bottle into my glass, I pondered what he had told me, but could make no sense of it. Who was Billy Wood? Who was Bellotti? What upstairs room? Was this murder a fact or merely one of Oscar’s fantastical allegories?




  I finished the champagne and left the club. To my surprise, Hubbard was almost civil as he bade me goodnight. There were cabs in the rank on Piccadilly and, as I had sold two articles that month, I was in funds, but the night was fine – there was a brilliant August moon – and the streets were quiet so I decided to walk back to my room in Gower Street.




  Twenty minutes later, on my way north towards Oxford Street, as I turned from a narrow side-alley into Soho Square, suddenly I stopped and drew myself back into the shadows. Across the deserted square, by the new church of St Patrick, still encased in scaffolding, stood a hansom cab and, climbing into it, illuminated by a shaft of moonlight, were a man and a young woman. The man was Oscar; there was no doubt about that. But the young woman I did not recognise; her face was hideously disfigured and, from the way she held her shawl about her, I sensed that she was gripped by a dreadful fear.
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  1 September 1889
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  ‘You are late, Robert! You should have taken the twopenny tube as I did.’




  I was late and I was troubled. I was perplexed by what I had witnessed in Soho Square the night before; consequently, I had slept fitfully and risen later than I had planned; and then, foolishly, I had allowed myself to be distracted by yet another impertinent letter from my estranged wife’s solicitor.




  Oscar, by contrast, was ebullient and seemed not to have a care in the world. I found him and Conan Doyle hidden behind a cypress tree in the farthest corner of the Langham Hotel’s labyrinthine palm court. They were seated close together, side by side, like the Mad Hatter and the March Hare, at a long linen-covered table, the debris of breakfast all about them. Oscar – dressed, I noticed, in the same suit as the night before, but with a fresh shirt and necktie – was on song. Conan Doyle – younger, slighter, more pink-cheeked than Oscar’s description had led me to expect – was evidently already under the sorcerer’s spell. When Oscar introduced us, Doyle smiled at me with a certain reticence, but barely glanced my way again. He was wholly absorbed by the magic of the master.




  Oscar summoned fresh coffee on my account. ‘You are too late for breakfast, Robert, but in time at least to hear my story and take note of Arthur’s advice. I will be brief, for our new friend is anxious to take his leave of us and of London – “that great cesspool”, as he calls it, “into which all the loungers of the Empire are irresistibly drained”. We are the loungers, Robert.’




  Doyle made a vain attempt to protest, but Oscar’s flow would not be staunched.




  ‘No, no, believe me,’ he went on. ‘Arthur wants to get away at once. His train departs within the hour. He has his ticket and scant means to buy another. He is strapped for cash, Robert. Like you, money is a perpetual worry to him. Unlike you, he pays his bills on time. Besides, it is his wife’s birthday and he is eager to hasten back to her, bearing gifts.’




  Oscar paused to sip his coffee. Doyle was gazing at him, wide-eyed with admiration. ‘Mr Wilde, you are amazing,’ he said. ‘You are correct in every particular.’




  ‘Come, Arthur, no more “Mr Wilde”, please. I am your friend. And I have studied your Study in Scarlet. This was scarcely a three-pipe problem.’




  Doyle pinched his lower lip with pleasure. ‘Give me your methodology,’ he said.




  Oscar was happy to oblige. ‘Well, Arthur, I surmised that you might be short of funds last night because of the alacrity with which you accepted Stoddart’s invitation to write for him and then enquired how soon you might be able to expect payment. This morning, when I arrived at the hotel, it was not yet eight o’clock and yet you were already at the desk, settling your account. I saw your cheque book. It was brand-new, but the cheque you were using was the last one in the book. As yesterday was the last day of the month, I thought to myself, The good doctor is a man who likes to pay his bills on time.’




  ‘I am impressed,’ said Doyle, laughing.




  ‘I am not,’ said Oscar, affecting a sudden earnestness. ‘Those who pay their bills are soon forgotten. It is only by not paying one’s bills that one can hope to live in the memory of the commercial classes. I further surmised that you were planning to catch an early train because why else would you settle your account before breakfast and have your luggage already brought down into the hallway?’




  ‘But how did you know that today is my wife’s birthday?’




  ‘Your luggage includes a bouquet of fresh flowers with card attached, and a lady’s hatbox. I do not yet know you well, Arthur, but I know you well enough to be certain that these are not gifts intended for some passing fancy. However, I was troubled by the hatbox—’




  ‘I am anxious about that hat,’ Doyle interjected. ‘I may have made a poor choice.’




  ‘A hat for a lady is always a poor choice,’ said Oscar, holding the moment as he stirred his coffee and considered his next thought. ‘In ancient Athens there was neither a milliner nor a milliner’s bill. These things were absolutely unknown, so great was the civilisation.’




  Doyle was shaking his head in delight and disbelief. ‘And how do you know I have already purchased my railway ticket?’ he asked.




  ‘Because I see it sticking out of your left breast pocket!’ Oscar replied.




  Conan Doyle laughed and banged the table with so much pleasure that the teaspoons rattled in their saucers.




  ‘Arthur.’ Oscar turned to Doyle and looked into his eyes with sudden intensity. ‘I am glad to have made you laugh, for soon I shall make you weep. The words of Mercury are harsh after the songs of Apollo. If you have tears to shed, prepare to shed them now.’




  Doyle returned Oscar’s gaze and smiled the reassuring smile of a kindly country doctor. ‘Unfold your tale,’ he said. ‘I am all ears.’




  ‘I will tell you the story as simply as I can,’ said Oscar. ‘In truth, it can be simply told.’ As he spoke, he lowered his voice. I recall every word precisely – I made a note of it that night – but I recall, too, having to lean across the table to hear him.




  ‘Yesterday afternoon,’ he began, ‘at some time between half past three and four o’clock, I presented myself at the door of number 23 Cowley Street in Westminster. I had an appointment there and I was late. I knocked sharply at the door, but there was no reply. I rang the doorbell – still nothing. Impatiently, I knocked again, more loudly. I rang the bell once more. Eventually, after what must have been several minutes, I was admitted by the housekeeper. Because I was late, I did not wait to listen to her excuses. Immediately I climbed the stairs, alone, and let myself into the first-floor sitting room. I was utterly unprepared for the scene that awaited me. It was a scene of horror, grotesque and pitiable.’




  He paused, shook his head and lit a cigarette. ‘Go on,’ said Conan Doyle.




  Oscar drew on the cigarette and, his voice barely above a whisper, continued. ‘There, lying on the floor, his feet towards me, was the body of a boy – a young man named Billy Wood. His torso was soaked in blood, blood that glistened like liquid rubies, blood that was barely congealed. He could have died only minutes before. He was naked, quite naked. The blood was everywhere, except for his face. His face was untouched. I recognised his face at once – though his throat had been cut from ear to ear.’




  Conan Doyle’s gaze remained fixed on Oscar. ‘What did you do then?’ he asked.




  ‘I fled the scene,’ said Oscar, lowering his eyes as if in shame.




  ‘Did you question the housekeeper?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Did you call the police?’




  ‘No. I walked along the embankment, towards Chelsea, towards my house in Tite Street. I must have walked for an hour, and as I walked, and watched the sunlight glinting on the black sheen of the river, and passed by other walkers intent on the pleasures of an afternoon stroll, I began to wonder whether what I had seen had been but a figment of my imagination. I reached my home and greeted my wife and kissed my boys, but as I sat in their nursery and read to them their goodnight fairy tale the picture of the body of Billy Wood would not leave my mind’s eye. He was innocent, as they are. He was beautiful, as they are . . .’




  ‘But this Billy Wood,’ Conan Doyle interjected, ‘he was not a relation?’




  Oscar laughed. ‘By no means. I doubt that he had any known relations. He was a street urchin, a waif and stray, an uneducated lad of fifteen or sixteen. He had few enough friends. I am sure he had no relations.’




  ‘But you knew him?’




  ‘Yes, I knew him – but I did not know him well.’




  Doyle looked perplexed. ‘Yet you had gone to Cowley Street to meet him? You had an assignation.’




  Oscar laughed again and shook his head. ‘No, of course not. He was a street urchin. I barely knew him. I had a professional appointment in Cowley Street – nothing to do with this matter.’ Doyle’s eyes widened, but Oscar went on, with energy: ‘Nothing to do with this matter, Arthur, I assure you. Nothing. My appointment was with a pupil, a student of mine. I found the boy there quite by chance.’




  ‘But you were familiar with the house? You had been there before?’




  ‘Yes, but I had not expected to find Billy Wood there – alive or dead. I had not seen him for a month or more.’




  Arthur Conan Doyle pressed his broad fingertips against his moustache and murmured, ‘Oscar, I am confused. You went to Cowley Street to meet a “student” of yours who, you tell me, has nothing to do with the case. Where was this “student” when you arrived in Cowley Street?’




  ‘Unavoidably detained. There was a note waiting for me at Tite Street when I got home.’




  ‘And in the room where you had expected to find your “pupil”, in his place you found the body of a street urchin, a boy barely known to you, apparently the victim of a brutal attack—’




  ‘A brutal murder, Arthur,’ said Oscar, with emphasis.




  ‘A ritual murder, I believe.’




  ‘A ritual murder?’




  ‘Billy Wood’s body was laid out as though on a funeral bier: his arms were folded across his chest. There were lighted candles all around him and the smell of incense was in the air.’




  Conan Doyle sat back, with arms folded, and appraised his new friend. ‘Oscar,’ he said kindly, ‘are you sure you have not imagined all this?’




  ‘Do you doubt me?’




  ‘I don’t doubt that you believe that you saw what you say you saw. I don’t doubt your word, not for a moment. You are a gentleman. But you are also a poet—’




  ‘Enough!’ Oscar pushed back the table. He rose to his feet. ‘This is not a poet’s fancy, Arthur. Come! We shall go to Cowley Street. We shall go now! I will show you what I have seen. You, too, shall be a witness. It is no hallucination, Arthur, though it be the stuff of nightmares. Waiter, our bill! Robert, will you come also? Arthur is wary of mad poets – rightly so. You may be his chaperone.’




  ‘But, Oscar,’ Conan Doyle protested, ‘if all you tell me is true, this is a matter for the police, not a country doctor. I must return to Southsea. My wife is expecting me.’




  ‘And she shall have you, Arthur. We will take you to Waterloo Station by way of Cowley Street. You will miss one train; you may miss two; but we shall have you in Southsea in time for tea, I promise.’




  Conan Doyle continued to protest, but he protested in vain. Oscar got his way. Oscar always got his way. The poet, William Butler Yeats, a fellow Irishman, to whom Oscar introduced me that same year, wrote later of Oscar’s ‘hard brilliance’, of his ‘dominating self-possession’. Yeats recognised – as few did in Oscar’s lifetime – that our friend’s outward air of indolence masked an inner will that was formidable. ‘He posed as an idler,’ Yeats said, ‘but, in truth, he was a man of action. He was a leader. You followed him you knew not quite why.’




  Conan Doyle and I trooped out of the Langham Hotel in Oscar’s wake. He strode ahead of us, en prince. He was neither grand nor arrogant, but he was magnificent. He was never handsome, but he was striking, having the advantage of height and the discipline of good posture. Waiters bowed instinctively as he passed; other guests – men and women alike; even, in the hotel forecourt, a King Charles spaniel – looked up and acknowledged him. None of them may have known precisely who he was, but all of them seemed to sense that he was somebody.




  Some minutes later, as our four-wheeler turned from the main thoroughfare of Abingdon Street into the warren of cobbled lanes and alleys leading to Cowley Street, Conan Doyle enquired, ‘This Cowley Street – is it a reputable address?’




  ‘I do not know,’ answered Oscar, with a smile. ‘It is very near to the Houses of Parliament.’




  Conan Doyle, intent on looking out of the cab window, did not seem to register the jest. Oscar, so earnest when he rose from the breakfast table at the Langham Hotel, suddenly appeared not to have a care in the world. It was often like that with him. He was a man of deep emotions, yet frequently he hid his feelings behind a mask of insouciance. He did it deliberately, I believe, the better to be able to observe the reactions of those around him. Now, blithely, he continued, ‘Abraham Cowley himself came to a disreputable end, as is the way with minor poets. He was found in a field after a drinking bout and died of the fever. He is buried in Westminster Abbey and has this street as his memorial. Do you know his work, Robert? According to the literary critics, his poems are marred by elaborate conceits and artificial brilliancy. I have always found them simple and affecting. He was a child prodigy. He composed an epic romance at the age of ten – the perfect age for epic romance! – and published Poetic Blossoms, his first volume of verse, when he was just fifteen. Whoa, cabby, whoa! We are here. And look, gentlemen, there’s a poetic blossom of a sort awaiting our arrival.’




  The hansom cab pulled up immediately outside number 23 Cowley Street. Seated on the doorstep, resting wearily against the shiny black front door, was a stout woman of riper years, more overblown fuchsia bush than poetic blossom. Her appearance was both arresting and preposterous: her boots were blue-black, her skirt was brown, her jacket was striped Lincoln green and vermilion. I felt that she would have done credit to a Drury Lane pantomime: her cheeks were excessively rouged, her lips were scarlet, and her extraordinary ensemble was completed by a plum-coloured toque perched precariously on top of a mass of vivid orange curls. At her side was a large carpet-bag; in her lap was a sheaf of papers and a small bundle of keys.




  ‘Is this the lady who admitted you yesterday?’ Conan Doyle enquired of Oscar as we clambered out of the cab.




  ‘Nothing like her,’ said Oscar, bowing towards the unlikely-looking female who was now struggling to her feet. ‘I think we can take it that today is this good lady’s first day at number 23.’




  ‘Indeed, sir,’ said the woman, dropping a curtsey towards us and revealing a small ostrich feather in her toque as she did so.




  ‘Well done, Oscar,’ said Doyle. ‘Sherlock Holmes would be proud of you.’




  ‘I think, Arthur, that even Dr Watson would have surmised as much. The lady has pages torn from a gazetteer in one hand and in the other a set of keys with which she is obviously unfamiliar. It is the first of the month, 1 September, or, as she thinks of it, the feast of’ – here Oscar turned towards the lady who immediately mumbled the words ‘St Giles’ before curtseying again – ‘her first day in her new employment, hence the hat, her best hat. The lady wishes to make a good impression on her first day. Am I not right, Mrs O’—’




  ‘O’Keefe, sir,’ said the good lady, bobbing down before us for a third time.




  ‘Do you know this lady?’ asked Conan Doyle.




  ‘I know nothing of her,’ said Oscar, lightly, ‘beyond the obvious fact that she is a widow, recently arrived from Dublin, who, having worked in the theatre, as dresser to some of Ireland’s most distinguished leading ladies, is now set to try her fortune in the capital of the empire. She will do well here, do you not think? She is evidently a woman of spirit, though understandably wearied by her long walk from Ludgate Circus this morning.’




  Mrs O’Keefe and Arthur Conan Doyle gazed at Oscar Wilde wide-eyed in amazement.




  ‘This is beyond belief, Oscar,’ said the doctor. ‘You must know her, you must.’




  Oscar laughed. ‘Come, Arthur, this is elementary stuff – basic observation and deduction. I am merely following the rules of the master. Please understand: now that I have met you, Holmes is where my heart is!’




  I was equally amazed. ‘How did you do it, Oscar?’ I asked. ‘Tell us.’




  ‘We must not let daylight in on magic, Robert. The conjuror’s trick once explained seems very commonplace.’




  ‘Tell us, Oscar,’ I insisted.




  ‘I believe you are a mind-reader, sir,’ whispered Mrs O’Keefe, her voice hushed in astonishment.




  ‘No, dear lady,’ said Oscar, amiably, ‘would that I were. However,’ he continued, turning towards her, ‘I come from Dublin also, so I recognised your accent right away. I noticed, too, the small crucifix around your neck, which suggested to me that yours is a good Catholic soul. I surmised, therefore, that you would know your saints’ days and I was certain you would not leave your husband unless he had been taken from you by God himself. Your fine clothes, interestingly juxtaposed, suggested to me theatrical costumes handed down to you by others – the leading ladies for whom you worked as a dresser – and your lively make-up hinted also at a theatrical way of life. You are more accustomed to dressing for night than for day.’




  ‘But how did you know I’d come here from Ludgate Circus?’




  ‘Messrs O’Donovan & Brown of Ludgate Circus are London’s leading suppliers of domestic staff from the emerald isle. They have supplied several maids for us in Tite Street. I guessed that you had collected the keys for this address from them first thing this morning and had then walked here, getting a little lost along the way.’




  ‘Amazing, Oscar, simply amazing,’ muttered Conan Doyle, clapping his hands in admiration.




  ‘But, Oscar, how did you know the lady’s name?’ I asked.




  ‘I didn’t,’ he replied, revealing his uneven yellow teeth in a broad smile. ‘I made a stab at the initial letter, that’s all. More than half the surnames in Ireland begin with an O. The odds were with me . . .’




  ‘Are you a mind-reader?’ repeated the awe-struck Irishwoman who had now taken up an attitude of semi-genuflection before us.




  ‘No, dear lady,’ said Oscar, adding, to our further amazement, ‘I am a musician and accustomed occasionally to using the first-floor sitting room at this address to rehearse chamber works with colleagues. Dr Doyle and Mr Sherard here are new members of my trio and have come to inspect the premises. We are working on Mozart’s Divertimento in E flat major. Would you be so kind as to admit us?’




  As Mrs O’Keefe fumbled with the keys, Conan Doyle said, ‘Oscar, you astound me. I do not begin to understand you.’




  Oscar laughed again, more loudly than before, but his laughter was bleak. ‘I astound myself,’ he said. ‘I am here on the pavement playing games, indulging in childish charades, when I am about to confront you with unparalleled horror. I do not understand myself at times.’
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  23 Cowley Street
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  Number 23 Cowley Street was a two-storeyed, single-fronted, red-brick house built in the 1780s as part of a terrace of modest dwellings originally intended for clerks and choristers attached to Westminster Abbey. The exterior of the house had a certain unassuming dignity; the interior, airless and box-like, and seemingly unfurnished, was curiously without character. Mrs O’Keefe, having found which of the keys fitted which of the locks, admitted us to an incommodious entrance hallway, little larger than a sentry box. Immediately ahead of us lay a steep wooden staircase, narrow and uncarpeted.




  ‘Shall we go up?’ suggested Conan Doyle.




  ‘If Mrs O’Keefe will allow us,’ said Oscar.




  ‘Oh yes, sir,’ said the good woman, semi-genuflecting once more and pointing us towards the stairs. ‘You make yourself at home now. You know the way. I’ll find the gas lamps.’




  ‘No need,’ said Oscar, ‘there’s light enough.’




  A gentle beam of sunshine shone through the fanlight above the front door, illuminating the dust that hovered in the air above the stairs.




  ‘Come,’ said Conan Doyle, ‘let’s get the business done.’




  We climbed the stairs and quickly reached the landing.




  ‘Is this the room?’ asked Doyle.




  ‘It is,’ said Oscar.




  ‘Very well,’ said Conan Doyle, calmly. ‘We are prepared. After you . . .’




  Slowly, carefully, Oscar turned the handle and pushed open the door.




  We adjusted our eyes to the gloom. The curtains, of heavy velvet, bottle green, were drawn closed against the windows facing us, but a rim of warm sunlight filtered across the floor below them. The floorboards were bare. The walls were bare. Other than the curtains, there were no furnishings of any kind to be seen. No lamps, no candlesticks, nothing; the room was empty, utterly so.




  ‘They’ve taken him,’ exclaimed Oscar.




  ‘Was he ever here?’ asked Conan Doyle.




  ‘On my word, Arthur—’Oscar started to protest, but Conan Doyle raised a hand to silence him.




  From the moment we had left the hotel, half an hour before, Oscar had been in command of the situation. He had led the way, full of energy and enterprise. Now he was at a loss. The energy was gone, the enterprise confounded. Without demur, the metropolitan man of the world let the young provincial doctor take control. As Conan Doyle stepped briskly across the room and drew back the curtains, Oscar, deflated, stood by the doorway in silence, staring at the floorboards.




  ‘Do you smell incense?’ Doyle asked.




  ‘No,’ I said, sniffing the air. ‘If anything, beeswax.’




  ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘the floorboards have been newly polished. They gleam.’ He paced around the room, as though marking out its size. ‘No bloodstains on the floor, no signs of guttering candles.’




  ‘There was a carpet, a Persian rug,’ murmured Oscar, as if to himself. ‘His feet were here, his head was there . . . There was a knife . . . I recall a blade, a glistening blade . . .’




  Conan Doyle appeared to pay him no heed. He was busy examining the walls, running his fingers slowly across the grimy, green and black, Regency-stripe flocked wallpaper. He stood for a moment by each wall, studying it intently. There were no visible nails or hooks, no sign that pictures had ever been hung on the walls, no marks to indicate where furniture might once have stood. On the back of the door, there was a small brass coat-hook: nothing else. The room was bare and you felt that it had been so for some time.




  ‘Very well,’ Conan Doyle announced at last, ‘we have seen what we came to see. Our work is done. I must catch my train.’ He placed a kindly hand on Oscar’s shoulder. ‘Come, my friend, let us be on our way.’




  Seemingly in a daze, Oscar allowed himself to be led back down the stairs. Mrs O’Keefe was hovering by the front door, eager to make a further obeisance. ‘Was everything satisfactory?’ she asked. ‘Will the room suit? I have found the kitchen and a kettle if you gentlemen are wanting refreshment.’




  ‘No, thank you kindly,’ said Conan Doyle, producing a sixpenny bit from his coat pocket and handing it to her. ‘We’re much obliged to you, but we must be going now.’




  ‘Much obliged,’ repeated Oscar, vacantly, as if half the world away. Then, recollecting himself, he bowed towards Mrs O’Keefe and extended his hand. She took it and kissed his ring, as though he were a bishop.




  ‘Bless you, sir,’ she said, ‘I’ll pray for you.’




  ‘Pray to St Jude,’ murmured Oscar, ‘the patron saint of lost causes.’




  ‘I’ll pray to St Cecilia, too,’ added Mrs O’Keefe, crossing herself as she bustled after us out of the house and into the street. ‘She takes a special care of musicians, doesn’t she now? She’ll look after you.’




  In the cab, as we trundled back along Abingdon Street towards Westminster Bridge, the silence was strained. I said nothing because I could think of nothing to say. Oscar was lost in melancholy thought, gazing unseeingly out of the cab window. Eventually, as we entered Parliament Square, Conan Doyle spoke. ‘I didn’t realise you were a musician, Oscar,’ he said. ‘What instrument do you play?’




  ‘I’m not. I don’t,’ replied Oscar. ‘My brother, Willie, is the family musician. He plays the piano—’




  ‘And he composes,’ I added, in the hope of sustaining the conversation. ‘Willie Wilde creates the wittiest musical parodies and pastiches.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Oscar, still staring out of the window. ‘Caricature is the tribute that mediocrity pays to genius.’




  Conan Doyle laughed. Oscar turned sharply towards him.




  ‘You are right, Arthur. That was unkind of me. When it comes to my elder brother, I am often uncharitable. It is wrong of me, I know – unchristian. It’s just that I’m not entirely sure that Willie’s “improved” endings for Chopin’s Preludes fulfil their promise.’




  Conan Doyle smiled. ‘I learnt to play the tuba once,’ he said, evidently determined to keep Oscar from reverting to his sombre reverie.




  ‘Did you?’ asked Oscar, suddenly clapping his hands. ‘Did you really?’ The notion of the Southsea doctor with the mournful eyes and the walrus moustache puffing on a tuba lifted Oscar’s spirits instantly. ‘Tell us more, Arthur. When was this? Why was this?’




  ‘Years ago, at school.’




  ‘At Stonyhurst?’ cried Oscar. ‘The English public school system has something to commend it after all!’




  ‘No, Oscar,’ riposted Doyle, laughing genially, ‘not at Stonyhurst. When I was seventeen, before I began my medical training, I spent a year at school in Austria, with the Jesuits.’




  Oscar could barely contain his delight. ‘Tuba-playing Jesuits,’ he exclaimed. ‘Heaven be praised!’ For a moment, he seemed his customary self again and leant towards Doyle, touching him on the knee. ‘Arthur, I think I know you well enough to tell you this. When I was at Oxford, I once spent an evening in the company of a troupe of Tyrolean yodellers.’ He lowered his voice conspiratorially: ‘The experience changed me for ever.’




  Doyle and I laughed out loud, and Oscar sat back, resting his large head against the leather bolster at the back of the cab. We looked at him and smiled. He turned his head to look out of the window again and, as he did so, we saw two small tears trickle down his face.




  ‘What is wrong, Oscar?’ asked Doyle, suddenly concerned and not yet accustomed to Oscar’s mercurial changes in mood.




  ‘I am thinking of Billy Wood,’ said Oscar, quietly. ‘I loved the boy.’




  There was an awkward pause. ‘He was not quite a stranger to you then?’ said Doyle, narrowing his eyes and raising an eyebrow.




  ‘No,’ said Oscar, turning to face the doctor. ‘I misled you there. I apologise. Billy Wood was no stranger.’




  ‘You loved him?’ ‘I loved him,’ said Oscar. ‘Yes. I loved him – as a brother.’




  ‘As a brother?’ repeated Doyle.




  ‘As the younger brother I might have had,’ said Oscar. ‘We were friends – best friends. We were good companions. I had a younger sister once. While she lived, she was my best friend. But I lost her too. She was just ten when she died.’




  ‘I am sorry,’ said Doyle, ‘I did not know.’




  ‘It is a long time ago now,’ said Oscar, reaching for his handkerchief and, unselfconsciously, wiping his eyes, ‘more than twenty years.’ He smiled. ‘ “The good die first,”’ he said. ‘Isola was ten. Billy was barely sixteen. “The good die first, and they whose hearts are dry as summer dust burn to the socket.”’ He looked out of the cab window onto the river. We were halfway across Westminster Bridge. ‘You recognise the line, Robert?’




  To my shame, I did not. ‘Is it Shakespeare?’ I asked.




  ‘No,’ he said, reprovingly, ‘it is not. It is your great-grandfather, Robert.’ He turned to Conan Doyle to explain: ‘Robert is the great-grandson of one of the few poets laureate worthy of the honour: William Wordsworth.’ Arthur responded with the grunt of awe that is the inevitable reaction, it seems, to this particular piece of information. Oscar continued: ‘Robert is reticent about his distinguished forebear because Robert is a poet himself. But given where we are – on Westminster Bridge – and the nature of the morning – “silent, bare” – I hope he will forgive me . . .’




  Before Conan Doyle could embark on the train of questions that I knew – from a lifetime’s experience – would be prompted by the mention of my Wordsworth connection, I intervened to change the subject. ‘Arthur, do you have children?’ I asked.




  Conan Doyle was a decent man – quick and sensitive – and he recognised at once that I was not eager to encourage a discussion of the Wordsworth–Sherard family history. ‘Yes,’ he answered readily, ‘just the one – a daughter, Mary. She is nine months old this very week. She is plump and full of life, with pretty blue eyes and bandy legs. I love her very much.’




  ‘Children are a joy,’ said Oscar. ‘My little boys are three and four, and full of hope. I fear for them dreadfully.’




  ‘I understand,’ said Arthur, gently. ‘Once upon a time, I had a younger sister, too. She also died.’




  ‘I did not know,’ said Oscar.




  ‘How could you?’ asked Doyle.




  ‘I did not think to ask,’ said Oscar. ‘That was thoughtless. Pray forgive me, dear friend. I can call you my friend, can I not – even though our acquaintance has been so brief?’




  ‘I am honoured to be your friend, Oscar,’ replied Conan Doyle, and I sensed, as he spoke, that he was moved. (As I got to know him better, I noticed that whenever he spoke intimately, or of matters that touched him deeply, his Edinburgh accent, usually almost imperceptible, became quite pronounced.)




  ‘Love is all very well in its way,’ said Oscar, ‘but, to me, friendship is much higher. I know of nothing in the world that is either nobler, or more rare, than true friendship. Shall we be true friends, Arthur?’




  ‘I hope so,’ said Doyle earnestly and, as if to seal the compact, he turned towards Oscar and shook him vigorously by the hand. If Oscar winced – as he might have done: Doyle’s was a fist of iron – he did so inwardly. The two men beamed at one another, then turned towards me, and the three of us laughed together. The air had cleared.




  ‘“A timely utterance gave that thought relief,” ’ I said, adding, awkwardly, by way of explanation, ‘my great-grandfather—’




  ‘I know,’ said Conan Doyle. ‘We learnt the poem by heart at school.’




  ‘In Austria?’ cried Oscar.




  ‘No, Oscar! At Stonyhurst. It is my favourite English poem. It contains some of the loveliest lines in the language. “To me the meanest flower that blows can give thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.”’




  ‘If I were to live again,’ said Oscar, ‘I would like it to be as a flower – no soul, but perfectly beautiful.’




  ‘And what flower would that be, Oscar?’ I asked.




  ‘Oh, Robert, for my sins I shall be made a red geranium!’




  As we laughed once more, Doyle glanced out of the window and saw the steps of Waterloo Station in the distance. He said, with sudden urgency, ‘Oscar, may I ask you something?’




  ‘Anything.’




  ‘About 23 Cowley Street?’




  ‘Anything.’ Oscar was now at ease again.




  ‘Who owns the house?’




  ‘Number 23 Cowley Street? I have no idea.’ Oscar answered the question quite casually.




  ‘But you have rented rooms there?’ Conan Doyle began his line of questioning gently, as a friendly family doctor might elicit details of his patient’s symptoms, but gradually the comfortable, coaxing bedside manner gave way to something less cosily avuncular and more akin to a courtroom cross-examination.




  ‘Yes,’ replied Oscar, ‘I have rented rooms there – now and again, not often.’




  ‘But you are unaware of who is the owner of the property?’




  ‘Entirely. I was introduced to the house through O’Donovan & Brown of Ludgate Circus.’




  ‘They act as agents?’




  ‘Indeed. They charge four pounds a month for the house as a whole, if I recollect aright – or a guinea a week, or four shillings per diem, all found. Are you thinking of opening a London practice, Arthur?’




  Conan Doyle ignored Oscar’s joke. His brow furrowed. ‘All found?’ he repeated.




  ‘Yes,’ said Oscar. ‘There is usually a good soul such as Mrs O’Keefe on hand to provide creature comforts.’




  ‘But I don’t understand, Oscar. You have a house full of rooms in Tite Street. Why do you need another in Westminster – especially one at four shillings a day?’




  ‘Half-days are possible, Arthur. O’Donovan & Brown are at pains to be accommodating. I believe there is a doctor who takes the house every Monday morning for half a crown. I have not met him. I am told that those who call upon him are young women in the main. I understand he is not entirely respectable.’




  ‘Oscar,’ said Conan Doyle, ‘you have not answered my question.’




  ‘There is no mystery here, Arthur,’ Oscar replied, without rancour. ‘Now and then, when I have a pupil to teach, or need a room in which to write, I rent Cowley Street for a day or two. It is as simple as that. At Tite Street I have a wife and children and servants – and importunate friends and impertinent tradesmen calling at all hours, whether invited or not. It is only by entire isolation from everything and everyone that one can do any work. Doctors, I know, require their waiting rooms to be full; poets, on the other hand, require theirs to be empty. Poetry, as Robert’s forefather taught us, is emotion recollected in tranquillity. There is no tranquillity in Tite Street.’




  The hansom cab had now pulled up at the railway station, but Conan Doyle was not yet done. ‘Is it writers mainly who take rooms at Cowley Street?’ he asked.




  ‘Writers – and musicians. And artists, also. All sorts, in fact. I once encountered a clergyman there, a suffragan bishop. He was working on a series of sermons – on the theme of sorrow and the seven deadly sins, as I recall. Members of Parliament occasionally use the house as well. They come to play cards – with the artists, and their models.’
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