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For Michèle from first to last





You know a conjurer gets no credit when once he has explained his trick; and if I show you too much of my method of working, you will come to the conclusion that I am a very ordinary individual after all.


Sherlock Holmes to Dr John Watson, A Study in Scarlet, 1887
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Oscar Wilde and the Vatican Murders


Drawn from the previously unpublished memoirs of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930), creator of Sherlock Holmes and friend of Oscar Wilde


[image: image]




 






Principal characters in the narrative


Oscar Wilde, Irish poet and playwright


Dr Arthur Conan Doyle, Scottish author and physician


Dr Axel Munthe, Swedish author and physician


The British community in Rome


The Reverend Martin English, Anglican chaplain


Catherine English


James Rennell Rodd, First Secretary, British Embassy


At the Vatican


Cesare Verdi, sacristan at the Sistine Chapel


Chaplains-in-residence to His Holiness Pope Leo XIII:


Monsignor Francesco Felici, Pontifical Master of


Ceremonies


Father Joachim Bechetti


Monsignor Nicholas Breakspear SJ, Grand Penitentiary


Brother Matteo Gentili, Capuchin friar


Monsignor Luigi Tuminello, papal exorcist





Preface


Rome, Italy, April 1877
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Letter from Oscar Wilde, aged twenty-two, to his mother


Hotel Inghilterra


Darling Mama,


I am in Rome, city of saints and martyrs!


I have just come from the Protestant Cemetery where I prostrated myself before the grave of ‘A Young English Poet’ – John Keats. He died here in Rome, not yet twenty-six, a martyr after his fashion, a priest of beauty slain before his time, a lovely Sebastian killed by the arrows of a lying and unjust tongue. I lay face-down upon the grass, amid the poppies, violets and daisies, and said a prayer for one who was taken from life while life and love were new. (Fear not, Mama, the grass was quite dry and the sun was shining. I will not catch a chill.) The grave is all simplicity – a hillock of green grass with a plain headstone bearing the epitaph Keats wrote for himself: ‘Here lies one whose name was writ in water.’ This is to me the holiest place in Rome.


I say that despite having spent the morning at the Vatican! Yes, Mama, earlier today Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde, your son, had the privilege of an audience with His Holiness Pope Pius IX. All here call him ‘Pio Nono’ and say that, in everything but name, he is a saint already. Certainly he must soon be with the angels. He has been pontiff for more than thirty years. He is eighty-four and cannot be long for this world. He is so frail. The English lady standing next to me in the receiving line said that, in his white dress, the Holy Father looks like a small child just put down to run alone. He is diminished by age and he totters.


There were perhaps thirty of us admitted for the audience – Irish, English, American and French, as well as Italian. Audiences like this take place in a grandiose corridor somewhere between His Holiness’s private apartments and the Sistine Chapel. We arrived at noon and waited upwards of an hour for the Holy Father to appear. I assumed that he was about his devotions. The English lady assured me that he was attending to his midday broth. ‘His mind may not be what it once was,’ she said, ‘but his appetite is undiminished, thank the Lord.’ (Though an Anglican, the lady attends upon His Holiness as often as she is able. The English community here is devoted to the Pope.)


When, at last, the Holy Father appeared in our midst he was surrounded by a fluttering retinue of priests and acolytes – old and young, half a dozen of them at least. Slowly, the pontifical party proceeded down the line, His Holiness giving each pilgrim a moment in turn. With some he was quite chatty, putting his hand to his ear to hear what was being said to him. Naturally, his attendants laughed at all his little jokes. Pio Nono’s body may be worn out, but his eye is beady and his voice still strong. To the Englishwoman next to me he remarked, ‘Inglese, no?’ – and that was all. (‘That’s what he always says to me,’ she told me later, proudly.) When he reached me and I gazed directly upon his face, I was much moved. He has lost his teeth and his underlip protrudes, but there is great sweetness in his smile. I genuflected and kissed the third finger of his right hand. He placed his left hand upon my head and gave me his blessing.


I was almost the last in line. Beyond me were two Italians: a Capuchin father and a young girl, aged thirteen to fourteen. The girl’s beauty was extraordinary – she had the face of a Madonna by Botticelli, with hair the colour of moonbeams and eyes the hue of cornflowers. She was dressed in a simple white smock and she fell to her knees the moment His Holiness entered the corridor. Clearly the Holy Father knew her because, as soon as he reached her, he lifted her veil from her face and caressed her head and said warmly, ‘Dio ti benedica, figlia mia.’ He then took both her hands in his and raised her from her knees. She smiled shyly up at him. Beaming, he looked around at his attendants and back along the line of pilgrims, then, in Italian, told us: ‘Look on this child and give thanks. She is pure innocence. She is a lamb of God, surrounded by the seven deadly sins.’ He let go of the girl’s hands and, laughing happily, went on his way.


I shall not forget this day.


Ever your newly blessed son,


Oscar
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Homburg, Germany, July 1892
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From the unpublished memoirs of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle


I am a details man. I can tell you that in 1892, my thirty-third year, I wrote a total of 214,000 words, all too many of them concerned with the adventures of Mr Sherlock Holmes. My industry was well rewarded. My income for that year amounted to £2,729 – a substantial sum, an outrageous sum, you may think, at a time when a schoolmaster was earning, at most, £150 per annum and a housemaid no more than £40.


On account of Sherlock Holmes I was prosperous. On account of Sherlock Holmes I was becoming famous. On account of Sherlock Holmes I was exhausted. The public could not get enough of ‘the world’s foremost consulting detective’: I was weary of his very name. Halfway through that year, at the start of July 1892, having completed seven Holmes stories in the space of six months, and having settled my wife and baby daughter in our new home in the London suburb of South Norwood, I decided to take a break. I wanted ten days (no more) of rest and recuperation. I needed, as the phrase now goes, to ‘get away from it all’. I took myself off to the foothills of the Taunus mountains, to the German spa town of Homburg. I went to catch up with a backlog of paperwork, undisturbed. I went in search of peace and quiet and solitude. As I arrived at my hotel on Kaiser Friedrichs Promenade, I came face to face with Oscar Wilde.


Do not misunderstand me. In the hurly-burly of the metropolis, in the crush bar at the opera house or a drawing room in Mayfair, there could be no better companion than Oscar Wilde. He set every room he ever entered on a roar. I never knew a wittier man, and he was wise as well as witty. And his wit sparkled and soared: it was never mean or cruel, never exercised at a lesser man’s expense. But Oscar Wilde was not a quiet person. He was Irish and he would not – could not – stop talking. His was a talent to amuse, excite, delight and stimulate, not to soothe. He had genius and charm, and in the years that I first knew him, before his terrible downfall, he was, at all times, a perfect gentleman. But he was not restful company.


Even as I came through the doors of the hotel, even before the hall porter had relieved me of my bags, I heard Oscar’s voice calling out to me.


‘Arthur? Arthur Conan Doyle! Is that really you? Heaven be praised. Thank the Lord you are here.’


My friend was bounding towards me. He appeared distraught. His pale-blue eyes were red-rimmed and shiny with tears. His putty-like features were flecked with beads of perspiration. He did not look well.


He offered me no formal greeting, but simply cried: ‘I need cigarettes. Do you have some, Arthur? Turkish for preference. Or Algerian. American, even. Anything will do.’


I gazed at him bemused. ‘Cigarettes? What for?’


‘To smoke, of course!’ he expostulated.


‘But you never travel without your cigarettes, Oscar.’


‘I arrived with a dozen tins,’ he wailed, ‘but I have exhausted my supplies and in this godforsaken town there’s not a tobacconist to be found. They have been outlawed by the burgermeister.’


I put down my cases and felt in my coat pocket. ‘I believe I have some pipe tobacco,’ I said, laughing.


He seized the tobacco pouch from my hands and kissed it reverently. ‘You are my salvation, Arthur. There’s a Lutheran bible in my room – a poor translation but printed on the most delicate rice paper. I shall use its pages to roll my own cigarettes.’


‘It’s a rough tobacco,’ I warned him, apologetically.


‘No matter, it’s tobacco and I shan’t overwhelm it. I shall begin with Hosea and confine myself entirely to the minor prophets.’ Bear-like, he put his arms around me. He was a big man: over six feet. ‘Thank you, Arthur. You are a good friend. Welcome to Bad Homburg. Dinner as my guest shall be your reward.’


I looked about the cheerless hotel hallway. There were no pictures on the walls, no flowers in the pewter vase that stood on the heavy oak sideboard. ‘What on earth are you doing here, Oscar?’ I asked.


‘Suffering,’ he sighed. ‘And mostly in silence. The other guests are German. Conversation is limited. I find it is so exhausting not to talk.’


I laughed. ‘Are you here for the cure?’


‘Yes,’ he answered bleakly, ‘and it is killing me. I go over to the spa every day and drink the waters. The taste is utterly repellent. It takes a bottle and a half of hock to recover from it. I have never felt so unwell in my life.’ He grinned and waved my tobacco pouch in the air. ‘But your shag will set me right, Arthur. And over dinner you’ll tell me why you’re here.’


‘I’m escaping Sherlock Holmes,’ I said.


‘You’ll never do that, Arthur. You cannot deny your destiny. No man can. Besides, we may need Holmes’s counsel over dinner. We must discuss the sorry business of the murder of the pastry chef.’


I stood amazed. ‘The hotel’s pastry chef has been murdered?’


‘Not yet,’ smiled Oscar, holding the tobacco pouch above his head as he made his way towards the stairs, ‘but it is quite inevitable. When you see the dessert trolley you will know why. A tout à l’heure, mon ami. We’ll meet in the dining room at eight.’


I settled myself into my room on the hotel’s top floor, but at the back of the building, low-ceilinged, airless and sparsely furnished. My narrow window overlooked the hotel’s kitchen yard. My narrow bed faced a whitewashed wall adorned with the room’s only piece of decoration: a heavy crucifix carved from Black Forest oak. As soon as I had unpacked my bags, I changed for dinner and lay on the bed, disconsolate, gazing alternately at the crucifix and my pocket watch, willing the minutes to pass. As I reflected on the austerity of my surroundings, the prospect of dinner with Oscar seemed ever more enticing.


My friend did not disappoint. On the stroke of eight, I made my way into the hotel dining room. The room (oak-panelled and candlelit) was filled with diners, yet felt deserted. At every table, mature couples sat face to face in accustomed silence.


‘You notice,’ whispered Oscar, as I sat down before him, ‘how they study their plates and their water glasses and the vacant middle distance just beyond their spouse’s left or right shoulder. Will it be like this for us in years to come?’


‘No,’ I said, smiling, ‘we are both happily married men. We can look our wives in the eye with a clear conscience. We talk to them and they talk to us. We are blessed.’ I gazed about the room as the waiter unfurled my napkin and, with a heavy hand, laid it across my lap. ‘Is there anything worse than a loveless marriage?’ I pondered.


‘Oh yes,’ said Oscar. ‘A marriage in which there is love, but on one side only.’


Despite the Lenten surroundings, my friend entertained me royally that night. Oscar Wilde was, as another Irishman observed, the greatest talker of his time – perhaps of all time – but he was not a monologue man. He was a conversationalist: he listened attentively before he spoke. He took as well as gave, and what he gave was unique. He had a curious precision of statement, a delicate flavour of humour and a trick of small gestures to illustrate his meaning, which were peculiar to himself.


We had first met three years before, in London, introduced to one another by an American publisher who sought from each of us ‘a murder mystery’ for a monthly magazine. I had obliged with my second Sherlock Holmes adventure. Oscar had written The Picture of Dorian Gray. As writers we were very different. As men we were dissimilar, too, in age (Oscar was five years my senior), appearance (he was taller, stouter and not a man for a moustache) and outlook (Oscar was an aesthete: I was a medical and a military man), but from that first encounter we were immediately in sympathy. Ultimately, I believe it was an arrogance akin to madness that brought him low, but in the heyday of our friendship Oscar seemed to me to be among the best of men. I liked him and admired him. I was awed by his high intelligence, intrigued by his fascination with detective fiction and amused by his fondness for aping Sherlock Holmes at every possible opportunity.


When the waiter had served us our turtle soup and poured us each a glass of excellent Moselle wine, Oscar remarked: ‘I feel sorry for the fellow, don’t you? He’s unhappily married, as you can see, and it must be humbling for a once-proud Bavarian officer to be reduced to this.’


‘Are you talking about our waiter?’ I asked.


‘I am.’


I smiled. ‘Has he confessed all this to you, Oscar, or have you deduced it?’


‘You know my methods, Arthur,’ answered my friend, playfully tapping the side of his nose with his index finger. ‘We can tell that he’s unhappily married because, though he wears a wedding ring, there is a button missing on his jacket and his waistcoat is both stained and poorly pressed. His wife no longer cares for him. He was evidently a soldier because of his bearing. He is stiff and heavy-handed. And his accent tells us he is Bavarian.’


‘What tells us that he is a “once-proud officer”?’


‘His cufflinks and the duelling scar on his left cheek. The cufflinks bear the black and yellow badge of the German Imperial Army. As he poured your wine, you could clearly read the motto on the Imperial cross: Gott Mit Uns.’


‘I noticed the cufflinks,’ I said, ‘but not the duelling scar.’


‘It’s dark in here. They keep it deliberately crepuscular to prevent you from seeing too precisely what’s on your plate.’


I laughed and looked once more around the gloomy dining room. ‘Why on earth are you here, Oscar?’


‘It was my darling wife’s idea. Constance wishes me to lose weight. I have put on two stone in two years. Here at Bad Homburg, I am advised, I can lose two stone in two weeks.’


He said this with a mouth full of bread and butter, as the soup was being cleared away and a dish of turbot in mushroom sauce was being laid before us. Wiener schnitzel, boiled potatoes and sauerkraut were to follow, then cheese, then blancmange, then fruit and nuts.


‘I am on the strictest regimen,’ he declared. ‘Morning and afternoon, religiously, I cross the road to the bathhouse and take the repellent waters. At the end of the day a remarkable specimen of humanity named Hans Schroeder comes to my room. He has the body of a Greek god and the hands of a Teutonic prizefighter. He is my personal masseur and he knows me better than I know myself. For an hour each evening he pushes, pummels and pulverises me, without remission. He is ruthless, remorseless – and in the pay of the hotel. His ministrations leave me so enfeebled that I haven’t the strength to venture out to find a decent restaurant. I am forced to rebuild my strength as best I can in this dismal dining room.’ He drained his wineglass, shook his head, sighed and closed his eyes.


‘The wine is very good,’ I said.


He opened his eyes and grinned. ‘I agree. It’s exceptional. I think we need another bottle right away.’ He waved towards our waiter. ‘We must toast your arrival, Arthur. You have heard my sorry tale. Now it’s your turn. Why are you here? You don’t need to lose weight.’


‘I’ve come to clear my head,’ I said. ‘And to clear my desk.’


Oscar raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ve brought your desk with you?’


‘I have brought a portmanteau of paperwork with me, yes. I am overwhelmed with correspondence, Oscar. No one told me this was the author’s lot. I have hundreds of letters demanding a response.’


My friend looked alarmed. ‘Are these from creditors, Arthur? Are you in trouble?’


‘These are from readers, Oscar.’


‘You get hundreds of letters from your readers?’ Oscar sat back wide-eyed in amazement and, I sensed, a little in envy.


‘No,’ I reassured him. ‘I get only a handful, fewer than you do, I’m sure. It is Sherlock Holmes who gets hundreds of letters – thousands even.’


‘But Holmes is a figment of your imagination.’


‘He is, but the letters aren’t. The letters are all too real and my publishers insist that I at least glance at each and every one. Most can be dealt with by means of a printed postcard of acknowledgement, of course, but simply opening, scanning and sorting it all takes time – and gets in the way of my real work.’


‘Cannot your wife serve as your secretary?’


‘My precious Touie does not enjoy the best of health, as I think you know. She has a weak chest and a small daughter and a new house. She is frail. She cannot take on anything more. No, I must clear the correspondence that has accumulated and then stay on top of it. It can be done.’


‘It will be done,’ said Oscar emphatically, as the waiter arrived with the fresh bottle of Moselle. ‘And I shall assist you. Do not protest. We shall start work tomorrow – immediately after breakfast. I shall forgo my morning cure to be at your service.’ He raised his hand and shook his head. ‘Do not protest, Arthur,’ he repeated. ‘I insist.’


I did not protest. I merely smiled. I was accustomed to Oscar’s sudden enthusiasms. I had no doubt that his offer was sincere, but equally I had no doubt that once the novelty of the enterprise had worn off, I would be working my way through Holmes’s correspondence alone.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘And thank you for dinner. This wine really is outstanding and, for all that he’s an old soldier down on his luck, I’d say our waiter is looking after us rather well.’


‘He is,’ my friend conceded, smiling as he sipped at his wine.


‘But just now, Oscar,’ I continued, ‘as he was serving us, I studied his face quite closely. I saw no duelling scar.’


Oscar raised his glass to me once more and narrowed his eyes. ‘You must allow a fellow writer a little licence, Arthur.’


The following morning, at ten o’clock, as agreed, we gathered in the hotel lounge to begin our work. When I arrived, Oscar was already in place, seated alone at a card table by the window overlooking the promenade. He was heavily built and massive, with a suggestion of uncouth physical inertia in his figure, but above his unwieldy frame perched a head so masterful in its broad brow, so alert in its blue-grey, deep-set eyes, so full in its lips, and so subtle in its play of expression, that after the first glance one forgot the gross body and remembered only the dominant mind – and the outrageous garb. He was dressed in a bottle-green linen suit, sporting a pale-grey shirt and an elaborate daffodil-yellow tie that exactly matched the toecaps on his leather ankle boots. His overlong hair was swept back over his large head. He was freshly shaved; his cheeks were pink and his eyes sparkled.


‘You’ve clearly breakfasted well,’ I said, by way of greeting.


‘I am breakfasting now,’ he replied, indicating the small hand-rolled cigarette that he held between the middle and the ring finger of his left hand. ‘And never better. And I’ve ordered a bottle of iced champagne to help ease us into our labours: Perrier-Jouët ’86. I adore simple pleasures, don’t you? They are the last refuge of the complex.’


‘Are you going to be saying clever things all morning?’ I asked, opening up my portmanteau and placing four bundles of correspondence on the table.


‘I hope so,’ he replied, pulling one of the bundles towards him. ‘Are we opening these at random? May I start?’


‘We are,’ I said, ‘and you may.’ I looked about the empty lounge as I took up my place facing Oscar across the card table. ‘Our fellow residents are all over at the bathhouse taking the waters, I presume?’


‘Yes,’ he answered, drawing languorously on his little cigarette. ‘We shall have nothing to disturb us now, except this correspondence and our consciences.’


‘Does your conscience trouble you, Oscar?’ I enquired, untying the bundle of letters before me.


‘Insufficiently, I fear. Life’s aim, if it has one, is to be always looking for temptations – and there are not nearly enough of them, I find. I sometimes pass the whole day without coming across a single one. It makes one so nervous about the future.’


I smiled. ‘You’re on form today, my friend.’


‘I am hungry for excitement,’ he answered, waving his first opened letter towards me. His eyes scanned the paper and he sighed. ‘However, it seems I am not destined to find it here.’ He drew more impatiently on his cigarette. ‘Listen to this. “Dear Mr Holmes, I am secretary of the Godalming Gardening Society. During the winter months, when gardening is not possible, we run a series of lecture evenings and trust that you may be able to accept our invitation to address us on either 3 November or 1 December next at seven o’clock. We meet on the first Thursday of the month. We expect a talk of sixty minutes in duration, followed by questions from the floor. We are not able to offer a fee, but will cover all reasonable expenses and provide refreshment on the night. Our hope would be to hear something about the cases of yours that have not yet been reported in the Strand Magazine. We look for originality in all our speakers. I look forward to hearing from you at your earliest convenience. Yours most sincerely, Edith Laban (Miss).”’ Oscar let the letter fall from his grasp. ‘Even the woman’s name is banal.’


I smiled. ‘A postcard simply saying “Mr Holmes regrets he cannot oblige” will suffice, Oscar.’


He picked up the letter again. ‘She has underlined the word “originality”, Arthur. The impertinence of the woman, the effrontery …’


‘Just scribble a note of regret on a postcard and be done with it, Oscar.’


‘I’m not sure we should reply at all – or perhaps I should reply on Holmes’s behalf and explain that he is unavailable but that I am willing to come in his stead. Yes, I think that Oscar Wilde should address the Godalming Gardening Society on 3 November. I am ready to be entirely original. I have things to tell the members of the Godalming Gardening Society that they are certain never to have heard before!’


I laughed. ‘Give me the letter, Oscar. I shall reply.’


My friend passed me the letter with a despairing snort and began to sort through the remainder of the pile in front of him.


‘Be warned,’ I said, ‘it’ll mostly be requests for autographs, photographs, and the recipe for Mrs Hudson’s apple pie.’


‘Ah,’ cried Oscar, holding aloft a small packet, about eight inches long and four inches wide. ‘This looks more promising.’


‘Do not get too excited. It is probably a book of sentimental poetry – a gift from the author. Sherlock Holmes has many female admirers.’


‘This comes from Italy,’ said Oscar, inspecting the package more closely. He studied the postmark. ‘From Rome. And the address is written out in capital letters. I think it’s more likely to be from a man. It does not feel like a book. It’s more malleable. Unbound proofs, perhaps.’


He tore open the brown wrapping paper. Inside the package was a large unsealed envelope. Oscar shook the contents onto the table. What fell from the envelope appeared to be a human hand, severed at the wrist.
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The tell-tale hand
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Oscar recoiled in horror and pushed his chair back from the table. ‘This is grotesque,’ he hissed.


‘It’s certainly a surprise,’ I said.


‘Don’t touch it, Arthur,’ cried Oscar.


‘It’s only a hand,’ I reassured him. ‘It won’t bite. And we’ve known worse. As I recall, when we were investigating the case of the candlelight murders, a severed head was delivered to your front door.’


‘I remember,’ he said, flinching at the recollection.


I took out my pocket handkerchief and, using it, picked up the dismembered limb, holding it towards the window light to examine it. The skin was dark, the hand small; for a moment I thought it might have been the paw of a gorilla or an orang-utan.


‘It is a human hand?’ asked Oscar, as if reading my thoughts.


‘Yes,’ I said, inspecting it more closely.


‘It’s not made of wax or India rubber?’


‘It’s the real thing, I’m afraid – flesh and bone. It’s a right hand, quite small, quite smooth – almost delicate. I’d say it was a woman’s hand but for the rough cut and shaping of the fingernails. Look.’


I held the hand out towards Oscar. My friend summoned up his courage and, through gimlet eyes, keeping his distance, he inspected the severed limb. ‘Yes,’ he whispered. ‘It is quite delicate, I see.’


‘And look at the wrist. Look at the bone, look at the stump. It’s a clean cut, but brutally done. It’s the work of a butcher’s cleaver rather than a surgeon’s knife.’


‘And the black marks below the knuckles?’ enquired Oscar, peering closer.


‘Mottling, I’d say, nothing more, signs of age. And yet the palm is smooth, almost unlined. The hand looks young …’


‘It’s not diseased?’


‘I don’t think so.’ Oscar winced as I brought the hand to my nostrils. ‘It’s been pickled, I reckon, or embalmed. That would explain the dark pigmentation of the skin – and the quality of the preservation. It’s a dead hand, but, apart from its colour, it has all the appearance of a living one.’


I was about to lay the hand back on the table when heavy breathing and the clink of glasses alerted me to the arrival in the lounge of our Bavarian waiter from the night before. Rapidly I wrapped the dismembered limb in my handkerchief and thrust it into my jacket pocket.


‘Guten Morgen, mein Herr,’ cried Oscar, a touch over-exuberantly.


Ponderously, in silence, the waiter opened the Perrier-Jouët and poured us each a glass. With an utterly irrelevant quotation from Goethe (something about the land where the lemon trees grow!), Oscar pressed an English florin into the man’s hand, explaining that it was the only coin he had about him but, as it bore a portrait of Kaiser Wilhelm’s grandmother, Queen Victoria, he trusted it would be acceptable as a modest token of our appreciation. The waiter said nothing. When he had gone, Oscar raised his glass and drank down his champagne in a single gulp. He poured himself a second glass and said quietly: ‘Arthur, you sit there with a dead man’s hand in your pocket. What does it mean? Why has it been sent to you?’


‘It’s not been sent to me. It’s been sent to Sherlock Holmes.’


‘Care of your publishers.’


‘No. Look at the label on the wrapping. It was sent to Holmes at 221B Baker Street, London. There’s no such address, of course. Baker Street runs up only to number 100. The post office covering the Marylebone district kindly collects the letters and forwards them to my publisher.’


Oscar examined the brown wrapping paper. I looked at the envelope that had contained the hand itself. ‘It’s a sturdy envelope,’ I observed, ‘and made of quality paper.’


‘Is there a watermark?’


I held the envelope up to the window. ‘No, not that I can see. It’s thick paper – card almost. It’s the sort of envelope that a lawyer might use to store deeds in, or a will.’


‘The envelope is unmarked?’


‘Quite.’


‘There’s no note inside? No message of any kind?’


I looked inside the envelope. ‘No, there’s nothing.’ I put down the envelope and took a sip of the iced champagne. It was strange to taste champagne so early in the day. ‘Nothing at all.’


‘The hand is the message,’ mused Oscar, still studying the brown wrapping. ‘But what does it signify? Is it a cry for help?’


‘Or a warning?’


‘Or a threat?’


‘Or an act of madness?’ I put down my glass and smiled. ‘Is it simply a practical joke? An English admirer of Edgar Allan Poe once sent Holmes a dead raven.’


Oscar looked up at me and pursed his lips. ‘Yes, well, we know an Englishman’s idea of ready wit is a bucket of water perched on top of a half-opened door – but this isn’t an Englishman’s work. This hand was sent to Holmes from Italy.’


‘Is the handwriting on the label Italian?’


‘Impossible to tell.’ Oscar scrutinised the wrapping once more. ‘The stamps are. The postmark is. “Roma, 8 marzo 1892”.’


‘Marzo? That’s March, Oscar. It’s now July. The package was sent four months ago.’


‘Is that significant?’


‘It may be. If this was a cry for help and it has gone unheeded, there may be others, yet more desperate.’ I turned to my portmanteau on the floor beside my chair and pulled out four more bundles of correspondence. ‘We must go through all this, I’m afraid, every item.’


‘How far back do these letters and packages go?’ asked Oscar, pushing his glass and ashtray to one side and taking a bundle from me.


‘To the beginning of the year. I have let it all accumulate since Christmas. I’ve been ignoring it because I find it so oppressive. I’m a doctor, Oscar. I’m a writer. I have no wish to be correspondence secretary to an imaginary detective. I’m not interested. I haven’t the time.’


‘Calm yourself, Arthur,’ my friend said, soothingly. ‘These letters are the fruits of your success. Take pride in the fact that you have created a character so vivid, so real, so tangible that strangers turn to him in their hour of need.’ Oscar was now rifling through a substantial handful of the correspondence, noting the postmark on every letter. ‘London, London, London, Chester, Plymouth, London, Glasgow, New York, Babbacombe, Leeds, London, Milwaukee, Moscow, the Isle of Wight …’ He paused and looked up at me. ‘Holmes has conquered the world, Arthur. Be happy.’


‘I have a dead man’s hand in my pocket, Oscar,’ I said.


‘And between my thumb and forefinger,’ cried my friend exultantly, holding up a small cream-coloured envelope and waving it towards me, ‘I have another letter from Rome – look! “Roma, 22 gennaio 1892”.’


‘That’s January – open it, open it!’


Oscar tore open the envelope and peered inside.


‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘A note this time?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘It is a lock of hair.’ Oscar tipped the contents of the envelope onto his open palm. It was indeed a lock of hair, a thick loop about an inch in diameter and two inches in length. ‘It is hair the colour of honey,’ he said, gazing down at it.


‘It’s a brackish yellow, Oscar.’


‘It is golden,’ he persisted. ‘It’s the colour of a leaf in early autumn. It’s beautiful. Look at the shape. It might be a kiss-curl from a young boy’s forehead.’


I lifted the lock of hair from his palm. It was surprisingly rough to the touch. ‘Or it might be a ringlet cut from an old lady’s wig,’ I suggested. ‘The hair feels very coarse.’ I held it to my nostrils. ‘It smells musty. It smells of overripe apples.’


‘There you are,’ said Oscar, raising his glass to me. ‘The very smell of it evokes Keats’s season of mists and mellow fruitfulness.’


I laughed out loud. ‘Three glasses of champagne in lieu of breakfast, Oscar, and you’ll say anything.’


‘But isn’t it possible?’ he asked, earnestly, putting down his glass and leaning across the table towards me. ‘This lock of hair, the severed hand in your pocket: they could have been cut from the butchered body of some poor Italian youth …’


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Or the hair could have come from a wig – that’s what it feels like. And the hand could have been cut from a legitimate cadaver, in the dissecting room of a hospital or in a respectable mortuary.’


‘Then why send them to Sherlock Holmes?’


‘As a hoax? As an unpleasant joke?’


‘Or as evidence of a terrible crime. You must concede that is at least a possibility, Arthur?’ Quickly, he lit another of his home-rolled cigarettes and, sucking on it urgently to draw the smoke, he continued to rifle through the piles of correspondence on the table. I joined him in the task. ‘We must look at every envelope,’ he said. ‘There may be more from Rome.’


There was. Among the last batch of letters we inspected – it was, in fact, the batch that had contained the original package with the severed hand – I came across a third, and final, envelope bearing Italian stamps. The postmark read: ‘Roma, 15 maggio 1892’.


Oscar raised his glass to me, as if in triumph. ‘Is the handwriting the same as before?’ he asked.


‘It appears to be. With capital letters it’s difficult to tell. But the address is written in black ink, as before, and in a steady hand. It’s a different envelope, smaller than the first, larger than the second. But it’s evidently from the same source.’


‘Open it up,’ commanded Oscar. ‘What will it be this time?’


‘A photograph of the sender, I hope, with a detailed letter of explanation – preferably in English.’ I opened the envelope. There was no letter. I saw at once what was inside and tipped the contents onto the littered table.


‘Ah,’ cried Oscar, narrowing his eyes, ‘just what I’ve been wanting: a small cigar.’


‘I think not, Oscar,’ I said. ‘You really have drunk too much. Look at it, man. It’s a finger – a human finger – an index finger, I’d say, severed at the knuckle.’


Oscar peered down at the table suspiciously. ‘It looks like a small Havana to me. Look, there’s the cigar band.’


‘That’s a ring, Oscar.’ I shook my head and sighed, unable to decide whether my friend was being playful or perverse. ‘May I borrow your handkerchief?’ I asked.


‘If you must,’ he said, fishing into his top left-hand coat pocket and handing me an apricot-coloured square of silk.


Carefully, I laid out the finger on Oscar’s handkerchief and, from my own pocket, produced the severed hand, laying it, palm down, alongside the severed digit. ‘What do you think?’ I asked.


‘I think the members of the Godalming Gardening Society would be in for a treat if one took these along as exhibits.’


‘Don’t you see, Oscar?’ I said, somewhat impatiently. ‘Concentrate, would you? Focus.’


‘What don’t I see?’ he asked, pouring himself yet more champagne. ‘It’s plain enough, alas. I see a dead man’s hand and a dead man’s finger.’


‘But you don’t,’ I said. ‘Or, at least, not necessarily so. Who is to say these limbs belong to a man?’


‘Do they belong to a beast?’ he cried, melodramatically.


‘No, but the hand might be a woman’s. It is small and smooth. We must not make assumptions, Oscar. We must consider the evidence.’ My friend sipped his wine, gazing steadily at the hand and finger that lay on the table before him. When I sensed that I had his full attention once more, I went on: ‘These limbs do not come from the same person, Oscar.’


‘Do they not? How can you tell? Their colour is identical.’


‘They have been preserved in the same way, pickled in the same fashion. But look at the hand: it is a complete right hand. And look at the finger. From the shape of the joint and the curvature of the nail and the tip, you can see that it is a finger from a right hand also, and an altogether larger hand than the other. The hand and the finger come from different bodies.’


‘Good God,’ murmured Oscar, putting down his glass. ‘A double murder.’


I laughed. ‘Or no murder at all. These could simply be limbs cut from two people who have died of natural causes. Or, alternatively, limbs cut from individuals who are still living.’


‘Is that possible?’


‘Quite possible,’ I said. ‘Have you heard of the Mafia?’


‘Is it a restaurant?’


‘It is a secret criminal society based in Sicily, Oscar. Members of the Mafia are sophisticated bandits whose power and influence grow by the day. They hold sway far beyond the toe of Italy. They are brutal and they are fearless. Cross them, betray them, and they will exact their revenge in barbaric ways.’


Oscar gazed wide-eyed at the severed limbs laid out on the handkerchiefs before him. ‘I am beginning to warm to the Godalming Gardening Society. Dismemberment has never been a feature of everyday life in Surrey.’


‘But, of course,’ I added, ‘this horror may have nothing whatsoever to do with the Mafia. The Mafia simply sprang to mind because I have been considering involving them in one of Holmes’s yarns.’


‘Have you told anyone of this?’


‘No one. No one at all. That’s what makes it so curious.’ I glanced towards the bottle of Perrier-Jouët. ‘Is there any left? I think I’m ready for a drink now.’


‘I’ll order more,’ cried Oscar, as he poured the remains of the champagne into my glass.


‘No more, thank you. This will be enough. We must keep our heads clear. We must think. And think carefully.’


‘No, Arthur, we must act. And act recklessly. We must pack our bags. We must order our tickets. We must be on our way.’


‘What do you mean, “on our way”? I have only just arrived.’


‘Yes, but you can’t wait to leave and neither can I.’ He looked around the deserted hotel lounge. Outside, the sun was shining; within the room, there was a settled gloom. ‘We don’t belong here, Arthur. This ghastly place is for the old and the decrepit—’


‘Some of the guests are younger than you are, Oscar.’


‘They are older in spirit, all of them. They don’t drink, they won’t smoke, they can’t talk – why do they bother to breathe?’ He threw back his head, expanded his chest, raised his broad shoulders and drew deeply on his little cigarette. Turning towards the window, he looked out on to the road leading to the spa. ‘These sad folk, look at them, with their dreary faces and their ludicrous lederhosen, “taking the cure”, “drinking the waters” – they don’t live. They exist. And then they die.’ He turned back towards me, tears in his eyes. He raised his glass and bumped it gently against mine. ‘That’s not our way, Arthur. Whatever our age, we are to be young. Here’s to us! Here’s to Life!’


‘Here’s to you, Oscar,’ I said, oddly moved by his sudden outburst. He was thirty-seven years of age, but, in truth, because of his bulk and his crooked teeth, with his blotchy complexion and his red-rimmed eyes, he looked older. ‘Where do you want us to go, my friend?’ I asked.


‘Is it not obvious?’


‘To the police, I suppose. We should. We should indeed. But what would the police make of this? Are they going to scour the streets of Rome in search of a man with a missing finger and a woman who has lost her hand? Why should they?’


‘We are not going to the police, Arthur. You are right: there would be no point. But we are going to Rome, Arthur, this very afternoon. We must. We are going to solve this mystery, you and I.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it’ll do us good! It’ll be an adventure – and that’s the only “cure” we need.’ He looked down at the littered card table and touched the brown wrapping paper and the envelopes that had contained the severed limbs and the lock of hair. ‘Besides, for whatever reason, someone has sought to make contact with Sherlock Holmes. Holmes is your creation, Arthur. You need to discover what is going on.’


‘I need to be back in London in ten days.’


‘You will be, I promise you, and when you get there, what a story you’ll have to tell. And if you don’t get there – if the Mafia get to you first – what a way to go! The obituary writers will have a field day.’


‘Oscar, you have drunk too much.’


‘On the contrary, I have drunk too little.’ He pushed back his chair and beamed at me. ‘I can see the headlines, Arthur: “Scottish author cut down in prime. Creator of Sherlock Holmes slain by Sicilian bandits.”’


‘Oscar, you are drunk and you are absurd.’


‘Nevertheless I am taking you to Rome to unravel the mystery, to unmask the murderer!’ He clapped his hands in glee.


‘Who is to say there’s been a murder, Oscar?’


My friend looked down at the table and indicated the hand and finger lying there before us. ‘There’s clearly been a murder, Arthur, and, by the look of it, more than one.’


‘This is not evidence of murder, Oscar.’


‘It’s evidence of mutilation, at the very least.’ He pushed his chair further from the table and got to his feet. ‘Kindly wrap up the exhibits. As you’re the medical man, we will leave them in your care. Have a special regard for the honey-coloured lock of hair and the finger. I shall enquire about the train. You go and pack your bags. Rome calls.’


I began to move, reluctantly. ‘It’ll be a wild-goose chase, Oscar.’


‘And when we get there, we’ll be searching for a needle in a haystack. I know, Arthur. But at least, thanks to the ring, we’ll have somewhere to start.’


‘Thanks to the ring?’ I repeated.


‘Ah,’ he said, smirking. ‘Can it be that Oscar Wilde, even when intoxicated, has noticed the tell-tale clue that the creator of Sherlock Holmes, entirely sober, has missed? Examine the ring, Arthur.’


Oscar had removed the ring from the finger. He handed it to me. ‘It’s a simple gold band,’ I said.


‘Rose-gold,’ said Oscar. ‘The colour is distinctive.’


‘Rose-gold,’ I agreed, ‘but otherwise unremarkable.’ I turned over the ring in the palm of my hand. ‘A little scratched on the inside perhaps.’


‘Examine the scratch marks carefully, Arthur.’


I peered closely at the ring. ‘This is where I need Holmes’s magnifying glass,’ I said.


‘Or Wilde’s eagle eye,’ my friend countered. ‘Do you not see a shape in the scratch marks?’


Screwing up my eyes, I saw something. ‘The outline of a key?’ I suggested.


‘Exactly.’


‘Two keys, in fact, lying end to end, overlapping.’


‘Crossed, I think,’ said Oscar. ‘The keys of St Peter, I suggest. The symbol of His Holiness the Pope. When we get to Rome, Arthur, we will start our investigations in the Vatican City. We will begin at the basilica of St Peter’s. The key to the mystery lies in the keys. The game’s afoot, my friend.’


[image: image]
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The train to Rome


[image: image]


‘The soul is born old but grows young. That is the comedy of life. And the body is born young and grows old. That is life’s tragedy.’


On the little local train that took us from Homburg to Mainz, Oscar was in a philosophical frame of mind. He resisted all my attempts to get him to talk seriously about the practicalities of the assignment we had embarked upon. Instead, gazing dreamily out of the window at the passing mountain scenery, he offered up epigram after epigram – some, no doubt, original; others, I suspect, borrowed from Montaigne or Mark Twain. (Oscar maintained that he had an arrangement with Mark Twain: on their respective sides of the Atlantic they could appropriate one another’s quips with impunity and without acknowledgement. Oscar liked to say that plagiarism is the privilege of the appreciative man.)


At the railway station in Mainz, Oscar bought cigarettes, salami, bread, cheese and a small cask of red wine. For a man who worshipped youth and beauty above all else, he most surely did not treat his own body as a temple. From Mainz to Zurich, we had no choice but to travel third class, sitting on a wooden bench, side by side, awkwardly, in the corner of a crowded and airless compartment, consoling ourselves with our picnic and our cigarettes, and talking in whispers. None of our fellow travellers (six dour-faced working men in blue overalls) looked in the least likely to be English speakers, but nevertheless I felt uneasy with Oscar’s line of conversation. He had moved from philosophy to religion.


‘It is curious how the love of God can lead to acts of unspeakable cruelty,’ he said, chewing on a piece of cheese. ‘You were brought up by Jesuit priests, Arthur. Were they unspeakably cruel?’


‘I was brought up by my mother, Oscar, but I went to a school run by Jesuit priests, yes. It was a boarding school and the regime was Spartan. Everything in every way was plain to the point of austerity. Dry bread and well-watered milk was all we had for breakfast. The life was harsh, but the priests were not cruel.’


‘Did they beat you?’


‘All the time.’ I laughed at the recollection. ‘And I was beaten more than most. The corporal punishment at Stonyhurst was severe, I grant you that.’


I gave Oscar a sidelong glance. He was studying me with disconcerting intensity. ‘Go on,’ he said.


‘It was peculiar, too, administered with an instrument of torture imported from Holland, as I recall.’


‘An instrument of torture,’ he repeated.


I lowered my voice further. ‘It was called a “Tolley” – I don’t know why. It was a piece of India rubber the size and shape of a thick boot sole. One blow of this “Tolley”, delivered with intent, would cause the palm of your hand to swell up and change colour. Nine blows to each hand was the customary punishment and, once you’d taken it, you’d not be able to turn the handle of the door to get out of the room. To take twice nine on a cold day was about the extremity of human endurance.’


‘And why were you, Arthur Conan Doyle, beaten more than most?’
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