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Freedom is the only law which genius knows.


Oscar Wilde (1854–1900)
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Oscar Wilde and the Nest of Vipers


Drawn from the previously unpublished memoirs of
Robert Sherard (1861–1943),
Oscar Wilde’s friend and his first and most
prolific biographer
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Preface
Paris, 1900
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‘I remember nothing.’


‘You must remember the nest of vipers.’


‘I remember nothing. That is my rule.’


‘Don’t be absurd, Oscar.’


My friend smiled and ran his forefinger slowly around the rim of his glass of absinthe. He gazed at me, his eyes full of tears. ‘What else should I be, Robert? I am absurd. Look at me.’


I looked at him as he sat slumped on the banquette like a debauched tart in a painting by Toulouse-Lautrec. His face was grey, blotchy, with patches of green and ochre beneath his eyes and starbursts of crimson where veins had broken in his cheeks. His auburn hair, once so lustrous, was lank. His uneven teeth were stained with mercury and nicotine. His body had run to fat. His appearance had gone to seed. Two years in prison, with hard labour, and three years in exile, without employment, had brought him to this.


‘I remember nothing,’ he repeated, ‘as a matter of policy. The artist must destroy memory, Robert, and interest himself only in the moment – the hour that is passing, the very second as it occurs. The man who thinks of his past has no future.’ He raised his now-empty glass towards the barman. ‘Personally, I give myself absolutely to the present.’


We were in Paris, the city of light, sitting in semi-darkness at the back of the old Café Hugo on boulevard Montmartre. It was Friday, 16 March 1900 – five months to the day since his forty-fifth birthday; eight months and a half before his untimely death. We were having lunch: bread, cheese, salami. I had finished mine; Oscar had not touched his. He preferred absinthe. ‘It makes the heart grow fonder,’ he said, smiling and pressing his hand over mine.


Oscar Wilde and I were not lovers, but we were the best of friends. We met in Paris in the spring of 1883, when I was young and idolatrous and he was on the brink of becoming the literary sensation of the age. I was flattered by his friendship (I was twenty-one at the time), charmed by his generosity (Oscar was a profligate spender), and overwhelmed by the brilliance of his intellect and his way with words. From the day of our first encounter I kept a journal of our times together. In due course, I published Oscar Wilde: The Story of an Unhappy Friendship (1902) and The Life of Oscar Wilde (1906). In 1900 I hoped to publish the tale of Oscar Wilde and the Nest of Vipers.


‘It is an extraordinary story, Oscar,’ I said. ‘Lurid, bizarre.’


‘I don’t recall, Robert.’


‘You must,’ I persisted. ‘It’s only ten years ago. If I write it up now and get it published, we can share the proceeds. You are in want of funds, Oscar.’


‘That I do recall.’ My friend laughed and gazed into his refilled glass of absinthe.


‘Think how much Arthur Conan Doyle is making with Sherlock Holmes,’ I continued, pressing home my advantage. ‘He gets a pound a word, I’m told.’


Oscar swirled the green-gold liquid in his glass. ‘I’ve not seen Arthur in a year and he rarely writes. I think he regards my condition as pathological. He pities me: he does not condemn. He is a decent fellow. You know that he has a sick wife to whom he is devoted and a young friend who is the love of his life – and they are not the same person. That is a difficulty for a gentleman like Arthur.’


‘Arthur is part of the story, of course. That will add to its allure.’


Oscar put down his glass and looked towards me steadily, a sudden gleam in his watery eyes. ‘You cannot publish the story, Robert. Not in your lifetime. Not in my lifetime. Not in the lifetime of the Prince of Wales. Nor for a hundred years thereafter. You know that.’


‘You see,’ I said, smiling. ‘You do remember.’


‘I remember nothing,’ he insisted. ‘But I do know that you can’t disguise the Prince of Wales as the Prince of Carpathia or Bohemia or some such nonsense. That’s what Conan Doyle does and Conan Doyle is writing fiction – while this is fact, is it not?’


‘Yes, that’s what makes it so remarkable. It is a murder mystery and yet it’s fact, beyond dispute. I have gathered all the papers – the cuttings, the correspondence. Arthur will allow us to quote from his journals. I have LaSalle’s diary and Bram’s letters – and even one of the policeman’s notebooks. I have included the telegrams from Marlborough House. It’s all here.’


From the floor beneath my chair I produced a foolscap file, two inches deep.


Oscar was laughing at me now and, at the same time, lighting one of his favourite Turkish cigarettes. ‘You cannot publish, Robert.’


‘Who is to stop me?’


‘In England? The courts.’


‘And here? In France? In America? Doyle was paid ten thousand dollars for his last book.’


Oscar blew a thin plume of blue smoke into the air and grinned. ‘Indeed. I had heard it wasn’t very good.’


‘I have all the papers,’ I bleated, ‘in chronological order.’


‘I am sure that you do, my dear friend. Chronology has always been one of your longer suits. Keep the papers safe.’


‘I have done that,’ I said, tapping my file of foolscap with my forefinger. ‘But I need your help, Oscar. I need to provide a linking narrative.’


‘Oh no, Robert. Spare us the linking narrative! Present your evidence, lay out your material in chronological order, and leave it at that. Let the facts speak for themselves.’


‘In that case,’ I said, sliding the file across the table towards my friend, ‘the book is done. Here they are – the facts. Make of them what you will.’


Oscar stubbed out his cigarette on a small circle of salami and sat forward to look me in the eye. ‘You are proposing that I should read this material, Robert?’


‘I am, Oscar – if you would be so kind.’


‘It is a true story, you say?’


‘It is – and you are part of it.’


‘And you wish me to read it? Today? This very afternoon? When Dante calls and Baudelaire lies waiting?’


‘Yes, Oscar, today – this very afternoon. Dante and Baudelaire will still be here tomorrow.’


‘In that case, Robert,’ he said, his fingers slowly untying the red ribbon around the file, ‘I’ll succumb to the temptation. Fetch me one more glass of absinthe, mon ami, and I will begin. As I remember nothing, the story will at least have the charm of the unexpected.’
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Grosvenor Square London, 1890
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TO HAVE THE HONOUR OF MEETING


THEIR ROYAL HIGHNESSES


THE PRINCE OF WALES AND PRINCE ALBERT VICTOR


THE DUCHESS OF ALBEMARLE
AT HOME
THURSDAY, 13TH MARCH


RSVP


TEN O’CLOCK


40 GROSVENOR SQUARE, LONDON W.


DECORATIONS
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From the Daily Chronicle, first edition, Friday, 14 March 1890
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HRH the Prince of Wales honoured the Duke and Duchess of Albemarle with his presence last night at a reception at Their Graces’ London residence, 40 Grosvenor Square, W. HRH Prince Albert Victor, newly returned from India, accompanied his father. General Sir Dighton Probyn VC, treasurer and comptroller of His Royal Highness’s household, and Mr Harry Tyrwhitt Wilson, equerry, were in attendance.


Among the many guests, representing the worlds of art and science, were Lord Leighton, President of the Royal Academy, and Sir George Stokes, President of the Royal Society, as well as such notabilities as Professor Jean-Martin Charcot from the Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris, Lord Yarborough, the physician and nerve specialist, Mr Oscar Wilde, the poet, and Dr Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of the popular detective, ‘Sherlock Holmes’.
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From the notebooks of Robert Sherard
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Oscar contrived to secure me an invitation to the Albemarle reception. I was, he told the Duchess, his ‘confidential secretary’. ‘If the Prince of Wales can come with a whole entourage – son, comptroller, equerry, valet, footmen – can a prince of words not be permitted an attendant scribe? Your beauty, Your Grace, may inspire a sonnet. I will need someone on hand to note it down.’


Her Grace obliged.


All evening Oscar was at his most ebullient. As we arrived, and he handed his hat and coat to the butler, he said to the poor man, ‘Oh, Pierre, my usual table, if you please – away from the draughts and as far from the orchestra as possible.’ When we were greeted by our hostess – an exquisitely beautiful young woman with huge eyes and a porcelain complexion – Oscar permitted her to kiss him full on the mouth and presented me to her saying, ‘She is lovelier than a lily, is she not? She is Helen, late of Troy, now of Grosvenor Square.’


When we were presented to the Prince of Wales, Oscar was more circumspect, but only somewhat. I have always understood that with royalty one does not initiate a conversation: one waits to be spoken to. If that is the rule, Oscar ignored it. After he had bowed low before the prince, he stood at his side, towering over him, chatting away as though he and His Royal Highness were two old chums who had chanced to meet up for a drink before dinner at the club.


Where was the dear Princess of Wales?


In Denmark, visiting her parents.


Was she well? Oscar so hoped so. And how was the Queen? ‘How is Her Majesty?’ purred Oscar.


‘Seventy and more robust than ever,’ answered the prince drily. ‘The air on the Isle of Wight appears to suit her. She goes from strength to strength.’


‘I am happy to hear it,’ Oscar murmured. ‘We are all indebted to the Eternal Father. Your Royal Highness has the better of us. You are blessed with the eternal mother.’


The prince clapped his hands together and laughed out loud. ‘I like that, Oscar. I like that very much. I’ll borrow that, if I may.’


Oscar bowed obligingly as the prince’s barking laugh turned into a wheezing cough. His equerry stepped forward and relieved the prince of his cigar. His Royal Highness fumbled for a handkerchief.


‘And are you well, sir?’ asked Oscar, solicitously.


‘Mustn’t complain,’ spluttered the prince.


He is not yet fifty, but he looks much older. He has deep lines on his forehead and heavy bags beneath his eyes. He is fat and his hands shake.


‘If I may say so, sir, you are looking remarkably well,’ Oscar declared. Impertinently, he added: ‘I believe that an inordinate passion for pleasure is the secret of remaining young.’


‘If you say so, Oscar,’ replied the prince, pocketing his handkerchief and retrieving his cigar from the equerry. ‘You say a lot of clever things.’


I said nothing. When Oscar had presented me to the heir apparent, I was offered a cursory nod of the princely head, but that was all. His Royal Highness neither addressed me nor looked again in my direction. His focus was entirely on Oscar. Oscar commands attention. And Oscar and the prince are well acquainted. According to Oscar, you cannot say they are friends. ‘Royalties offer you friendliness, not friendship.’ However, they have known one another for a number of years, since the late 1870s when Oscar, then in his early twenties, floated down from Oxford to be taken up by London society.


They met first, I believe, in Lowndes Square, at a tea party of Lady Sebright’s, where the novelty of the afternoon was a demonstration of ‘thought-reading’ performed by the celebrated Professor Onofroff. They were last together in December just past at another of Professor Onofroff’s interesting demonstrations. According to Oscar, the prince is a student of thought reading. His Royal Highness is better known, of course, as a student of feminine beauty and, in the early days, the bond that really bound them was their mutual admiration for the matchless Mrs Lillie Langtry.


Oscar appeared to be reading the royal mind. ‘Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale her infinite variety,’ he said, apparently out of the blue. ‘I hear Mrs Langtry is to play Cleopatra next.’


‘How did you know I was just thinking about Mrs Langtry?’ demanded the prince.


‘Because whenever we meet, Your Royal Highness, we speak of the Jersey Lily. Besides, if I am not mistaken, Your Highness went to the St James’s Theatre to see her give her Rosalind last night.’


The Prince of Wales drew on his cigar and looked at Oscar suspiciously. ‘Remarkable. A moment ago Conan Doyle was telling me you’d turned detective – and here you are proving it. I did indeed see Mrs Langtry give her Rosalind last night and very fine she was too. But how did you deduce that?’


‘I didn’t. I read it in the court circular this morning,’ replied Oscar, smiling.


‘Ah, yes, of course,’ mumbled the prince, momentarily thrown. He glanced about the room and nodded in the direction of Arthur Conan Doyle who was standing not far away, engaged in earnest conversation with General Sir Dighton Probyn. ‘Conan Doyle’s a good man. Solid. Improbable as it sounds, he tells me that you have the makings of a proper Sherlock Holmes. He has sent me his new story. It’s even better than the first. Sherlock Holmes is a masterly creation.’


The prince was now shifting from one foot to the other. It was evident that our audience was drawing to a close.


‘You’ve a new book coming, haven’t you, Oscar? You’ll send it to me, won’t you? I want a first edition, mind.’


‘As Your Royal Highness pleases,’ said Oscar, with a modest bow, adding, as we backed away from the heir apparent, ‘It is, of course, the second editions of my books that are the true rarities.’


The prince laughed amiably, raised a valedictory hand to Oscar and then, briskly, turned towards his equerry who was ushering Lord Yarborough and Sir George Stokes into the royal presence.


‘I need a glass of champagne, Robert,’ said Oscar, as soon as we had removed ourselves from the princely orbit. ‘Would you be an angel and fetch me one?’ He stood in contemplation for a moment, his eyes scanning the crowd. ‘Arthur’s in his element,’ he murmured, smiling.


Dr Conan Doyle was now on the far side of the drawing room, standing on tiptoes, eagerly, at the outer edge of a circle of guests gathered about a small, stout, square-faced foreigner. The gentleman in question was clearly a foreigner: he was incorrectly attired – in a black frock-coat rather than evening dress – and wore his silver hair long at the back and heavily oiled. He was holding court, his right hand tucked firmly inside his coat-front in the manner of the late Napoleon Bonaparte, his left held out before him dramatically as if to arrest an oncoming train.


‘C’est le professeur Jean-Martin Charcot,’ explained Oscar, ‘the great French physician, the “Napoleon of neuroses”.’ He laughed. ‘He clearly has Arthur mesmerised.’


‘Do you know him?’


‘I saw him on stage at the Lyceum once, demonstrating his mesmeric powers. He holds your attention, but he doesn’t make you laugh. Unlike Prince Eddy.’


Oscar’s amused gaze had now fallen on the dapper figure of Prince Albert Victor, the Prince of Wales’s eldest son. The young prince was standing a few feet away from Professor Charcot’s admirers, in the doorway to the ballroom. He was surrounded by wide-eyed, giggling women and obsequious, guffawing men.


‘Now His Royal Highness should be on the stage. Look, Robert. As he tells his story, he is actually twirling his moustaches like a pantomime villain!’


‘He looks remarkably swarthy,’ I said, ‘not at all as I expected.’


‘Do you not read the papers? He is newly returned from India. He has been doing his duty, polishing the jewel in the Queen Empress’s crown.’


‘I hope you are going to present me to His Royal Highness?’ I said.


‘No, Robert. You are far too young.’


‘I am older than the prince.’


‘In years, possibly, not in experience. The boy is all corruption. It’s well known – and plain to see. Sin is a thing that writes itself across a man’s face. It cannot be concealed.’


Oscar turned away from Prince Eddy and his fawning entourage and surveyed the drawing room once more. ‘When you have found our champagne,’ he said, eventually, ‘you will find me over there, Robert, by the fireplace, with that young man. He has no one to laugh at his jokes and he has rather caught my fancy. He has no sinister moustache and the most perfect profile, don’t you think?’


Standing before the fireplace, alone, was a slender youth – tall, elegant, with a pale face and hooded eyes. In his buttonhole he wore an amaryllis, Oscar’s favourite flower. His head was held high, with a cultivated arrogance. With one hand he was brushing back his jet-black hair. With the other he held a Turkish cigarette to his highly coloured lips.


‘Do you know him?’ I asked.


‘A little,’ answered Oscar. ‘I should like to know him better.’


‘You have met him?’


‘Once, just a few days ago. By chance. I came home and found him outside my house, standing in the street, looking up at the windows. It was gone midnight. He said he just happened to be passing, taking an evening stroll, but I think he sought me out. He is an “admirer”. He knows all about me. He told me that his ambition is the same as mine – to be famous or, if not famous, at least notorious.’


‘What is his name?’ I enquired.


‘Rex LaSalle,’ said Oscar. ‘He comes from the Channel Islands – like you and Lillie Langtry. He shares my birthday, the sixteenth of October. But he’s your sort of age, I think. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight.’


‘He looks younger.’


‘Indeed.’


‘What does he do?’


‘By day, very little, it seems. He sleeps during the hours of light, apparently. He claims to be an actor – and an artist, a painter of sorts, but I’ve not seen any of his work. I have my doubts.’


‘And by night?’


‘By night? Oh, by night, he claims to be a vampire.’


I looked towards the beautiful young man with the perfect profile, drawing slowly on his Turkish cigarette.


Oscar continued: ‘I agree, Robert. He had already caught my attention. There was no need for that.’
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From the diary of Rex LaSalle
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‘The first duty in life is to be as artificial as possible. What the second duty is no one has yet discovered.’


I was on duty tonight – and on song. I now have Oscar in my thrall. He was captivated. I know it. He told me so. This was only our second encounter, but he declared that he feels that he has known me since the days when Zeus and Mnemosyne were lovers on the slopes of Mount Parnassus! He adores my profile. He admired my buttonhole – and noticed how exactly it matched his own. ‘One should either be a work of art, or wear a work of art.’ He was enchanted with the way in which I quoted his own phrases and philosophies back to him. ‘To love oneself is the beginning of a life-long romance.’


I have made a conquest.


When first I told him that I was a vampire, he was amused. ‘One should always be a little improbable,’ he said.


Tonight he took me much more seriously. He told me that he had heard that vampires cast no shadows, but he sensed that the shadow I cast over him would be a long one. He made enquiries about my mode of life. He asked where I lived and where I slept. He asked about my parents. He asked what I did about money. He asked what I did about love. He said, ‘Love and gluttony justify everything.’ He was playful and earnest by turns.


When his friend joined us with two glasses of champagne, Oscar offered me his. I declined, politely. He pressed me to drink.


‘You look pale,’ he said.


‘I am pale,’ I replied, ‘I am a vampire. Iced champagne is your drink of choice: blood is mine.’ I looked him directly in the eye. ‘Have you ever tasted blood, Mr Wilde?’ I asked. ‘Fresh blood, blood that is warm to the tongue. Human blood.’


‘No,’ he answered, ‘the wine list at my club is dreadfully limited.’


We laughed and then his friend turned to me and enquired, lightly: ‘Will you be drinking blood tonight?’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I must.’


‘And whose blood will it be?’ asked Oscar.


I drew languorously on my cigarette and surveyed the crowded drawing room. At last I pointed across the throng. ‘Hers,’ I said.


‘Who is that?’ asked Oscar. ‘I can’t see.’


‘Our hostess. The Duchess of Albemarle. She is very lovely, is she not?’


‘She is indeed,’ said Oscar. ‘Helen, late of Troy …’


‘Now of Grosvenor Square.’ I finished his line for him – and we laughed once more. He has a most infectious laugh.
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Letter from Arthur Conan Doyle to his younger brother, Innes Conan Doyle
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Langham Hotel,


London, W.


14.iii.90


Dearest boy –


I write as I had promised – but I write in haste. I am your older brother and I stand in loco parentis . I am addressing you seriously now – sternly, even.


These exams of yours are vital to your future. To be an officer in the British army is something noble. Pass these examinations and your future in the Sappers is assured. Fail them and where will you be? Adrift – with neither parents nor brother in a position to support you. You have lots of brains – all you want is steady undeviating industry. Think of nothing else, Innes, I beg you, until this is done. Put your heart and soul into it. You will find that work becomes a pleasure when you stick close to it. Achieve this and you will have all your life then for sport or riding or cricket or what you will.


I had hoped to say all this to you in more measured tones, but time is against me and it is perhaps no bad thing that I am obliged to be brief and to the point. There can at least be no misunderstanding. I am writing in such haste because of a royal summons … Indeed! I am in London on the morning after a memorable night before. I was a guest last evening at the Duke of Albemarle’s reception for the arts and sciences. I was presented to the Prince of Wales! HRH was amiability itself. I wanted to speak of Micah Clarke – ten thousand copies sold! – and my new outrage, The Captain of the Pole-Star, but the heir apparent wished to speak only of Sherlock Holmes!


I spent time also with HRH’s private secretary, the great Sir Dighton Probyn. When he was twenty-four and a captain in the 2nd Punjab Cavalry, his daring and gallantry during the Indian Mutiny earned him the Victoria Cross. Let him be your role model!


I was furthermore presented to HRH’s eldest, Prince Eddy – a naval cadet in his youth and in the army now, but a very weak-looking individual with a sorrowful moustache quite unbecoming an officer and gentleman. I doubt that he was required to pass examinations to gain his present position! I will tell you more when I see you next.


My friend Oscar Wilde was also of the party. He is the wittiest man I know. He cannot stop talking. ‘I like hearing myself talk,’ he declared last night, ‘it is one of my greatest pleasures.’ He repeats himself unashamedly, but there is a sweetness to him that I find most endearing. And at Oxford, he won every prize that was open to him. He affected indolence, but, in truth, was the personification of industry. It is the only way.


Enough! I will send you something on your birthday – you may be sure of that. And be a good fellow and drop me a line so that I may be sure you have hearkened to my words and are pegging to it. You have it in you. Onward! For our dear mother’s sake.


Ever your loving bro.,


Arthur


PS I have just seen today’s newspaper. The Duchess of Albemarle – my hostess last evening – was found dead in her bed in the early hours of this morning. A heart attack is suspected. She was only thirty (my age), but had been in poor health for some time.
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From the Evening News, London, Friday, 14 March 1890
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STOP PRESS


The sudden death was announced this morning of Her Grace the Duchess of Albemarle. Born Helen Lascelles, the daughter of Major Sir William Lascelles Bt, of Welwyn, Herts, she married Henry, 7th Duke of Albemarle, in 1885, when she was twenty-five and His Grace was sixty. There were no children of the marriage.


Noted for her beauty, philanthropy and devotion to the arts, the duchess was a friend of the Prince of Wales who attended a reception at her house in Grosvenor Square only last evening. Her body was discovered by her maid this morning. It is believed that the duchess had been under medical supervision for some time, due to the feebleness of her heart. The duke is reported to be devastated by the death of his young wife.


A statement just issued from Marlborough House reads: ‘HRH the Prince of Wales KG, KT, is much saddened to learn of the tragic death of Her Grace the Duchess of Albemarle.’


The Metropolitan Police Commissioner has been informed of the tragedy, but foul play is not suspected.
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From the notebooks of Robert Sherard
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What happened?


At midnight the Prince of Wales departed. I noted the time because, standing at the fireplace with Oscar and his curious new friend, I heard the distinct chimes of the ormolu clock that stood upon the mantelpiece behind us.


As HRH made to go, a hush fell on the crowded assembly. As the Red Sea once divided, so a path miraculously appeared in the midst of the throng. The prince, with his son and heir at his side, and their retinue in tow, proceeded through the drawing room and across the ballroom and out on to the first-floor gallery. Gentlemen bowed their heads and ladies curtsied to the ground as the royal party passed. The portly prince murmured benevolent farewells as he made his egress, wafting cigar smoke over his people as a thurifer wafts incense across his congregation.


Oscar, devoted to royalty as only a republican can be, whispered, ‘Let’s see him go,’ and beckoned me to follow him. We slipped out of the drawing room by the nearest door and found ourselves, alone, at one end of the first-floor gallery as the prince and his party emerged on to it at the other. HRH noticed us and called out, ‘Goodnight, Mr Wilde!’


Oscar, gratified, bowed low. ‘Goodnight, sweet prince!’ he responded.


We watched the royal party descend the stairs. Awaiting them, on either side of the front door, were two short lines of servants: to the left, representatives of the Albemarle household, headed by the butler; to the right, the prince’s valet, two royal footmen and a young police constable in uniform. Alone, in the middle of the hallway, stood the Duke of Albemarle. He appeared fretful and looked up the stairway anxiously as the heir apparent moved towards him.


‘No duchess?’ enquired the prince.


‘I have lost her!’ laughed the duke awkwardly.


‘No matter,’ said the prince graciously. ‘It has been a splendid evening. You will thank her for me, won’t you, Albemarle?’


‘I will indeed, sir. Thank you for honouring us with your presence.’


The duke bowed to each prince in turn, shook hands with Sir Dighton Probyn and Tyrwhitt Wilson, and accompanied the royal party out of the front door and into Grosvenor Square. We heard the clatter of hooves and the rumble of wheels as the princely carriages departed.


Oscar stood back, lighting a cigarette, while I remained in the gallery, looking down into the hallway. The Duke of Albemarle returned from the street and, as the front door was closed behind him, stood still for a moment, covering his face with his hands. He took a long, deep breath, as if both to calm himself and to gather his forces. He then turned enquiringly towards his butler who simply shook his head. The duke nodded and the butler went about his business.


The servants in the hallway began to scatter. The guests on the first floor began to emerge on to the gallery. I remained where I was for a moment longer, gazing down over the wooden balustrade, watching the duke below. Turning to his right, he stepped quickly and lightly across the hall towards a doorway in the corner. Without pause, he opened the door and, fumbling for a moment, removed the key from the inside lock. He then closed the door and immediately locked it from the outside. I saw him tuck the key into his waistcoat pocket.


I saw something else as well. Inside the door, immediately within it, I saw – only for a moment, but clearly, unmistakably – the standing figure of a young woman, her torso naked.


‘Where’s Rex?’ asked Oscar, resting his right hand on my shoulder.


‘He has gone,’ I answered. ‘He was complaining of a headache.’
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Marlborough House
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8
Telegram delivered to Oscar Wilde at 16 Tite Street, Chelsea, on Friday, 14 March 1890 at 8.15 a.m.



A CERTAIN PERSON URGENTLY REQUESTS AND REQUIRES YOUR PRESENCE AT TWELVE NOON TODAY FRIDAY AT SARAH CHURCHILL RESIDENCE. BRING ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE WITH YOU. TELL NO ONE. STRICTEST CONFIDENCE ESSENTIAL. SINCERELY OWL
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Note from Oscar Wilde to Arthur Conan Doyle, delivered by hansom cab to the Langham Hotel at 9.15 a.m.
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16 Tite Street


14.iii.90


Good morning, Arthur –


I trust you are still at your porridge and have not left for Southsea. If there is to be an outbreak of measles on the south coast, it must wait until tomorrow.


We have received a royal summons for today. You and I are commanded to attend upon the Prince of Wales at 12 noon. I will collect you at your hotel at 11.30 a.m. I do not know the nature of our business with HRH, but I conjecture – and I have fears. Robert Sherard – though not summoned – will come with us. If it is as terrible as I think it may be, he is a witness. For the time being, we are not to speak of this to anyone.


Ever yours,


Oscar
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From the journal of Arthur Conan Doyle
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What do I make of Oscar’s friend, Sherard? He is pleasant enough, but there is something about the fellow that isn’t quite right.


He is the son of a clergyman, the grandson of an earl and the great-grandson of William Wordsworth, but shows no sense of family pride. He went to a good school (Queen Elizabeth College, Guernsey) and a better university (Oxford), but failed to take his degree. He has travelled widely and boasts of his acquaintance with the likes of Emile Zola and Guy de Maupassant, but lives in a garret in Gower Street, earning his crust from cheap journalism.


Is he to be trusted? He has a weak face and a poor handshake. Is he a wrong ’un? Or simply one of those men destined never quite to hit his stride? Oscar I trust completely – he is a gentleman to the marrow – and his wife is an enchantment – but there is no denying that some of their circle leave me cold.
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From the diary of Rex LaSalle
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I did not sleep last night. I took the air. I needed it. When I left Grosvenor Square, as a black cat – an alpine lynx – why not? – I walked west until dawn. I took my time. The moon was full and my heart was heavy. I crossed the river at Hammersmith and went on, over Barn Elms, to Mortlake. I shall sleep here. I shall sleep alone. Other people are quite dreadful. The only possible society is one’s own.
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From the notebooks of Robert Sherard
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I slept at Tite Street, on the divan in Oscar’s writing room. Mrs Wilde (who grows ever lovelier in my eyes) served what she termed a ‘boys’ breakfast’ – poached eggs, bacon, grilled lamb chops and fried potatoes. Because her own boys were at the table – Vyvyan is just four and Cyril not yet six – we spoke not a word of the previous night’s proceedings. As we feasted, Oscar, at his most gay, entertained his little ones with outlandish tales of faithless mermaids and dwarfish princes.


At eleven o’clock, a four-wheeler called to collect us from the door and drove us across town, in bright sunshine, to the Langham Hotel by Regent’s Park. The smell of spring and straw were in the air. As we turned into Portland Place, Oscar said, ‘Arthur will be on the pavement waiting for us, scrubbed and polished, eyes gleaming, moustache bristling. He is a good man.’


He was. He is. I like him.


‘What’s all this about?’ asked the doctor eagerly, as he climbed aboard. He perched on the carriage seat facing us. Oscar passed him the telegram he had received. Conan Doyle inspected it carefully.


‘“A certain person” is the Prince of Wales?’


‘I am assuming so,’ said Oscar.


‘And the Sarah Churchill residence?’


‘Marlborough House. Sarah Churchill was the first Duchess of Marlborough. It was built for her.’


‘And who on earth is “Owl”?’


‘“Owl” I take to be Tyrwhitt Wilson, the prince’s equerry.’


Conan Doyle raised an eyebrow.


‘“Tyrwhitt-tyrwhoo”,’ said Oscar, raising an eyebrow of his own. ‘A schoolboy nickname. I am merely guessing. You know these English gentlemen – they never really leave their prep schools.’


Conan Doyle laughed and handed the telegram back to Oscar, who folded it neatly into his pocket book.


‘But why the coded summons?’ asked Doyle. ‘Why the need for secrecy?’


‘His Royal Highness fears a scandal. His mother does not like them.’


‘Will the Duchess of Albemarle’s death provoke a scandal?’


‘It might.’ Oscar turned to me and lightly flicked his lilac gloves across my knuckles. ‘Robert, tell Arthur what you saw last night – after the prince had gone, when you were looking down into the hallway from the gallery.’


I told my story, as simply and briefly as I could. As I told it, Conan Doyle tugged furiously at his walrus moustache.


‘Was she stark naked?’ he asked.


‘I saw only her torso.’


‘Was she wearing nothing?’


‘A tiara, I think, and ruby earrings.’


‘Are you certain?’


‘No. The door was open only for a moment. I caught merely the briefest glimpse. I could not tell you whether she was alive or dead.’


‘Was it the duchess?’


‘I don’t know. She was young. Her skin was white as snow. It might have been.’


‘I don’t recall the duchess wearing ruby earrings,’ remarked Oscar, peering out on to the street, ‘but I’m a man and men don’t notice such things.’


Conan Doyle shook his head in disbelief. Our carriage was pulling off Pall Mall and into the forecourt of Marlborough House.


‘Last night I thought little of it,’ continued Oscar, straightening his waistcoat before adjusting his buttonhole, ‘horseplay in Mayfair, nothing more. Now I am less certain. And more anxious. We shall see.’


Oscar is a big man: more than six feet in height and well fleshed. He affects torpor and proclaims a disdain for exercise, but he is more alert, stronger and more agile than his detractors imagine. He jumped down from the four-wheeler with ease.


Harry Tyrwhitt Wilson awaited us inside the grey stone portico. He, too, is tall, but spare, thin as a whippet, with a long, mournful greyhound’s face and an absurd waxed moustache that gives him the look of a comic villain in an Italian opera. As we climbed the steps towards him, Oscar whispered me a warning: ‘Take care. He may not be the fool he seems.’


Tyrwhitt Wilson greeted us with easy courtesy and, if he was surprised to find me of the party, he did not show it. ‘Robert Harborough Sherard, is it not?’ he said affably as he shook my hand. ‘I’ve been looking you up. Your father has a different name.’


‘We had a falling out.’


‘Say no more. I’ve not spoken with my papa in years. It’s cost me a fortune.’


The equerry led us swiftly through the house, through mirrored doors, across hallways, along corridors, around corners, past chambers and ante-chambers, stairways, vestibules and drawing rooms. The house is a maze – and a wonderland. The chandeliers come from Venice, the tapestries from Gobelin, the taste from the Princess of Wales. We passed scarlet-coated footmen in powdered wigs at every turn and half-familiar paintings on every wall. Oscar named the artists as we sped by: ‘Lely, Laguerre, Vanbrugh, Rubens, Gentileschi if I’m not mistaken …’


‘You rarely are, Mr Wilde,’ said Tyrwhitt Wilson, laughing. ‘I think we’ll find His Royal Highness is in the Chinese Drawing Room.’


As he spoke, a page (a Nubian in a dark-blue coat with golden buttons) pushed open the final doorway and admitted us to the royal presence.


It took a moment to discern the heir apparent.


The Prince of Wales was half hidden, lurking between a bust by Canova and a potted palm. His mouth was full. He held a substantial silver goblet in one hand and a cheese straw the size of a large cigar in the other.


‘You have caught me unawares,’ he mumbled, padding towards us. His genial smile revealed pastry trapped between his teeth. ‘My secret is out. They call me Tum-Tum. And now you discover why. I take it as a term of endearment.’ He chuckled, then sniffed and inspected us as we stood, bowing before him. ‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ he declared. ‘I am grateful for your prompt attendance.’


Suddenly his brow furrowed. He looked at me and, grunting softly, raised a wary eyebrow.


Tyrwhitt Wilson spoke up at once. ‘May I present Mr Robert Harborough Sherard, Your Royal Highness? I believe his father was the Anglican chaplain on the island of Guernsey, when last you were there, sir. He was presented.’


‘Was he?’ muttered the prince.


‘Mr Sherard is my confidential secretary, sir,’ said Oscar soothingly. ‘My equerry, you might say. And my recording angel.’ Oscar glanced in the direction of Conan Doyle. ‘My Dr Watson.’


‘Your Dr Watson, eh?’ repeated the prince, turning to cast a nod in the direction of the two footmen who, mysteriously, had emerged from behind a Chinese screen, bearing trays laden with refreshment. ‘That’s apropos – though I want no record kept of any of this.’ The prince looked back at us with a gimlet eye. ‘Is that understood, gentlemen?’


‘Without question, sir,’ said Oscar, raising his beaker of champagne as if drinking a loyal toast. ‘We are your liegemen and true.’


‘You are an Irishman, Oscar, and a republican,’ said the prince, laughing.


‘Not at Marlborough House, sir,’ purred Oscar ingratiatingly.


‘I am happy to hear it. I am happy to have you here. I am grateful. I need your help, gentlemen. I have a case for you.’


‘A case?’ queried Oscar.


‘Well – how shall I put it? I have some enquiries I’d be grateful if you might make on my behalf. Discreetly.’ The prince smiled.


Arthur Conan Doyle cleared his throat. ‘Sherlock Holmes is a figment of my imagination, Your Royal Highness.’


‘Of course, I know that, Doyle. But, last night, you were telling me how you and Wilde had recently unravelled a mystery together. Is that not correct?’


‘Yes, sir,’ answered the good doctor, hesitantly. ‘But—’


‘Well, now I have another for you. That’s all. It may amount to nothing.’


‘We are at Your Royal Highness’s service,’ said Oscar emphatically.


‘Indeed,’ muttered Conan Doyle, with noticeably less conviction.


The Prince of Wales turned to the Scottish doctor. ‘Do you not have time for this, Doyle? You told me last night that your medical practice is not very absorbing.’


‘It is not, sir,’ said Conan Doyle, quietly.


‘It’s in Southsea, sir,’ said Oscar, by way of explanation.


‘Southsea,’ echoed the prince. ‘I have been there. They looked fit enough to me.’


‘They are,’ said Conan Doyle, rallying. ‘That is the problem.’


We laughed and then fell silent. The prince waited for the footmen to replenish our champagne and leave the room. ‘Now, gentlemen,’ he said, when they were gone, ‘to business.’


We stood in a loose circle – the fat prince, the lean equerry, the anxious doctor, the ebullient poet and I: a motley fairy ring – and waited. Silence descended once more.


‘Where to begin?’ asked the prince, eventually.


‘At the beginning?’ suggested Conan Doyle.


‘No,’ said Oscar softly. ‘The beginning is where we will end, I imagine.’ I noticed the prince glance towards Oscar. ‘Let us start with last evening,’ Oscar continued, returning the prince’s gaze. ‘I take it the matter in hand concerns the late Duchess of Albemarle?’


‘It does,’ said the prince, with a small sigh, ‘most certainly. Poor Helen.’ He wiped some crumbs of pastry from his beard. ‘It does indeed concern the duchess – and her untimely death.’ He looked into our faces. ‘Have you seen what the newspapers are saying this morning?’


‘They are saying that foul play is not suspected,’ said Conan Doyle.


‘Exactly,’ declared the prince, clapping the palm of his left hand against the knuckles of his right. ‘And why are they saying that? For the very reason that foul play is suspected. Or if it isn’t, they want it to be.’


‘Journalism justifies its own existence by the great Darwinian principle of the survival of the vulgarest,’ said Oscar, draining his goblet of champagne. ‘The leading articles in our newspapers offer nothing but prejudice, stupidity, cant and twaddle – leaving the news reports to concentrate on scandal and scurrility. The very phrase “foul play is not suspected” is designed to arouse suspicion.’


‘Precisely, Oscar.’


‘And in this instance, sir,’ asked Conan Doyle, looking earnestly into the now-troubled face of the Prince of Wales, ‘do you suspect foul play?’


‘I cannot answer that question, Dr Doyle. I am perplexed. I need to know more. I learnt of the duchess’s death only three hours ago. The duke sent round a brief note containing the terrible news, but he did little more than provide the bare facts. I tried to contact him by telephone – to speak with him directly, to learn more and to extend my condolences. They have a telephone in Grosvenor Square. The duke is proud of it. But there was no reply. As matters stand, I know no more than you do.’
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