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  I am lying so still. My body is a leaden weight that I cannot move, my eyes fluttering open and closed, open and closed over and over again. I am hardly aware if I’m

  awake or not, dying or living. Perhaps closer to dying. I can feel death creeping up on me, waiting for that one moment of weakness.




  Stupid, stupid! Don’t be so melodramatic. Don’t be a silly old woman. What would Mr Holmes think? And yet . . . I can see Him. Death, I mean. He’s there, right there, creeping

  between the beds, choosing one of us. He doesn’t look like his pictures. There’s no scythe, or robe. He barely exists, just a patch of shadow in the pale moonlight, but he is there.




  As he passes me, I know enough, even in my drug-induced stupor, to close my eyes and feign a peaceful sleep. He passes by, and once I feel he is gone, I open them again.




  I’m safe. I’ve passed whatever test he had for me. Now he is examining the others. I feel I ought to call out, warn them, wake them, but I can’t move. My limbs feel weighted

  down, my body feels part of the bed, my voice won’t come.




  I can’t stop him. I can only watch.




  The shadow crosses to another bed; another woman is breathing heavily, fast asleep. It only takes him a moment. The shadow moves on top of her, and in less than a few minutes, she is silent.




  At night, in pain, drugged, I dreamed I saw Death come. In daylight, well and awake, I know I saw a murder.




  But who will believe me? After all, people die in hospital all the time.
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  My name is Mrs Martha Hudson. I am landlady, housekeeper and goodness knows what else to the Great Detective, Sherlock Holmes, at his home (well, my home, he is my tenant),

  221b Baker Street. It is 30 October 1889, and he has only recently returned from his adventure in Dartmoor. He has been quiet, insular almost, since his return, keeping to his rooms. His friend, Dr

  John Watson, took his wife Mary Watson – my closest friend – away on holiday for two weeks to Edinburgh as soon as he returned from Dartmoor. Billy, the page-boy at 221b, has gone with

  them, to try to expand his horizons beyond London, and so I have been blessedly, wonderfully alone and silent for almost two weeks.




  I need the peace.




  Months earlier, Mary and I had tracked down a man who had been blackmailing women, not for money, but power. He had gone mad, and progressed to bloody murder, and we found him. And when we found

  him – well, I tried not to think about that. I still cannot decide if it was my fault.




  When I was around other people I couldn’t push the image of that night from my mind. Someone would say something and back it would all come to me, flooding my mind with memories I

  didn’t want. Just an innocent phrase, even a word would trigger such disturbing recollections, and I would have to stop myself from crying out, all too aware I could give myself away. But

  alone I could push the thoughts away, I could hide them in the back of my mind, I could just not think about it. When I was alone, I could choose my own thoughts. No one would remind me.




  To distract myself I have been baking: my favourite pastime. Today was my last chance, as the Watsons were due back. Cooking is my greatest skill, and I have just delivered my latest batch of

  cakes to Rebecca Fey, the owner of the grocery ten minutes down my street. I had welcomed her to the neighbourhood with a homemade cake (it pays to be on good terms with the local grocer) and she

  had, after tasting it, told me that many people would pay good money for a homemade cake they hadn’t had to make themselves, and asked could I supply more.




  I didn’t need the money, but I do enjoy the work. Still, Rebecca had noted I was a little tired, and I was glad to be home.




  I was tired, I admit. I usually don’t run 221b by myself, but the latest daily help had to be sacked after I caught her reading Mr Holmes’ notes. The women I hire to help me turn out

  to be working for criminals, or newspapers, or even the police! It’s very difficult to find someone trustworthy these days. Still, I was strong; I could manage until I found someone

  reliable.




  At least, I told myself I was strong. I had not been altogether well lately, though I was not going to give in to my temporary weakness.




  I let myself in through the front door of 221b, and heard Mr Holmes come out of his rooms on the first floor.




  ‘It’s only me,’ I called. ‘Dr Watson isn’t back yet.’




  He grunted and went back in.




  ‘I’m sure he’ll come round as soon as the train gets in!’ I shouted after him, amused at Mr Holmes trying so hard to look as if he wasn’t waiting for his

  friend.




  That was when I found myself grasping the stair post, waves of pain shooting through my body, horrific, tearing pain that took my breath away and made my knees buckle. I hung on, panting,

  waiting for it to stop. It had to stop, it always stopped. It had never been so bad before, though. Above me, I heard Mr Holmes leave his rooms. Why now? What if he saw me? I didn’t want him

  seeing me in this state. I just had to get down the steps to my kitchen, it would be all right, everything would be all right, as long as I could get to my kitchen.




  And that was when it all went dark, and I collapsed in a heap at Mr Holmes’ feet.




  It all happened so fast after that. I felt Mr Holmes gently raise me up and heard him question me. I heard the Watsons come through the door, and knew John had sent Billy to

  fetch a cab, but all I could focus on was the pain shooting through my stomach, and then, to my eternal embarrassment, I passed out again.




  John actually carried me to the cab! And then to St Bartholomew’s Hospital, and even through to the small ward. He had doctor’s privileges there, and he had me admitted right

  away.




  I had been ill for a little while, just pain in my stomach that came and went after meals. Indigestion, I thought, possibly some sort of stomach infection. Nothing to worry about, or make a fuss

  about – how I hated making a fuss! But now, here I was, in hospital, and they were talking about surgery. I was afraid, but I didn’t tell them, and I didn’t murmur when they put

  me to sleep for my operation.




  I woke up still hazy from the morphine and anaesthetic.




  It was dark by then. I was lying in a narrow, iron-framed bed. There were two green fabric screens, one on either side of my bed, so all I could see was the bed directly opposite me, and the

  corners of two others on either side of it. In the very dim lamp light, I could discern another woman sleeping in the bed across from mine. I lay still, looking around me as much as I could. I was

  aware other people were in the room though I could not see them: I could hear breathing, and snoring, and someone shifting in bed and the pages of a book being turned. I could hear soft footsteps,

  and a murmur.




  I didn’t like being here. I didn’t like sleeping in a room with strangers. I am uncomfortable being helpless at any time, let alone in a strange place, and I missed my warm and cosy

  bed. I tried to move, but my limbs felt so heavy I just lay still. I could not think straight. The whiteness of the sheets floated in the darkness. Noises that made no sense came and went. This

  sharp-smelling world was strange to me, and my head spun and ached. Somehow, in this odd new place, I was not surprised when I realized there was a shadow in the corner, just beyond the edge of the

  screens, so much darker than the rest of the room. I watched, uncaring, as the shadow crossed the foot of my bed. It was a vaguely human shape, but I was so befuddled it could have taken the form

  of a giant hound and I would not have cared. The shadow crossed to the bed diagonally opposite me. It leaned over the bed, and I finally drifted into a fitful sleep.




  The next morning I discovered the woman in that bed had died. The shadow, I was certain, was nothing more than a bad dream, caused by drugs and darkness, all on the morning of

  Halloween.




  That was the start of my second case.
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  I woke slowly the next morning, as the thin grey daylight flooded into the room. I could see now I was in a small side ward. The green fabric screens on either side of me had

  been pulled back, hanging from the frame at the top of the bed. I could see the room had white-painted walls, and high, large windows. The floor was wooden and highly polished and the heels of the

  nurses clicked on it as they walked up and down the ward. There was a wooden door at the far right end of the ward, and another door, open to the corridor outside, to my left, directly in front of

  the Sister’s desk. Within the centre of the room, dividing the two rows of beds, was a stove and another desk. It was warm in the ward, but the windows were open and I could feel a cold

  breeze across my face. It must have been early, as most of the patients were still asleep, hunched under brilliantly white sheets and heavy grey blankets. The woman to my left, however, was wide

  awake, and I could hear her restlessly clutching at her sheets and murmuring. A nurse was trying to soothe her, and I could hear what I assumed to be the other nurses, and a woman I supposed to be

  the Ward Sister, gathered at the top end of the ward, having a low conversation.




  Beside my bed was a locker, and wooden chair, and such a welcome sight: Mary Watson, my best and perhaps only friend.




  Her head was slumped in sleep, her hat fallen on the floor and her golden curls askew.




  ‘Mary,’ I whispered. She woke immediately, sitting bolt upright in her chair.




  ‘How do you feel?’ she asked. I took a moment to think whilst I assessed myself. I was unsure of where I was and what was happening, my head felt oddly empty, my body stiff and my

  throat sore. I was aware of an odd, tight sensation in my stomach.




  ‘Like I ought to be in pain, but I’m not.’




  ‘That’s the morphine,’ Mary reassured me, sitting down gingerly on my bed, careful not to jolt me. ‘John says you can’t have it for very long though.’




  ‘I’ve no wish to become addicted,’ I assured her. ‘I can take pain.’ I thought of Mr Holmes and the dark haggard days when the needle barely left his arm and his

  eyes were full of oblivion.




  ‘You won’t,’ Mary said. ‘You won’t be taking it long enough.’




  ‘Mary,’ I said, peering round the clean, bright room and at the women beginning to awake and the nurse casting a disapproving glance at Mary on my bed, ‘where exactly am

  I?’




  ‘Oh, right, sorry!’ she said quickly. ‘I suppose it all happened so fast. We arrived at Baker Street just as you collapsed, perfect timing. John took you to St

  Bartholomew’s.’




  ‘This doesn’t look like St Bartholomew’s,’ I said dubiously. ‘I thought it had those huge pavilion wards.’




  ‘You’re in one of the private side wards,’ Mary confided, ‘for special friends of the staff and supporters of St Barts. John pulled a few strings.’




  ‘I see.’ It didn’t feel private, sharing a room with other women and countless nurses, but I supposed it was better than the main wards which could hold over a hundred.




  ‘You had a stomach obstruction,’ Mary told me, standing up and restlessly straightening my sheets. ‘They operated immediately and cleared the blockage. Now you just have to

  heal.’




  ‘How long do I have to stay?’ I asked. I missed home already.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ Mary said, not looking at me, a sure sign she was lying. ‘John will talk to you later. I’m really not supposed to be here at this hour, I just came

  to bring you a few things.’




  I was too tired to press her. She picked up a carpet bag and put it on the end of my bed, taking the items out and storing them in the locker to my right.




  ‘I’ve brought you some personal linen, and cutlery, because they don’t supply it, and towels and soap and tea and sugar and a change of clothes.’




  ‘Mary,’ I interrupted, but she continued.




  ‘I’ll visit every day, but in visiting times, of course. I had to sweet talk the Matron into letting me be here when you woke up, but the Sister in charge isn’t too

  happy.’




  ‘Mary . . .’




  ‘I’ll bring you books and newspapers, of course, but you need to rest now.’




  ‘Mary!’




  She finally stopped talking and looked at me, her face flushed.




  ‘An obstruction?’ I asked.




  She nodded.




  ‘What kind of obstruction?’




  She suddenly saw what I was trying to say.




  ‘Not a tumour!’ she said quickly. ‘Not that! It was a twist in the bowel, I believe, but it’s all sorted out now. You’ll be fine.’




  ‘I see,’ I said softly. That was all it was, an obstruction? I had imagined all kinds of horrors inside my body. Foul suppurating tumours, black decaying flesh, sapping my strength,

  and yet it was just an obstruction! I lay back in my bed, berating myself for being a fool.




  ‘You must have been in pain,’ Mary said softly. I looked up at her, standing beside my bed, clutching the carpet bag tightly. ‘John says it must have hurt. You must have lost

  weight. You surely knew something was wrong.’




  ‘I didn’t, not at first,’ I told her. The truth was, I was afraid of whatever had been happening inside me. I didn’t want to admit something was going badly wrong. I

  didn’t want to appear weak. ‘I thought it would just go away.’




  ‘Go away!’ Mary snapped. The nurse shushed her, and she lowered her voice. ‘You know this sort of thing doesn’t just go away. Even if you couldn’t or wouldn’t

  see John, there are hundreds of doctors in London. Thousands! You could have died, Martha!’ There were tears in her eyes, and she was shaking, her face as white as my bed sheet.




  Oh, I had been so stupid. Mary’s mother had died when she was young, her father died in India, her father’s friend had died protecting her, and her husband and Mr Holmes came closer

  to death on a regular basis than any man should. I was supposed to be the safe one. I was supposed to be the one she could depend on to always be there.




  ‘You weren’t . . . punishing yourself, were you?’ she asked softly, almost in a whisper.




  ‘Punishment?’ I asked. She inched closer to the bed, looking round to make sure no one heard.




  ‘For what happened. A few months ago. You know . . .’




  We had worked together, back then, she and I. But the ending was wholly mine.




  ‘Is that what you did?’ Mary insisted. ‘Did you let the pain go on and get worse because you thought you deserved it?’




  I didn’t answer. I didn’t know. I hadn’t even thought about it until she mentioned it.




  ‘Because you don’t,’ she insisted. ‘You don’t.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said to her. ‘I am truly sorry. Next time I have even the slightest illness, I will tell someone.’




  ‘Well,’ she said, mollified, ‘see you do.’ She bent down to kiss me. ‘Don’t worry about Sherlock and Billy,’ she said. ‘They’re coming to

  stay with me for a while.’




  ‘Is that wise?’ I asked her, smiling a little, to show that solemn, heart-rending moment was gone.




  ‘My cook loves John’s detective stories,’ she said, smiling back. ‘She’s giddy with joy to think Sherlock Holmes is in the house. He could burn down the kitchen and

  she’d still think it the most exciting thing to have ever happened to her.’




  I laughed as I watched Mary leave the ward. Once she was gone, I looked around me.




  Now that the curtains were drawn back, I could see the entire room. The ward had four beds on each side. I was second on the right from the entrance. Beside me, to my left, was the woman who

  muttered all night long. She lay on her back now, talking to herself still. She didn’t sound happy. To my right was a rather exotic woman with long straight black hair, sitting upright in

  bed, staring out of the window as if she, like me, longed to be elsewhere. She didn’t look ill. Beyond her was a woman in her mid-fifties, I’d guess, with fly-away hair, and a huge

  workbag on her bed. She was already knitting some nondescript garment in grey wool. Opposite her was a woman sitting in an upright chair by her bed. She had a large bandage on her chest, mostly

  hidden by her white linen nightgown. She sat and watched us all. Even from here I could see her eyes were blue, and piercing, and made me feel distinctly uncomfortable. She saw me looking, and

  nodded. I nodded back. To the left of her was a woman with very obviously dyed blonde hair, and a heart-shaped face with very fine bones. She looked to be in her eighties, and was smiling happily

  as she read a magazine. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Beside her, opposite me, was another grey old lady, with brown round eyes. When I was little, I had a rag doll

  given to me. The eyes were boot buttons, and were flat and dark. I didn’t like that doll, I felt it was always watching me. This woman’s eyes reminded me irresistibly of the boot button

  eyes, flat and dark and staring, set in a doughy face, like a cake that had sagged in the middle. She smiled incessantly, at everyone and everything. And beside her, at the top of the ward –

  well, it was an empty bed now. But last night I had seen a woman die in that bed.




  I was still staring at it when John appeared by my bed.




  ‘I hear Mary was here,’ he said to me.




  ‘She was, it was very kind of her,’ I said to him. I was slightly embarrassed at him seeing me like this, in a nightgown, vulnerable and helpless, but then he took my pulse with such

  a professional air that I felt silly to have felt embarrassed at all.




  ‘Well, we caught you just in time,’ he said. ‘But there’s no need to worry. You’ll be fine now, after some convalescence.’




  To tell the truth, it wasn’t the illness that had bothered me. It was that I had given in so easily. I had always thought that I would be one of those who would fight death with all my

  might. Even with my boy and my love waiting on the other side, there was much to keep me here. I found life sweet. And yet, when I had felt weak, I had not struggled. I had not fought. It just

  seemed easier to close my eyes and drift away. I had accepted my fate.




  Perhaps that was what my dream was about. I stared over at the empty bed.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ John asked.




  ‘Someone died there last night,’ I told him. He frowned at the other bed.




  ‘Did they?’ he asked.




  ‘I think I saw it. I had a confusing dream.’




  ‘The morphine and the anaesthetic,’ he assured me. ‘It’s been known to produce odd dreams.’




  ‘How long do I have to stay here?’ I demanded. He looked surprised.




  ‘Normally we give you six weeks to recover . . .’




  ‘I can’t stay here six weeks!’




  ‘No, I don’t suppose you can,’ he said, amused. ‘That would take you almost to Christmas.’




  ‘Exactly. I have things to do.’




  ‘Well, shall we say three to start with?’ he compromised. ‘It’s not actually up to me, you know. I just got you in here; it’s your surgeons you have to

  convince.’




  ‘I’ll convince them. What am I going to do here for three weeks, let alone six?’




  He looked around at the ward, at the empty bed, at the other women.




  ‘You’re in a unique position,’ he said softly. ‘You have no calls on your time but to simply sit and observe. You can learn all there is to know about this ward, and

  these people, and no one will think it odd, or intrusive. I think Holmes would almost envy you.’




  He leaned and kissed me on the forehead.




  ‘Do what you do best, Mrs Hudson,’ he said quietly to me, so no one could overhear. ‘Listen, watch and learn.’
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  No one spoke to me that morning, leaving me to recover from the previous day’s ordeal. After my bandages were changed (I had an enormous but very neat cut down my

  stomach), I pleaded tiredness, and was left alone to sleep. Therefore I was content to lie there, and listen.




  As you probably know by now, I like to eavesdrop. I like to sit in my kitchen and listen to Mr Holmes in his rooms through the air vent. I like to sit in a tea shop or on the omnibus and listen

  to people talk about themselves to each other, never dreaming I am listening. I know it’s wrong, but it’s something I have a talent for. I look the very picture of a quiet, ordinary

  woman, so absorbed in her own life she couldn’t possibly be interested in yours. And yet, I find other people’s lives irresistibly fascinating, so I listen.




  It was quite a noisy ward, with the Sister, several nurses and cleaners in and out all day. The doctors and surgeons came in to discuss the cases in the ward that morning, and luckily, they

  talked loudly. I could hear everyone’s name, and diagnosis, and therefore knew who was who before I spoke. (I pretended to be asleep when the surgeons came to discuss my case. Apparently my

  stomach obstruction was quite ordinary, and nothing in my case was worthy of note.)




  The woman to my left was Sarah Malone. She was dying. She muttered all the time. I could not hear the words, but judging by the way she clasped and tore at her sheets, she had a great deal on

  her mind. She stared up at the ceiling as if she saw her doom there, muttering constantly to herself, though her words were never clear. But she wasn’t the loudest person on the ward.




  That was Betty Soland, in the next bed but one to my right. She had broken her leg falling down the stairs. She knitted or sewed or did some sort of work all the time. The bag on her bed seemed

  bottomless, and she was constantly pulling a new piece of work out of it, either in shades of grey or brown, or in the most virulent shades of pink or green. She had six children, all girls,

  between eight and twenty years old, and she talked at the top of her voice constantly, whether anyone was listening or not. By the end of the morning I knew all her children’s names, their

  favourite toys, what schoolwork they were good at and every detail of her own medical treatment. I could not help but think that perhaps her girls were welcoming the silence at home.




  Between Betty and me was the quietest person on the ward: Miranda Logan. She barely spoke to anyone. She sat in bed, in a magnificent red dressing gown, and read papers. Apparently she was there

  because of fatigue and anaemia – which puzzled the doctors as much as it did me. I snatched a quick glance at her as she spoke to them, and saw that she sat upright in her bed, looking strong

  and healthy, although she insisted she was very tired. Still, this was the special ward, for friends of friends of the hospital, and no one was about to question her too closely. The hospital

  needed donations. Her accent was – I was going to say odd, but she had no real accent. She spoke in perfectly correct English. However, she hesitated almost imperceptibly before she did so,

  as if she was remembering exactly how a word ought to be pronounced.




  Opposite her was Emma Fordyce. She just seemed to be happy. She had fluffy blonde hair and a mischievous smile, and was basically suffering from old age. Actually, she seemed to be enjoying old

  age. That morning I discovered she had quite an interesting past, and loved to talk about it. She also had a ribald sense of humour, and occasionally slipped into distinct swearing – laughing

  as she did it. I liked Emma Fordyce. I resolved to get to know her. She mostly spoke to Florence Bryson, the woman with the brown boot-button eyes opposite me. She had a lung infection, which

  occurred regularly, so she had stayed on the ward often. Florence’s bed was always covered in newspapers – not The Times, but the more scandalous gossip sheets. She was

  fascinated by crimes and detective stories and by gossip about everyone – she was always talking to Emma about her past. I resolved not to let her know I was Mr Holmes’ housekeeper. She

  had already said she loved John’s book, and knew every word of it, as well as following any mention of Mr Holmes in the papers. I doubted I would have a moment to myself if she knew who I

  was.




  That left Eleanor Langham.




  She had the bed to my far right, diagonally opposite, across from Betty. She rarely sat in the bed. She liked to sit in the chair beside it. She had heart problems and had recently had an

  operation, and I could see the dressing over the top edge of her plain linen nightgown. She didn’t read. She talked, but not much. She just sat, and watched everything that went on. She

  watched us all. Now I, too, watched, but I watched to learn. I felt, even then, that Eleanor Langham watched to judge.




  I did not like Eleanor Langham.




  That was all my fellow patients. All that was left was the empty bed.




  I still pretended to be heavily asleep, when in fact I was listening to a very interesting conversation indeed.




  The Sister of the ward and a doctor stood by the empty bed discussing the previous night’s death. They kept their voices low, and as far as they were concerned I couldn’t hear a

  thing.




  ‘I don’t understand,’ the doctor said. ‘The treatment was working. There had been signs of improvement.’




  ‘Sometimes people seem to be doing well, and then, all of a sudden, they’re gone,’ the Sister replied. She seemed to be far more pragmatic than the younger doctor. Perhaps she

  was more used to death. Perhaps she just gave up sooner. He didn’t understand how life could just slip away, like sand through fingers.




  ‘But . . . it makes no sense,’ he insisted.




  ‘The post-mortem will tell us more,’ the Sister soothed him. ‘But these things do happen.’




  ‘Well, they shouldn’t,’ he said irritably as he left.




  I kept up my sleeping act until lunchtime. I was only allowed beef tea, but contrary to my suspicions, it was delicious. Then our visitors arrived.




  First was a family of six girls, all quite pretty, but all very badly dressed. Their clothes sat wrong, the stitching pulled, the sleeves were too short, or too long, the skirts trailed along

  the ground unevenly. In short, they could only be the daughters of the inveterate clothes-maker Betty Soland. They lined up at the foot of her bed, where she held out the latest garment she was

  making for them. I heard the oldest girl sigh a little at the sight.




  A tall, military-looking man in his seventies arrived next, and made straight for Eleanor Langham’s bed. He kissed her gently and presented her with a posy of violets, which she accepted

  with a smile. Much as I disliked her (for no other reason than a snap judgement at first sight), he obviously deeply loved her. Opposite me, Emma Fordyce had a man in a suit sit down beside her. He

  didn’t kiss her or touch her like a relative or friend would, so I guessed he was a business acquaintance of some kind. Now what would a woman like her want with a man like that?




  Mary came rushing in a moment later, hat askew and jacket wrongly buttoned.




  ‘I’m not late. Am I late?’ she said breathlessly, recklessly sitting on my bed despite printed warnings on the walls that she should not do that.




  ‘No, you’re not,’ I said, laughing at her. ‘It’s kind of you to come.’




  ‘Kind, nothing,’ she said cheerfully. ‘I’m being nosy, I want to see what goes on in these private wards.’




  ‘Nothing, so far. They all seem very ordinary.’




  ‘Really?’ she said, glancing sideways to Miranda Logan, who was managing to look dark and mysterious whilst reading The Times.




  ‘Well, have you ever heard the name Emma Fordyce?’ I asked in a whisper.




  ‘It rings a bell,’ Mary admitted, glancing over her shoulder to the woman I gestured to. ‘I’ll look her up. In the meantime, I brought you books, Dr Jekyll and Mr

  Hyde, and Frankenstein. And The Times.’




  ‘That’s a bit bloodthirsty, isn’t it?’ the nurse asked, as she went by.




  ‘Well, that’s the way the world is going, The Times can’t be blamed,’ Mary told her sweetly. The nurse tutted and walked away.




  ‘I longed to read Frankenstein when I was young, but my mother didn’t let me,’ I confided.




  ‘I remembered you told me that, and you enjoyed the play of Jekyll and Hyde last year. I thought you’d prefer these to Miss Leman’s tales, which I was informed were

  the very thing for a lady in hospital.’




  ‘I agree with you,’ I assured her. Mary looked around, watching the other visitors, but she seemed less curious than usual.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘What’s worrying you? Don’t say my illness; I’m fine.’




  ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ she insisted, trying to be light.




  ‘Your jacket is buttoned incorrectly, your shoes don’t match, and you lie abominably,’ I told her. She smiled at me.




  ‘Something Wiggins told me,’ she said. ‘Well, Wiggins told Billy, who told me. Nothing important. I think. Maybe. I’m not sure.’




  Wiggins was a street boy, head of the Baker Street Irregulars. He ran around together with our page-boy Billy a lot, and I was sure they had a secret life of adventure they kept very well hidden

  from us.




  ‘What?’ I insisted.




  ‘No, let me look at it a while. It’s just impressions for now. I will tell you, I promise.’




  I sat back in my bed, defeated. Mary might not be able to lie, but she could keep a secret. She saw my face, and relented a little. She held out The Times towards me, folded so I could

  see the classified advertisements on the front page.




  ‘Look at that,’ she said.




  ‘ “Waterfall for sale”,’ I read. ‘It’s odd, but . . .’




  ‘No, that,’ she said, pointing at the advertisement.




  ‘ “Required, the entire physical, intellectual and moral training of a delicate weak boy, even one with physical defects”,’ I read. I put the paper down. ‘This

  worries you? There are advertisements like this all the time. Someone has a new education system they wish to try out, and requires a subject.’




  ‘A child,’ Mary said under her voice. ‘A weak boy! And he’ll get one, too.’




  ‘You think there’s something wrong here?’ I asked her.




  ‘Not just here, but in an entire system that sees children sent here and there and everywhere, all over the place, abandoned to strangers by parents who should know better! Who looks after

  these children? Who ensures their welfare, who makes sure they are not dragged down into depravity, or worse?’ she told me in a low, angry voice. ‘Parents don’t seem to care what

  happens to their children when they abandon them to the whims of strangers.’




  ‘We care,’ I said softly. So, whatever was worrying her, it was to do with children. I wondered what Wiggins had said. And, as always when I thought of Wiggins, my own dead boy

  appeared in my mind, always running ahead, always beyond my reach.




  Mary saw my face, and was instantly contrite. She reached out to grasp my hand.




  ‘You know I didn’t mean you. I know you loved your son.’




  ‘Yet I would probably have sent him away to school,’ I told her.




  ‘I know, I meant—’ She was interrupted. Florence Bryson apparently liked to spend her time wandering up and down the ward, dropping in on other people’s visitors, because

  now she loomed over the end of my bed.




  ‘You have a son?’ she said eagerly, grasping the rail at the bottom of my bed.




  ‘I did,’ I told her. ‘He died, when he was very young.’




  ‘I had a son too,’ she confided, utterly ignoring Mary. ‘He died also, when he was sixteen.’




  ‘I am sorry for your loss,’ I said formally, unsure how to respond.




  ‘At least we have this blessing,’ she said, leaning forward to touch my leg through the blanket. ‘Our sons can never leave us. They are always with us, even if only in

  spirit.’ She smiled beatifically and walked back to her bed.




  ‘Well, that was slightly morbid,’ Mary remarked.




  ‘That’s how some people cope with loss,’ I said. It wasn’t the path I had chosen. My son had gone, my husband had gone and I was alone, but I would live the life I had

  been given. ‘How is Mr Holmes?’ I asked, changing the subject.




  ‘I’ve barely seen him,’ Mary said, smiling. ‘In fact, he’s here now.’




  ‘Here?’ I questioned, alarmed he was going to appear in the doorway. It really would not be suitable for Mr Holmes to see me like this.




  ‘He’s not visiting,’ Mary reassured me. ‘He’s in St Barts’ labs, doing some noxious chemical experiment. He says I shouldn’t expect him home until

  late.’




  ‘Oh,’ I said softly. I didn’t know what else to say. I glanced towards the walls, as if I’d see him through them. I had always taken a certain comfort and strength from

  being in the same home as Sherlock Holmes and now, it seemed, I was still only separated from him by a few thin walls.




  ‘Wiggins is keeping an eye on 221b,’ Mary said, standing up. ‘I am taking care of Sherlock and Billy. All you need do is get better.’




  ‘Thank you,’ I said to her, ‘for looking after me.’




  ‘Oh, I owe you,’ Mary said lightly. ‘Remember when I was first married? I was an excellent governess, but knew next to nothing about running a home. You came and taught me all

  your tricks.’




  ‘Not all of them,’ I said.




  ‘Still, I owe you,’ she said, turning away. Then she turned back, her face suddenly serious. ‘And my life,’ she said quietly. ‘I owe you my life. You saved me,

  remember? So when you decide you deserve pain, or deserve to die, remember you saved my life.’




  She left quickly, before I could argue. I sat there for a long time, staring after her, thinking about what she had said. It was only when I looked away that I saw Eleanor Langham sitting in her

  chair, watching me steadily.
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  Now that I was officially awake, I sat up on the bed, looked round, and smiled in what I hoped was a welcoming way to the other patients. I didn’t feel welcoming. I felt

  impatient and restless. I hate hospitals. People die in them. All I wanted was to get out of this sharply clean room and go home, to my kitchen and my soft bed and my solitude, but that

  wasn’t going to happen soon. Therefore, I had to distract myself, and people are always interesting.




  ‘Hello,’ Florence Bryson said to me. She smiled sweetly. ‘We weren’t properly introduced. Welcome to the ward. I’m Flo.’




  ‘Mrs Hudson,’ I said, smiling back. I don’t like to hand my first name out to all and sundry. Some distance must be maintained with strangers. But it seemed it was the right

  thing to say, because Flo’s face lit up.




  ‘Really? You’re not the Mrs Hudson, are you?’ she said brightly.




  ‘Of course not, dear,’ Betty Soland said, in an achingly patronizing way. She was knitting again, some shapeless garment in a sickly shade of green.




  ‘Hudson is a very popular name,’ Miranda Logan said. She was sitting in her chair, reading a newspaper. She looked far too healthy – and too young – to be with us on the

  ward.




  ‘I’m sorry, which Mrs Hudson do you mean?’ I asked, feigning ignorance.




  ‘Mr Holmes’ housekeeper!’ Flo cried out. ‘Mr Sherlock Holmes, the Great Detective.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I’ve never heard of him.’ I shrugged, hoping that neither John nor Mary would cry out Sherlock’s name across the room next time they visited. (I had no

  fear Mr Holmes himself would visit. He might be in the building, but he would never be so sentimental as to stand by my sick bed.) ‘I am just a . . .’ I started to say. Just a what? Who

  could I possibly be to justify a position in a private ward? ‘Just a retired nanny. I used to look after a mill-owner’s children, but now they’re all grown up. They don’t

  forget their old nanny though.’ That should do it. Old nannies were looked after, everyone knew that, but no one had any interest in anyone who came from trade.




  Flo lay back on her pillows, obviously disappointed.




  ‘You’ve upset her,’ Eleanor Langham said, her blue eyes gazing at me, as if she could detect me in the lie. I stared back, as innocently as I could. ‘Flo likes to collect

  famous people. She thought she had a prize in you.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, smiling at Flo. She nodded at me, losing interest.




  ‘Now all she has is Emma Fordyce,’ Eleanor said, gesturing towards the woman in the bed between her and Flo, the elderly lady with the dyed blonde hair and sparkling brown eyes and a

  pink bed jacket. I had heard her singing to herself earlier, a ballad I had known as a child. She seemed only half aware of what was going on around her, but she also seemed happy, smiling and

  laughing to herself. Something about her fine-boned face did tug at a memory in me, but I couldn’t tell what.




  ‘She is famous?’ I asked.




  ‘When she was young,’ Flo explained eagerly. Her bed was covered in her usual dubious gossip papers – as well as the Illustrated Police News, which was not suitable

  reading for a lady. (Of course I read it. That’s how I know it wasn’t suitable.) ‘She was a great . . .’ Her voice trailed off as she searched for the right word.




  ‘Tart,’ Betty supplied.




  ‘Courtesan,’ Miranda Logan corrected her, not looking up from her paper.




  ‘Lover,’ Flo said, glancing at Emma. Whatever Emma was, Flo obviously had a great deal of affection for her. I wondered if they had known each other before, or whether they had

  simply been in this ward together a very long time.




  ‘I see,’ I said. I’m not good at drawing people out with conversation. It is normally Mary who chatters, seemingly artlessly, persuading people to tell her all kinds of things,

  whilst I watch their face and hands, and other people’s reactions. Left to my own devices, I had no idea how to get people to talk.




  Flo, however, just talked with or without encouragement.




  ‘She has some amazing stories, about kings and politicians and poets,’ Flo confided.




  ‘Stories or lies,’ Eleanor said sharply. I really did not like this woman. ‘When she can remember. She’s quite batty now, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Silly old cow,’ the elderly lady Emma said suddenly. I stifled a laugh – Flo giggled.




  ‘See what I mean?’ Eleanor said sharply. ‘She doesn’t have the faintest idea what’s going on.’




  But I suspected from the gleam in Emma Fordyce’s eyes that at that precise moment she was in a state of perfect clarity.




  ‘I don’t think we should be placed in a ward with such people,’ Betty Soland said, sniffing. ‘It’s not respectable.’




  ‘That’s not what you said the other night when she was telling us about the King of Bohemia,’ Flo said sharply. ‘I saw your eyes gleaming; you were hanging on every

  detail.’




  ‘The present king’s father,’ Emma said suddenly, sitting up and looking directly at me. Her voice was low and sweet. ‘I was a blonde. I understand the current King of

  Bohemia prefers clever brunette opera singers.’




  She smiled at me, a mischievous grin that was utterly enchanting. I could see more than a trace of the charms that could have ensnared princes. Her eyes were intelligent now, and bright. She

  must mean Irene Adler, of course – how had she guessed I knew her? She may have been losing her memory, but in her moments of lucidity she was obviously very sharp.




  The woman in the bed to my left cried out, then was silent again. She hadn’t joined in the conversation at all. She merely lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling, her face drawn. She

  looked like a picture of an early Christian martyr – not peaceful, but agonized.




  ‘Sarah Malone,’ Flo said, staring at her. ‘She’s dying.’




  ‘She’s taking her time about it,’ Eleanor said harshly. ‘See her hands? See how they move on the sheets? She’s saying the rosary. She’s a Catholic.’ Her

  voice dripped with scorn.




  ‘She doesn’t have any beads,’ I said.




  ‘A good Catholic doesn’t need the beads,’ Miranda told me. ‘The hands remember. The words come, the hands move, the mind supplies the beads.’




  ‘She seems in pain,’ I said to her. Miranda looked over at the thin grey woman, her white and brown hair scattered over the pillow.




  ‘They give her morphine,’ Flo told me, as if defending the nurses.




  ‘It is not pain of the body,’ Miranda told me. There it was again. Her voice, her accent, her grammar was all perfectly English, but there was a slight hesitation, as if she had to

  form her speech in her mind before she spoke.




  I looked across at the empty bed.




  ‘Who was she?’ I asked. The others stirred. Perhaps it was not the done thing to ask about the dead. We were all too close to death ourselves.




  Eventually, Eleanor answered. ‘She was only here two days. She wasn’t very ill.’




  ‘She’s dead,’ Flo pointed out.




  ‘It happens that way sometimes,’ Betty said. ‘Very suddenly.’




  ‘Very suddenly,’ Emma repeated softly. We were all silent, each with her own morbid thoughts.




  But you never have time to be silent and still in a hospital. There is always something going on. I heard a rattle, and everyone brightened up as the tea trolley, pushed by a nervous young girl

  with squeaky shoes, entered.




  I had questions. I tried to remember them for when Mary came round – it was so frustrating to not be at home! I could have gone to the library, or Mr Holmes’ collection of newspapers

  in the garret. Or sent Billy up there, or wherever I needed him to go. I was worried I would have forgotten the questions by the time Mary came round again.




  Who was Emma Fordyce, and what exactly had she done in her scandalous past?




  Who was Sarah Malone, and why did she suffer so?




  Emma Fordyce would be easy to research, due to her notorious past, but a woman called Sarah Malone would be far harder to track down. All I knew was that she was Catholic, and I deduced given

  that, and her name, she was probably Irish. All of us here were special patients, friends of the Friends of St Bartholomew’s, or staff here. That meant someone had made an effort to place her

  here – maybe that would be a lead.




  The last question wasn’t one Mary could answer. I’d have to find an answer myself. I sat and sipped my tea and thought about it. Why, exactly, did Miranda Logan watch Emma Fordyce so

  hard? Because I had seen her. She read her newspapers, yet every time Emma moved, or spoke, Miranda looked up, and didn’t take her eyes off her until Emma was quiet again. She paid no one

  else the same attention. In fact, she barely spoke to us. She had briefly shown a spark of interest in me, when the ward had discussed if I was ‘the Mrs Hudson’ but that had

  faded. She occasionally looked at Sarah Malone, but given what Miranda Logan had said, I felt that was no more than a fellow feeling for another Catholic.




  I felt sure that Miranda Logan was not ill. She claimed to be tired, but her eyes were bright, and she moved freely, almost impatiently around the ward. John had set me to watch and learn, and

  this was my first lesson. Miranda Logan was here to watch Emma Fordyce, whether for good or ill.
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  Another restless night. It is impossible to sleep in a hospital. Someone is always groaning, someone else talking. There are always footsteps in the corridor outside, even up

  and down the ward. Sounds are magnified so the scratching of a pen on the page becomes an intolerable racket. Other people breathe and snore and toss and turn and keep you awake until you are

  trembling with rage at their noise. Sarah Malone muttered. Betty Soland knitted (she was apparently proud of her ability to do so in the dark), and it is amazing how loud knitting needles are at 3

  a.m. Flo Bryson got up six times in the night to use the conveniences. By the time 6 a.m. arrived, and the first medicines were dispensed, I was more exhausted than I had been the previous evening.

  I also fully understood how people in crowded rooms could snap and kill each other. I spent a good hour that morning planning how to destroy Betty’s knitting needles.




  Therefore, I dozed all morning, only half aware of Emma telling Flo a series of scandalous stories that only got more so as Betty tutted. Flo was Emma’s main audience, and she lapped up

  every word, punctuating every tale with oohs and aahs and expressions of shocked, but delighted, disbelief. They were good stories. Emma had quite a past, and a gift for telling a tale. She told of

  politicians running hotfoot to her home after late-night sittings at the House, and gamblers ruining themselves for her, and peers of the realm setting her up in absolute luxury. Then she had run

  away from all that, and travelled, first through Europe and then Russia, adding kings and emperors to her conquests.




  It sounded dazzling, at first. But then I thought of Irene Adler, also conquering kings, and giving it all up to marry a country solicitor for love. Emma never spoke of love. She spoke of

  passion, and lust, and greed, and desire, but never love. Now, at the end of it all, she seemed content, but still, she was alone.




  But then again, she seemed perfectly happy. Very happy, in fact. She didn’t seem to have missed love, in fact, she had done very well without it. I suppose love can be dangerous,

  especially for women. Especially women alone in the world.




  Forgive me. Hospitals, I have discovered, make me introspective and maudlin. I shook the feeling away, and settled down to read Frankenstein until Mary came.




  As soon as visiting hours started she was through the door, bearing cake. It was good to see her, to see someone I could talk to without having to check everything I said for clues to my

  identity, or revealing too much of what I was thinking, or even just plain rudeness.




  ‘What awful clothes. Those poor girls,’ Mary observed, glancing towards Betty’s daughters, lined up at the foot of the bed.




  ‘She makes them herself,’ I told her.




  ‘Can’t someone stop her?’




  ‘I have thought of throwing her workbag on the stove,’ I admitted. ‘Mary, have you found out about Emma Fordyce?’




  ‘Yes, I looked her up in Sherlock’s books,’ Mary said eagerly, sitting close to me on the bed. ‘He cut and pasted all of Patrick West’s columns about her. You

  remember, that gossip columnist, the one who’s been writing for years. West wrote about her a lot, she seems to have been some sort of muse for him. Apparently she was a great

  courtesan.’
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