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Those of my readers who have followed Holmes and me through our investigations of “The Case of the Greek Key” and “The Case of the Zimmermann Telegram” will know of our friendship with Admiral of the Fleet Sir John Fisher. At a glance, he and Holmes were quite unlike. Holmes was a private man with a fame he would gladly have avoided. Fisher was a public figure. He was in the limelight as the creator of a modern Royal Navy in the years preceding the war of 1914–1918. Before that, he had supported the building of HMS Dreadnaught and her sister battleships when Germany had not laid a single keel of such a titan. His foresight ensured Britain’s supremacy at sea during the dangerous decade to come.

Not everyone admired Sir John Fisher. A man cannot uproot and reform the Committee for Imperial Defence without making enemies. Government officials do not like abrupt demands for “a modern navy in a modern world.” Few are comfortable with a naval policy of “Hit first, hit hard, and keep on hitting.” To Mr Asquith’s cabinet this was very close to Fisher’s advice to King Edward, that the Royal Navy should sink the Kaiser’s High Seas Fleet at its moorings in Kiel Harbour without a declaration of war—and offer generous terms among the ruins.

Holmes and Fisher certainly shared the character of a troublemaker. Each was unconventional and unpredictable. Fisher vexed and irritated the politicians and Admiralty officials as surely as Holmes got under the skin of Scotland Yard. The two men recognised this quality in one another and built a comradeship upon it.

On a May morning in 1913 my friend opened an envelope at breakfast and informed me that his elder brother Mycroft was bringing Jackie Fisher to tea that afternoon at three o’clock.

“I daresay, Watson, it is a friendly call at short notice. It is not necessary that you should stay in if you have already made other arrangements. Needless to say, you would confer a favour upon me by being here.”

When Fisher and Mycroft Holmes came to Baker Street together at short notice, you could be sure that it was something more than a friendly call.

“I should not miss it for the world,” I said cheerfully.

He seemed relieved.

“There must be buttered muffins,” he said presently, dangling a pipe spill absent-mindedly, “I shall go and inform Mrs Hudson. Brother Mycroft is partial to muffins, especially when served with strawberry jam.”

As he went out, I returned to the county cricket in The Times. The May weather in England had been atrocious. On several days the wind had screamed and the rain had beaten on our windows from breakfast until supper. “Rain stopped play” appeared against almost two-thirds of the batting scores. I had no idea as I scanned the list of abandoned matches how important this recent weather would be to us during the next few days. Happily, since the previous evening, an improvement had set in. A strong morning sun now warmed the pedestrians and shopkeepers in the street below us. Surely we might hope for something better at last.

A few minutes after three o’clock that afternoon the hollow hoof-beats of a carriage, from the direction of the Regent’s Park, slowed and stopped.

“Every eighth hoof-beat cries for a new shoe,” said Holmes, sitting with his eyelids closed and the tips of his fingers touching lightly together. “Therefore it is a carriage and pair. Mycroft does not care to be seen driving in a single-horse cab. No other visitor to these premises would go to the expense of a pair. I deduce that our guests have arrived.”

I got up, pulled aside the lace curtain and glanced down into the street. The black polish of the coachwork was immaculate. The two greys had been brushed and combed as if for the Trooping of the Colour on Horseguards Parade. Presently there was a pull at the bell and then laughter on the stairs as Fisher exchanged some pleasantry or other with Mrs Hudson.

Sir John had come to tea in mufti, a black swallow-tail coat, cravat and striped trousers. The humorous line of the mouth in that sallow complexion, plus a quiet resolve behind pale grey eyes, summed up his character. In his left hand he was carrying a slim black attaché case. It was hardly the mark of a man who has just dropped in for a cup of tea. Behind him, Mycroft Holmes seemed like a shambling bear in a grey flannel suit. Yet, as Sherlock Holmes never tired of assuring me, Brother Mycroft was not only the British government’s Senior Advisor on Inter-Departmental Affairs—at certain times of crisis he became the British government.

We took four armchairs within range of the fireplace, where the kettle sang on the hob. Mycroft and Sir John were on one side, Sherlock Holmes and I on the other. Between us stretched a low tea-table laid with a white cloth of Irish lace. The polished dome of a muffin-dish reposed among Georgian silverware and Minton china. Of course, we served ourselves. No parlour-maid was permitted to enter on these occasions and, perhaps, overhear part of our conversation. While we looked on, Sherlock Holmes performed the ritual of pouring hot water from the fireside kettle into the tea-pot, his brows drawn down, intent upon this task as though it were an intricate forensic experiment. His voice remained at our disposal as the cups were filled.

“You have no doubt come to tell us, Sir John, that Admiral von Tirpitz’s intelligence officers have broken the Admiralty war-code again. Or perhaps that the plans of the battle-cruiser Queen Mary with full details of her armour plating and gunnery ranges are missing from Woolwich Arsenal. At this very moment, I daresay they are being scrutinised by Tirpitz and his staff officers on the map-tables of the Wilhelmstrasse.”

Fisher smiled rather faintly, accepted his cup of tea and pulled a face.

“What I have to tell you, Mr Holmes, will sound far more trivial. To me, however, it is more important than codes and gunnery ranges. We may lose a telegraphic code and replace it soon enough. We may lose a battle-cruiser and yet win a war without her. We would still have the most powerful navy in the world—and the capacity of defending ourselves—so long as we produce officers and seamen of the calibre and the morale to man the fleet.”

Holmes straightened up, looking puzzled, and handed a cup to Mycroft.

“I fear you have the advantage of me, Sir John. Surely we already have such men.”

Mycroft took his cup and said, “Sir John’s concern, dear brother, is with future officers who must be trained to lead by example.”

“Well,” said Sherlock Holmes wonderingly, “I should have thought that I was the last person to come to for advice on naval training!”

He swept his coat-tails round him and sat down. Sir John Fisher gave a sigh.

“Then you have not heard of Patrick Riley, have you, Mr Holmes?”

“I do not think so.”

“I suppose that is something to be thankful for. Just at present, the fewer people who know of him the better! The press are lying quiet at the moment, but that will not last. Riley is a cadet, fourteen years old, at St Vincent’s Naval Academy, not far from Ventnor on the Isle of Wight.”

“Then I have certainly not heard of him. Why should this youth be of such importance?”

Fisher put down his cup and saucer.

“St Vincent’s is a private academy, but it is licensed by the Admiralty and therefore of consequence to us. Until a few years ago, in the Royal Navy, we used to take cadets for our own naval colleges at twelve years old. That was eventually thought to be too young. The minimum age was raised to fourteen. Unfortunately, this opened the way for private academies like St Vincent’s to take younger boys as cadets, during those previous two years. Frankly, these private institutions are a thorn in my side and I would happily make a bonfire of them all. However, they exist, and their sole purpose is to prepare younger boys for entrance to the senior Royal Naval Academies of Osborne and Dartmouth, between the ages of fourteen and sixteen.”

“I confess,” said Holmes, “that such places are a closed book to me. Tell me, how are these younger boys trained? Could they not go to school in the normal way before entering Osborne or Dartmouth?”

Fisher shrugged.

“Of course they could, but their parents do not think so. They want them trained as miniature Royal Navy lieutenants. Far the greater number, even at twelve years old, are classed as Executive Officers or ‘Deck Officers’ of the future. Heroes of Captain Marryat’s adventure stories, famous names of the fleet who steer the ships to battle and fire the guns. A preparation for a career of death or glory.”

“And what of the smaller number?”

“Precisely,” said Fisher with emphasis. “In the past ten years, that smaller number has been educated rather reluctantly by these same schools as Engineer Cadets. They are less glamorous. They do a good deal of algebra, trigonometry and physics. They come from less wealthy homes—often by virtue of scholarships. I have beaten my brains out to make some of my colleagues accept that the romantic days of masts and sails have gone for ever. Turbine, coal and oil are here to stay. Without the best engine-room officers, the Royal Navy may as well spend the next war at anchor in Scapa Flow. You understand me?”

“Entirely,” said Holmes placidly, “You are, as always, correct. What has this to do with Patrick Riley? Is he an Engineer? And what is St Vincent’s? Who, for example, is its guiding light?”

Sir John raised a forefinger.

“One moment. St Vincent’s and its competitors claim to give pupils a head start when they take examinations for cadetships at the senior institutions. At that point their pupils enter the Royal Navy proper as midshipman cadets and pass out as lieutenants at eighteen. The junior schools give them a taste of it. They employ retired petty officers to impart lessons in drill and to keep a form of naval discipline. Such schools are always on the coast so that seamanship may be taught through sailing and rowing—‘pulling,’ as we call it. For the greater part, though, the teachers are what you would find at a fee-paying school for boys of that age.”

“And the guiding light, if I may inquire again?”

“The headmaster? No one of importance, except in the scandal that is now brewing. Reginald Winter is a Master of Arts from Oxford. He has always been a schoolmaster, rather advanced in years by now. He has never served in the navy and nor have most of his colleagues. Previously he was assistant master at St Anselm’s College, Canterbury. I am assured that his heart is in the right place. In other words, he talks like a man who has been present at every naval engagement since Trafalgar. But, as the song says, when the breezes blow he generally goes below. A martyr to acute seasickness.”

“So, I believe, was Lord Nelson.”

“Nelson got somewhat further than the Isle of Wight!”

Holmes inclined his head in acknowledgement and then glanced at his brother.

“Very well, Sir John, I understand your concern and the reason for your visit. I am not at all clear how it involves Mycroft or what his interest may be.”

Mycroft Holmes turned his large head slowly upon his sibling, the firm heavy features and the deep-set grey eyes rather suggesting a battleship’s gun-platform bringing a target into its trajectory.

“It is not I, Brother Sherlock, who hold an interest. What is it to me? It is the Prime Minister who is concerned.”

“About Patrick Riley? Quite absurd.”

“Not Patrick Riley! Mr Asquith sees clearly that it was a grave error for the Admiralty ever to become associated with a cramming-factory like St Vincent’s. Such institutions carry the reputation of the Royal Navy, yet they are ill-regulated and a likely cause of scandal and demoralisation. Will that do for you?”

“Amply,” said Sherlock Holmes with an ill-judged insouciance. “What would the good Mr Asquith have me do?”

I knew privately that Holmes abominated the current Prime Minister, and his tone was, to say the least, ill-judged. Mycroft looked at him coldly and said, “To carry out an inquiry of your own. What else?”

“And where shall I find Master Patrick Riley in this mare’s nest?”

Sir John Fisher dropped his voice, as if he still feared an ear at the keyhole.

“Riley has been at St Vincent’s for almost two years as an Engineer Cadet. At first he seemed exceptionally gifted in that direction, but I cannot think he has been happy there. Ten days ago there was a most distasteful incident. It is charged that this boy stole a postal order from the locker of a fellow pupil in the so-called reading room on Saturday week. Cadet John Learmount Porson was the other boy. He was also an Engineering Cadet in the same class as Riley.”

“A friend?” Holmes asked.

“Riley says so. Porson had received the postal order for ten shillings and sixpence from his parents by first post on the Wednesday, I believe. He had mentioned this to others in his mess because he was going to use the money to buy a model engine. The order was clearly visible upon his desk that evening, while he wrote a letter to his parents thanking them for it. They have old-fashioned double desks and Riley shared with Porson.”

“Was the order cashed?”

“It was, but not at the school, of course. With permission, the boys are allowed into the village of Bradstone St Lawrence on Saturday afternoons, usually to visit the post office or the local shop. My information is that it is alleged Riley stole the postal order from the unlocked locker and forged Porson’s signature to it. He is further alleged to have cashed the order at the village post office for a ten-shilling note and a sixpence piece at about two-thirty. Porson had intended to cash it himself later that day. At four o’clock he discovered it was missing.”

Holmes relaxed, almost as if he found such a commonplace crime soothing. He looked Fisher in the eye.

“Since you have bothered to tell me about this, I assume that Riley denies the theft?”

“At first. Now he refuses to discuss it. He had a permit but claims he was in school bounds until three o’clock. I fear there is more to come.”

“His silence is taken as an admission of guilt?”

Fisher lifted a hand.

“One moment. What has followed is far more important than any stolen postal order, but let us deal with that first. The headmaster confronted him with the accusation. Riley denied it. The matter then rested with Reginald Winter as head. He quite properly began by dealing with it himself. The only witness of importance was the assistant postmistress, Miss Henslowe, who cashed the order at the village post office.”

“She identified Riley?”

“Not quite. On Saturday evening Mr Winter sent Petty Officer Carter down to question her. She first told him that all the cadets in their uniforms looked the same to her but that she had certainly cashed the order at about half-past two. She had given the boy who presented it a ten-shilling note and a sixpenny coin. He had counter-signed the receipt on the order while in the post office. She was standing at the counter but was busy with telegrams to be sent out and did not pay particular attention to him. The telegraph boy was also present but he was in the back office and apparently saw nothing.”

“Did she offer no identification of the suspect?”

“Not much. She persisted in saying that the cadets in their uniforms looked much the same to everyone in the village. They are all roughly the same age, much the same size and in the same uniform. However, she recalled that this boy had a blue-grey braid or edging to the lapels and hem of his navy blue jacket. She did not know the significance of this. In fact it meant that he was one of the Engineer Cadets, who make up about thirty-five of the two hundred boys at St Vincent’s.”

“We may take it that the jacket was his own?”

“Who knows? In any case that was not quite the end of the matter. Miss Henslowe also recalled that this boy wore glasses, at least when signing the counterfoil for payment of the order.”

“And that was all?”

“She agreed to visit the school with Petty Officer Carter and attend what I suppose must be called an identification parade. There are about eight Engineer Cadets and forty or more Executive Cadets, future Deck Officers, in the same term as Riley. For many classes, they are together. Otherwise, Riley and his group join the other engineering terms for instruction in the workshops or for lessons in algebra and trigonometry.”

“And the result of the parade?”

“One moment,” said Fisher fastidiously. “While the parade was being arranged, Reginald Winter questioned Patrick Riley, in the presence of the Cadet Gunner, as that petty officer is known. When Riley continued to deny that he had been to the post office on Saturday, Mr Winter gave him pen and paper and told him to write Porson’s name. Riley wrote it as Porson usually signed it, ‘J. L. Porson.’ He was then told to write the name in full, as it had been written on the postal order. He wrote ‘John L. Porson.’ The headmaster remarked that this looked similar to Porson’s own signature. Riley was told to go and sit across the corridor in what is known as the Parents’ Waiting Room.”

Holmes stared into the fireplace and said quietly, “It seems a capital error to leave a fourteen-year-old boy alone against the forensic powers of the adult world.”

Fisher put his tea-cup down.

“Perhaps. Riley was then summoned back. He was again given pen and paper and told to write half-a-dozen times, ‘Parson Jones adored the unselfishness of his son Luke.’”

“In which sentence,” said Holmes delightedly, “there lie concealed all the letter combinations of ‘John L. Porson.’ Mr Winter’s knowledge of calligraphy and interrogation is not the most subtle but I daresay effective in its way. Clever enough to outwit a confused and anxious fourteen-year-old.”

“More effective and more clever than you may suppose, Mr Holmes. The calligraphy, as you call it, was at once passed by the Admiralty to Mr Thomas Gurrin at the Home Office. Within two days, he gave his opinion that the signature upon the postal order and the specimen writing done in the headmaster’s study were by the same hand. That is to say, two different scripts by one hand. Mr Gurrin is an expert.”

“Whose evidence ensured that Adolf Beck went to penal servitude for seven years in 1896 for a crime we now know he could not have committed.”

Mycroft Holmes had been uncharacteristically silent during all this. He reached for another muffin and said, “Unfortunately, dear brother, the fact that Tom Gurrin was wrong in that case alone does not mean that he cannot be right in any other. I fear your defence will be built upon sand. And what of the identification parade, Sir John?”

“A dozen boys or so from Riley’s mess were paraded in the waiting room. They included all the Engineers and several Executive Cadets. Riley was allowed to remove his glasses. Miss Henslowe again complained that the cadets looked alike to her. She could not be sure. She looked into each face and studied each physique. In the end, she said that if it was any of them, it was the boy we now know to be Riley. Indeed, with glasses on it would probably be him. It was certainly none of the others.”

“And what was the outcome?” I asked.

Sir John shook his head.

“In the first place, doctor, Mr Winter quite properly communicated his findings to the seven school governors, two of whom are retired naval officers. Under the agreement by which St Vincent’s is licenced by the Admiralty, he also forwarded those findings to us. Having examined the boy face-to-face, he considered Riley was guilty of the theft. He had previously noted what he called certain defects of character in this cadet.”

“That last remark is a grotesque distortion of the evidential process!” Holmes snapped.

Fisher held up his hand.

“Mr Winter assured us that he mentioned it only to confirm that he had made allowance for this so that there should be no prejudice on that account during questioning.”

Holmes emitted a gasping guffaw of exasperation.

“The oldest trick in a barrister’s brief! The name of it in Cicero’s time was ‘mitto,’ I believe. You list every moral failing under the sun—fixing them well in the minds of your hearers—and then promise not to prejudice the accused by introducing them into evidence against him. His chances are nil.”

Sir John looked grim for the first time that afternoon.

“You fail to appreciate that a headmaster’s study is not a court of law!”

“And yet he seems to have behaved as though it were!”

Fisher relented at this and said unhappily, “In the circumstances, for the sake of the boy as well as the school, Mr Winter recommended that the mother should be asked to remove him. A few days later, Mr Gurrin’s opinion on the handwriting seemed to vindicate his decision.”

“Why the boy’s mother?” I asked before Holmes could get in again.

“It is an unfortunate case, doctor. That is why I am here. There is no father. Mrs Riley is a widow and lives in Dublin. I know little more than that. My impression is of a bright boy with very little money behind him. He has not been in trouble before. I should guess that his family has scraped everything together to pay his way through St Vincent’s in the hope of an Admiral’s Nomination for Dartmouth or Osborne. He seems to have the mental ability.”

“Meaning what?” Holmes asked suspiciously.

Sir John took a long breath.

“When they take their exams at fourteen or sixteen for the senior Royal Naval Academies, there is usually one Nomination for each school. It is rather the same as a scholarship to a college at Oxford or Cambridge. It pays the fees, of course, but there is also a good deal of prestige and it will carry a young man a fair way in his career. Of course, the admirals do not know all the boys personally and the headmaster’s advice carries great weight. Even if the present accusation proves no more than suspicion, Riley is no longer a likely candidate for such preferment. Unfortunately, he will always be known as the boy who stole the postal order, unless the contrary can be proved. I have come to you, Mr Holmes, because you are the one man I know who may be able to prove him innocent rather than not guilty.”

At last the two friends were on common ground, to my very great relief.

“And where is he now?” Holmes demanded.

“He was suspended as soon as the charge was brought, and kept apart from the other boys in the school sanatorium. Once his punishment is confirmed, arrangements will be made to return him home.”

“We must lose no time.”

“You had better hear the rest, Mr Holmes.” Fisher looked as if he did not quite know how to continue. However, he resumed.

“Riley has been quarantined in the sanatorium, but, of course, he could hardly be kept a prisoner there. Last Sunday he slipped out on his own. The boys are permitted to walk in the surrounding countryside on Sunday afternoons between lunch and tea. No one seems to have thought of forbidding him to do so.”

Our friend looked more uncomfortable than I had ever known him. Even Mycroft Holmes was studying his own toecaps. I felt that some catastrophe was about to be announced.

“Last Sunday afternoon,” Sir John continued, “it seems that Patrick Riley tried to kill himself by running towards the railway line beyond the school field and throwing himself in the path of a train that was just coming out of Bradstone St Lawrence tunnel. I think that says everything.”

Sherlock Holmes’s attitude and manner changed at once. His dark eyes glittered as he said quietly, “I think you had better give us the details, Sir John.”

“Very well. As I understand it, Riley ran across a field adjoining the school grounds. It is sometimes called the School Field and is commonly used by the boys on their Sunday walks. There were still several of them around, walking back to the main building for tea. At the far side, where the railway line runs on an embankment, there is hardly a fence at all, merely a strand or two of wire between a row of posts. Anyone of moderate agility could scramble up to the track and the linesman’s hut in a few seconds. A train had just emerged from Bradstone St Lawrence tunnel, when the boy stepped out from behind the hut and stood directly in the path of the locomotive. He showed no intention of moving.”

“How far distant is the hut from the tunnel?”

“Two or three hundreds yards, I believe. That would not have saved him. However, by the grace of God, the young fireman in the engine cab had seen him running just before he reached dead ground below the line and was lost to view for a moment. Perhaps sensing something was wrong, the fireman shouted a warning to the driver. In a split second more, Riley appeared from behind the hut. The driver threw the brakes on even as the boy came into view. Riley stood there, staring at the train which was slowing to a crawl. But for the fireman, he would have been hit. As it was, he saw the train losing speed and knew that he would more probably be injured or maimed than killed. Thereupon he ran down the far side. Afterwards he turned back and was identified by several witnesses, crossing the field towards the school.”

There was a pause while Holmes gave the matter some thought. Fisher added, unnecessarily as it seemed to me, “Had this attempt succeeded, a sordid schoolboy misdemeanour would have become a newspaper scandal. I understand that the field, which lies beyond the school’s sports pitches, has been put strictly out of bounds to all boys since the incident.”

Holmes murmured approvingly and then asked, “No doubt this so-called suicide attempt was taken at St Vincent’s as confirmation of his guilt as a thief?”

“In the eyes of the world it will be taken as such,” said Fisher coldly, “How can it not be?”

“And has he some right of appeal against Mr Winter’s decision over the curious business of the postal order?”

Sir John put down his cup again.

“My dear Holmes! Nothing has so far been decided, given the boy’s obvious distress of mind and the probable need for legal advice on his mother’s side. He remains in the school sanatorium, but now he is there as a patient rather than a detainee. He will not, of course, be permitted to wander off again.”

Holmes stood up, removed the silver cover and handed round the plate of muffins.
 
“Sir John, let me be clear. Have you come to persuade me that I should act on the boy’s behalf—presumably not on the headmaster’s behalf—or as a servant of their lordships of the Admiralty?”

“From what I have told you, Mr Holmes, I would have you investigate and see if you can find the truth. Whatever help I can give you, I will. Now of all times, we cannot afford a public scandal involving the Admiralty. Thanks to St Vincent’s, that is what we are threatened with. To use a lawyer’s phrase, I suppose I am empowered to retain you.”

In my friend’s eye, there was the glint of the war-horse sighting or scenting battle. He replaced the muffin-dish and sat down.

“Very well, Sir John. Then perhaps this is the moment when I should have sight of the postal order with its contentious signature. I have no doubt you are carrying it in that black attaché case of yours.”

Admiral Fisher said nothing, but he sprang the two locks of the case and drew out a folder containing a single sheet of paper with a form pinned to it. He handed this to Holmes, who glanced over it with his pocket lens.

While Mycroft Holmes and Fisher looked on, my friend held the postal order at one angle and then another, allowing light and shade to play upon it. Finally, he drew out his silver propelling-pencil and made two or three cryptic notes on the white starched cuff of his shirt.

“You will, of course, wish to retain it for a thorough examination,” said Fisher encouragingly.

Holmes looked up as he handed it back.

“You are too kind. However, I believe I have seen all that is necessary to bring the case to a successful conclusion.”

Mycroft Holmes scowled at his sibling.

“You are quite certain, dear brother?”

“When I am certain, Mycroft, I am always quite certain. Now then, if you will allow me full discretion in the matter, I think I shall begin with the so-called attempted suicide.”

“Rather than the theft with which the boy is charged?” Fisher asked uneasily.

“I believe so.”

“But as yet you know nothing of the boy and little of the incident on the railway line.”

“Indeed not. That is precisely my point. I must know. I shall remedy my ignorance at the earliest possible moment. I do not know the boy, of course, but I know a little about self destruction. I have yet to hear any argument from you that would convince me of an attempt at suicide. However, I cannot help reflecting that Patrick Riley’s disappearance from this earth would have the convenient effect at St Vincent’s of confirming the charge against him with no likelihood that anyone else could prove otherwise.” He sat back with his cup of tea in one hand, a muffin in the other, and smiled.

Sir John blinked and said, “Mr Holmes, you are to investigate the evidence of theft, if you please, not theories of suicide. This is not one of your murder mysteries.”

“You would be surprised to know, Sir John, how many inquiries of a quite different kind have turned into one of my murder mysteries, as you are kind enough to call them. As for Patrick Riley, it is of the greatest importance that he should remain where he is until Watson and I have had a chance to examine him. Indeed, you may tell the school that my colleague has been retained by their lordships or the boy’s family as a medical consultant. However it is done, I beg that you will use your best efforts to keep him where he is until we can get there.”

“And of the utmost importance that we should have the opportunity to examine St Vincent’s itself,” I said quickly.

“Well done, Watson! You see, gentlemen? Watson is ahead of you there!”

“And when do you suggest your examinations will begin?” Mycroft Holmes inquired sceptically.

Sherlock Holmes got up from his chair and walked across to the door of the room. Beside it, on the wall, hung a handsome wheel-barometer of polished walnut. It was inherited from his parents and made by an English craftsman a hundred years ago. He tapped the glass and watched the delicate metal hand move slowly round the dial in a clockwise direction. Its prediction settled midway between “fair” and “set fair.”

“I had almost thought we should have to leave this afternoon,” he said, “At present, however, the glass is rising and I think tomorrow promises to be excellent ‘detective weather.’ It is of some importance that it should not rain before we have a chance to go over the ground. We shall entrust ourselves to an early train from Waterloo station to Portsmouth Harbour. The steamer crossings to the Isle of Wight are frequent. If we reach Ryde Pier by noon we shall take the local train to—Ventnor, I suppose?”

Sir John Fisher inclined his head. “Ventnor indeed.”

“If my geography of the island is correct, a cab will then take us westwards to Bradstone St Lawrence and St Vincent’s. I suppose we should arrive by two-thirty or three o’clock. I take it the bird will not have flown by then and that the venerable Mr Winter will be available?”

“I may guarantee it,” said Sir John enthusiastically. His good-natured features began to work into a smile of grateful acceptance. “I shall authorise the commissary office to book rooms for you both at the King Charles Hotel in Bradstone St Lawrence.”

Sherlock Holmes stooped over the tea-table, and lifted the cover of the muffin-dish. He inspected the contents and then held it out to our Admiral of the Fleet.

“Pray take another, Sir John, before my brother Mycroft has the chance to eat them all.”

“The Case of the Greek Key” in The Execution of Sherlock Holmes, Pegasus Books, New York, 2007; “The Case of the Zimmermann Telegram” in Sherlock Holmes and the King’s Evil, Pegasus Books, New York, 2009.
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Shortly before noon on the following day we stepped out of a green South-Coast Railway carriage on to the platform of Portsmouth Harbour station. A stiff channel breeze was blowing and a red-funnelled paddle-steamer was waiting at the jetty. An hour later we were in an island railway carriage for the coastal journey to Ventnor. I had never seen the south-east coast of the Isle of Wight and was much taken by the little resort with its coastguard station and sheltered cove. Holmes, who seldom forgot anything that he read, assured me that Dr Thomas Arnold compared it for beauty to a resort on the Bay of Genoa. Mediterranean, Alpine and herbal flowers occupied the crevices of the rocks.

Behind the line of the shore rose a green hill that becomes St Boniface Down. Gentility was everywhere in the villas, rising in crescents, row upon row, like the boxes at a theatre with the sea as their stage. The elegant terraces of Clifton or Cheltenham might have been snatched up and set down again in this quiet resort. Thanks to Fisher’s efficiency, a cab was waiting for us at the station. We followed the shore westwards, until the road levelled out among gabled houses, set back in their own gardens. Beyond the town, we passed at length through the small village of Bradstone St Lawrence. Ahead of us through a screen of trees rose the outlines of several buildings in red-brick gothic. One of them boasted a short spire and a stained-glass chapel window.

Such was St Vincent’s Naval Academy, named in honour of John Jervis, victor of the battle of Cape St Vincent against the Spanish fleet in 1797. I recalled from my school lessons that his ferocity in the face of the enemy was equalled only by the grim acts of retribution by which he kept order among his men.

Our cab set us down in a gravelled yard, from which an archway led to a portico, double doors and porter’s lodge. We followed the route to the “Headmaster’s Corridor” on which Mr Winter’s study was located. A single Persian runner lay the length of it with black varnish either side. Beyond a tall bookcase, several beechwood chairs with horsehair seats accommodated those summoned to his presence. The walls were hung on either side with long photographs of past intakes and shorter ones of Cricket XI or Rugby XV teams, and regatta crews. In a final alcove rose a hall-stand with a central mirror, hooks on either side for hats and coats, a drawer for gloves, a well on each side for umbrellas or walking-sticks and a rack at floor-level for boots and shoes. Holmes paused to remove his deer-stalker and hang it on a convenient hook.

Winter was a somewhat younger man than Sir John Fisher had led me to expect but still closer to fifty than forty. A curiosity was that his expression, even under strong emotion, appeared to alter very little. His head, almost entirely bald, shone for all the world as if he polished it.

Reginald Winter shook us strongly by the hand, indicated two chairs, but himself remained standing before his fireplace. How much does a room tell one of its tenant? Pride of place at the centre of the mantelpiece was held by the most exquisite model of HMS Warrior, Britain’s first ironclad battleship, easily recognised by her black hull and stumpy yellow funnels. To one side stood an old-fashioned pipe-rack with a row of half-a-dozen briar-root pipes, a tobacco jar and a soft leather pouch. A new briar remained in its unopened box, bearing the familiar advertising scroll “Thinking Men Smoke Petersen Pipes.” Mr Winter plainly saw himself as a “thinking man.”

At the other end of the shelf, I noticed a business card advertising “William Fortescue, Army, Navy, And General Outfitter, Royal Opera Arcade, Pall Mall. Price Lists and Instructions for Self-Measurement Sent on Application.” The effect of Mr Winter was to make me wonder how much commission our host received for each garment bought by the parents from Mr Fortescue.

Everywhere, the study certified the manliness of its occupant. Walking-sticks, golf-clubs, even a fencing-mask and a pair of foils, competed with a tiger-skin rug before the fender and the stuffed head of a stag above the mantelpiece.

The headmaster seated himself a little above us by perching on the padded leather top of the iron fender surrounding his hearth. He smiled without humour, as if to assure us that he was the master of the place and we should know it.

Before he could begin, Holmes said, “Let us come to the matter of Patrick Riley.” His voice was cool and detached with all the amiability of a crocodile. I was unhappily aware of the instinctive mutual dislike of these two men.

Reginald Winter looked him straight in the eye.

“I have agreed to discuss this matter with you on the advice of Admiral Fisher. However, gentlemen, with the evidence of the witnesses before me I cannot reasonably doubt that an act of theft has taken place and Riley himself has ceased to deny his part in it.”

“Or admit it,” said Holmes casually.

“Quite so. Against this, I grieve that the shame of that act and its discovery drove the poor boy to an attempt against his own life.”

“Indeed?”

“Indeed, Mr Holmes. I am a firm man, as my duty here requires. At the same time, believe me, I am neither vindictive nor callous. Between ourselves, Riley comes from what I am bound to call a starveling background. The temptation to theft must have been tragically potent. To keep him as a pupil, with all his schoolfellows knowing what he had done, would be impossible. It would be crueller to him than to them.”

“Though not as cruel as to destroy the future hope of an innocent boy?”

Winter spread out his hands in a gesture of sincerity and boundless generosity.

“At the worst, I suppose, the poor fellow has been criminal. I prefer to think that, on both occasions, he was merely weak. The second occasion appears to confirm the first, does it not?”

A familiar look in Holmes’s eye assured me that Winter had just stepped neatly into a trap.

“Without it we should lack that confirmation, should we?”

But the headmaster was not so easily caught.

“Mr Holmes, I have known this boy for almost two years. He is not evil. I wish him well. I hope he may thrive elsewhere. But I have taken the only course open to me.”

“Elsewhere?” Sherlock Holmes put more into the two syllables than I would have thought possible. Winter became ingratiating.

“This will seem a strange world to you, sir. I have the advantage of living in it for some years and understanding the best interests of individual boys.”

“Capital,” said Holmes expressionlessly, and for a moment the headmaster seemed to believe that he was safe. But Sherlock Holmes never took his eyes off him.

“Patrick Riley is a sensitive boy,” Winter explained, as if with a little difficulty, “whatever his faults or virtues. I believe his reaction to being caught demonstrates that—his refusal to take his medicine. I fear, gentlemen, the Royal Navy is not the best place for a boy of the sensitive poetic spirit, the young philosopher, the scholar whose whole heart is in his books.”

“And is Patrick Riley such a boy?” Holmes inquired politely.

Reginald Winter smiled again and made another gesture of infinite good nature.

“The worst I could say before this incident was that during two years he had not been a good mixer. Riley prefers to keep himself to himself. Normal boys do not like that sort of thing. It makes a fellow seem as if he thinks himself better than they. A little more sociability or geniality would have made him popular enough.”

“And was he unpopular?” I asked, “Do I take it that he has been bully-ragged?

“No!” Mr Winter looked startled, “No boy is bullied at St Vincent’s, sir. In case you think so, perhaps it is best that you should form your own conclusions of his character when you meet him—for meet him you shall, I promise you that. He is fortunate to have such counsel for his defence!”

Having failed once, he tried a second time to smile us into friendship. Not a muscle in Holmes’s face moved.

“I am not here as anyone’s counsel, Mr Winter. You have found the boy guilty of theft. The boy denies it and, whatever the pressure put upon him, has not changed his plea. Sir John Fisher has asked me to establish the truth. That is all. Though, of course, there is also the allegation against him of an attempt to kill himself. Attempted suicide is a crime as surely as theft.”

The headmaster shook his head sympathetically. He mistakenly believed he was out of the wood now.

“Even without the matter of theft, it would be difficult to keep him after the second incident. We are not equipped to care for a boy who may attempt anything of that kind. Meanwhile, the others believe that it confirms his guilt. Would an innocent boy behave in such a manner? They naturally think not. Suicide is bound to be regarded as a sign of cowardice in the face of adversity.”

The opinion which Reginald Winter attributed to his boys was surely his own.

“Yes,” said Holmes, languidly arrogant, “the cowardice of the late Captain Lawrence Oates, who deliberately walked out into a South Pole blizzard in order that his companions might have a better chance of survival on their doomed trek homewards.”

Reginald Winter tried to smile, but temper was getting the better of him.

“That was not what I meant, Mr Holmes. It rests on my conscience that a boy in my school should condemn himself twice, as a thief and a coward, by attempting such a dreadful thing. But there is a world of difference …” Then, as he sat on the padded top of his fire-surround, he stopped and smiled down at us, as if he realised that a joke had been practised on him.

“Are you playing games with me, Mr Holmes? They say it is your habit.”

“Do they, Mr Winter? Do they say that indeed? Then let me tell you something for your comfort.”

“Comfort, sir?” There was a mocking curiosity in this query, but I knew from the cold, sardonic tone in my friend’s voice that the sparring was over. Holmes had got him and was about to land a decisive blow.

“In order that your conscience may lie quite easily …”

I winced at the savage double meaning of this statement.

“… you may put it from your mind that Patrick Riley tried to commit suicide. He did not.”

The headmaster’s smile went out like a light.

“You were not there, Mr Holmes. Several witnesses were. They saw him run at the train. In law, a man must be assumed to intend the natural and probable consequences of his acts. What would those consequences have been if the fireman had not seen him as the train emerged from the tunnel and the driver had not pulled on the brake at once?”

Holmes relaxed, drew a sheet of notepaper from his breast pocket and handed it to Winter. I recalled that he had been compiling this from his shelves the evening before. It had not occurred to me to ask him what it was.

“Mr Winter,” he continued languidly, “you may examine the tables of coroners’ courts, not to mention the statistics of alienation. There you will find suicides of every description. Suicide by poison or firearms, by noose or by falling from a height, by drowning or by burning. It is very difficult to stab oneself, of course, which is why defeated generals of the ancient world ordered their servants to hold out a sword that they might run upon it.”

“I have heard of that,” Winter snapped impatiently.

“And to be sure, there are poor souls who have thrown themselves under the wheels of trains.”

“Then you admit it?”

Holmes ignored this.

“You will find from the evidence that they often lingered at the last moment or even waited patiently for a train to appear. Some fell in front of trains, some jumped, some stood or lay upon the rails. But you will search long and hard, Mr Winter—dare I say until hell freezes over?—before you find one who ran to die in front of a train, as if he feared being late for an appointment. Hesitation or uncertainty, procrastination or postponement, not precipitation, is the governing impulse.”

Mr Winter had ignored the sheet of paper and stared hard at Sherlock Holmes during this recital. Now he blinked at the paper in his hand and then looked up again.

“And so …” he began.

“And so, Mr Winter, every statistic and every scrap of medical experience is against you on this. It is even less likely that Patrick Riley tried to commit suicide, which I do not hear that he has admitted, than that he stole the postal order. You have—to use a common expression—not a leg to stand on.”

The headmaster swallowed gently and continued to stare. Holmes continued.

“Now, sir, I fear we must put suicide out of the question. What remains is the testimony of Miss Henslowe, who attended the identification parade, and the opinion of Mr Thomas Gurrin on the handwriting. None of this evidence has been subject to challenge or examination. My task is therefore to let a little light into dark corners. Unless we are to be governed by the jurisprudence of the late Tomas de Torquemada, Patrick Riley’s protest of innocence stands firm unless—and until—proved otherwise. Why should anyone want to undermine it?”

“Not I, Mr Holmes.” Like so many of our opponents who started out in bluff self-confidence, Reginald Winter was beginning to lose his nerve in the face of my friend’s meticulous rationality. The headmaster’s smooth face creased carefully to suggest a sincere alarm at being misunderstood. “I should be only too happy to find him innocent, if the evidence were not all the other way! Believe me, it does a school no good if an offence of this sort becomes public gossip. For Riley’s own sake the best course is to note the facts, not all of which are known to you yet, and to leave us quietly to do what must be done.”

“The facts? Yes, Mr Winter. I hoped we should come to the facts. Pray let us hear them.”

“You are a man who judges by evidence, are you not, Mr Holmes? I believe you are well known for it. Very good. Listen to this. First of all, unknown to my colleagues and me, Riley and other boys sometimes played games in their leisure time which involved practising one another’s signatures. They admit it. Riley and Porson were in the same class. They sat next to one another. As I am told, they became proficient at writing each other’s names. Riley was one of our Engineer Cadets and had the hand of a draughtsman.”

“And so, Mr Winter, when Porson’s postal order was cashed on that Saturday week with a forged signature, Riley the Engineer was suspected as the copyist simply because he was a draughtsman? From what document did he copy when he was in the post office? He could hardly carry in his head a perfect image of John Learmount Porson’s signature, for that is what draughtsmanship would suggest.”

“Very far from it, sir. Were you not told that the exeat permit for that afternoon, with Porson’s signature and that of the duty master, was in the locker with the postal order? Both of them were stolen, Mr Sherlock Holmes.”

I confess this was a blow. Why had we—or Fisher—not been told of the additional theft of this permit? The headmaster had unexpectedly scored a point and was at ease again. Winter went over to his desk and came back with a small pad of yellow paper, whose pages might be torn off in succession. Printed at the top of each was the school name, followed by a space for the name of the boy and another for the signature of the master on duty. He handed it to Holmes, who riffled through the flimsy yellow leaves and handed it back. Reginald Winter resumed his fire-guard perch and smiled down at us once more.

“Each boy is given a small pad of forms at the start of term. Should he wish to leave the school grounds to visit the village on Saturday afternoon, he fills in his name, signature and the date. He then tears off this exeat permit and at one-thirty he goes to the master-on-duty that day, who signs in the space at the bottom—or sometimes simply puts his initials on it.”

“How do the boys draw money?” I asked.

Winter looked pleased to have been asked.

“As to cashing postal orders, doctor, we are careful to prevent boys having too much money in their hands. It leads to borrowing and lending or buying items which are not permitted in the school. Each boy is allowed to draw two shillings a week from a sum deposited with his house master at the beginning of term. If there is a special reason, he may draw more on a single occasion. Within the same rules, he may cash a postal order, provided it is sent from his parents. To go to the post office he must have an exeat permit and also use this to identify himself at the post office.”

“And Riley had such an exeat permit signed for him on Saturday week, did he?”

“No, Mr Holmes he did not. That is the whole point. He denies leaving the school grounds.”

Holmes looked at him as Winter was about to continue.

“Where was Patrick Riley at two-thirty?”

The headmaster summoned up an indulgent smile.

“Of course he insists that he did not leave the grounds, let alone with a permit in Porson’s name. How could he do otherwise? He claims that he spent an hour alone in the art room, between two and three o’clock. It is an alibi which a thief might choose because no one other than a type like Riley would skulk off there, for whatever purpose. He could be sure of being alone. His story would not be disproved.”

“Why not, Mr Winter?”

“Strictly speaking, the art room is out of bounds outside teaching hours. In practice we would take a lenient view of a boy found there, but Riley was not so found. What normal healthy boy would shut himself in there on a Saturday afternoon, when he might be pulling at the boats or roller-skating with his classmates? As for witnesses, a few boys might pass the art room, but none would be likely to look in. They would certainly not be surprised to find it locked. Possibly Riley bolted the door on the inside, stepped out of the casement window, closed it after him and walked off to the village. No one could then be positive that he was not there during twenty minutes or so. It falls far short of a positive alibi, Mr Holmes.”

“Indeed,” said Holmes coldly. “So far short that a true thief would not consider it.”

“How many ways were there to the post office?” I asked.

“As many as you like, Dr Watson. A boy might walk along the road from the main entrance. He might follow that same route inside the field-hedge. He might even go through the trees at any angle he chose. It would not be difficult to remain concealed until he was within twenty yards of the post office.”

“And then Riley and Porson were friends,” I added. “Why should Riley rob his class-mate?”

“We may be sure that Porson did not falsely complain of theft. He gained nothing—he had only to go and get his money from the post office at four o’clock. Yet you are quite right, though, that the thief’s motive and identity remained a puzzle. Very well. For that reason I invited Miss Henslowe, the assistant postmistress, in an attempt to identify the boy whom she served at the office.”

“And so?” I persisted.

“The good lady came here, looked at them, and picked out Riley as the only possible suspect. Now then, what would you have me do, gentlemen? I informed the chairman of the governors, Commander Portman, and with his knowledge sought the advice of the Admiralty. The Judge Advocate to the Fleet requested the opinion of the principal Home Office forensic advisor on handwriting, Mr Thomas Gurrin. Mr Gurrin had no doubt that the signature on the counterfoil of the postal order and the samples written by Patrick Riley were from the same hand.”

He turned to my friend.

“Whatever your allegiances, Mr Holmes, you cannot say we have not behaved properly.”

“My allegiance is to the truth, sir, and to justice. I have no other clients. I am here at the request of Admiral Sir John Fisher.”

Mr Winter did not like this last reminder, but he said, “So I understand,” and battled on.

“I then recommended to the chairman of the governors that Mrs Riley should be asked to remove her son from the school. How could the boy go back and mingle with his comrades after such a finding against him?”

“I should like to interview Master Patrick Riley,” said Holmes casually, “and, indeed, his friend Porson.”

There was a breathless geniality about Winter which suggested an ace up his sleeve.

“You shall certainly talk to Riley, Mr Holmes.” The geniality vanished as the ace appeared. “I cannot, however, order other boys to submit to interrogation by an outsider, even one who comes at the request of an Admiral of the Fleet. We are licenced by the Admiralty, Mr Holmes, we are not owned nor governed by it.”

I could see that this was as far as we should get with him. He had put on a show of easy courtesy, but I should not have cared to be a pupil at St Vincent’s. A crook-handled cane stood in a corner of the room. I noticed that Holmes’s mouth had tightened a little as he caught sight of it. I recalled a comment of his on those who demonstrated their manhood by beating children.

In a voice like thin ice breaking, Sherlock Holmes said, “We have occupied too much of your time, Mr Winter, and our own. Perhaps before we talk to Patrick Riley, Dr Watson and I may take a walk across the field towards the railway line.”

Innocent surprise, pumped up as from a well, brightened Reginald Winter’s face. He was pleased to allow us something after forbidding an interview with Porson, though not quite as pleased as by having seen the last of Sherlock Holmes for a while. Left to himself, he would no doubt repair his defences.

“By all means walk across to the line, Mr Holmes, though I cannot see how it will help you. If you go out through the back of the building, the playing field lies before you. Your route is straight ahead. The railway is clearly visible on its embankment. It should not take you half an hour. On your return, we shall have tea before your talk with Riley.”

The expression on my friend’s face indicated that, though nothing would prevent him from talking to Patrick Riley, wild horses would not drag him to take tea with the headmaster.

Reginald Winter watched us walk away down the corridor and stood there until we had passed the glass door which separated his quarters from the rest of the main school. As he disappeared into his study, Holmes held up his finger, a quiet gesture of self-reproach.

“My hat,” he said absent-mindedly.

He went back to the hall-stand, with its mirrors, hooks and racks. Taking down his travelling-cap, he adjusted it in the glass. His eyes made a careful survey of boots and umbrellas, which were presumably the headmaster’s outdoor wear, almost as if he had thought of borrowing some of it.

I was uneasy in case Winter should reappear from the study and catch us examining his effects. But Holmes had not quite done. As I have mentioned, the walls of the corridor were hung with group photographs of the pupils. They were all at their lessons just now. I had noticed the photographs were “Drake Term,” “Anson Term,” or “Nelson Term,” each intake of boys christened after a hero of the fleet. To my relief, Holmes presently turned away from this display and walked towards me.

“And now, Watson,” he said briskly, “let us make the best of the time that our reluctant host has unwisely allowed us.
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“Hardly the companion I should choose for a walking tour or a reading party,” I said, as we crossed the playing field towards a gate in the hedge and moved out of earshot of the buildings.

Holmes gave a quiet snort.

“A shabby fellow. An exceptionally nasty piece of work. The last person whom I would put in charge of children. Fortunately for our client, as I think Patrick Riley must now be called, Winter has made a strategic error. He would dearly love to massage the tale of attempted suicide into a confession of guilt. That would end the matter. He is too stupid or perverse to see that it is his weakest spot. It is where I believe we shall find the loose thread that unravels this entire conspiracy.”

“Conspiracy?”

“What else? There is far more to this than Winter’s obvious defects of character.”

The so-called School Field, which was not strictly part of the grounds, was rough going, with chalk under a few inches of soil. It looked useless for crops or pasture, or indeed for anything else. The grass grew in brief, uneven tufts, and the broad path was something like a disused cart-track.

To judge from the present state of the earth, the rain that had spoilt so many cricket matches in the northern and eastern counties last week had probably cleared the Isle of Wight a day or two earlier. Patterns of footsteps left on the muddy surface the previous Sunday had accordingly been dried and hardened by a steady south-westerly breeze from the English Channel. Among these prints must surely be those of Patrick Riley and, indeed, whatever so-called witnesses there may have been. If Reginald Winter’s order putting the field out of bounds had been obeyed, as I felt sure it would have been, the latest prints must necessarily have been preserved for a few days.

We walked almost half-way across the field, following the track, before Holmes stopped and surveyed the path ahead. It is necessarily true that more people will cross the first half of a field than the whole of it. Where we were standing, there were three prominent sets of prints which were continuous and a number of others which appeared from time to time on the track, as though someone had been walking at first on the grass but occasionally on the path. My companion stood there for a moment, staring down at these foot patterns. He looked up.

“I believe, Watson, that we have found our man, if Patrick Riley is he. Boys, being boys, will amble about all over the place, mostly on the grass of the field. But imagine that you were running to reach a particular destination on the far side of the field as quickly as you could, and that the surface was still damp from rain. You would, I think, prefer to follow the firmer ground and straighter line of the path. Would you not?”

“As you say.”

“It is so obviously the best way that while you were running you would hardly think about it. It is what you would do by instinct. In any case, if you were in such a hurry that it was necessary to run, then wet grass on either side would slow you down. Now then, you will see there are footsteps here which I have been following from a little way back.”

He paused, turned round the way we had come and then swung round again.

“See here. The length of the stride suggests the height. The depth of the impression in damp earth indicates the weight or build. What I have found is evidence of a lightly-built boy, about five feet six inches in height. At first, just for a little, the soles and heels of his shoes were equally printed, therefore he was walking. I have noticed several similar tracks, but his is consistent and therefore presumably the one we want. You see it here?”
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