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INTRODUCTION




  This project began when I was writing book number three in a series called Watson at War. That sequence follows Dr Watson’s adventures in the Royal Army Medical Corps in World War One (his

  enlisting is mentioned in the final Holmes story, chronologically at least, ‘His Last Bow’). In my third book, A Study in Murder, Watson is incarcerated in a German POW camp.

  While there, he is asked to contribute a tale to the camp magazine. He decides to write up a previously unpublished Holmes case.




  In the first draft of the book, I left spaces where the yet-to-be-written story was to be scattered throughout the text in piecemeal fashion. But I decided that interrupted the narrative flow

  too much and I would use mere snippets in the main body of the book. The complete short story would be an appendix.




  This still left me a problem. Which story to use? I have avoided throughout the series trying to imitate Arthur Conan Doyle’s ‘voice’. Pastiches of Sherlock Holmes stories are

  not uncommon, but they are surprisingly difficult to pull off. I had managed to avoid the problem because my ‘seed’ for the series, ‘His Last Bow’, is one of the few Holmes tales written in the third person, rather than narrated by Dr Watson. This time, I had no place to

  hide.




  However, rather than attempt ventriloquism, I turned to the Holmes ‘canon’ – the fifty-six short stories and four novels penned by Conan Doyle. There are other short stories,

  however, that refer to a Holmes-like character in passing. These are often treated like apocrypha, and published in an appendix to the official fifty-six. So, I decided I would

  ‘Holmesify’ one of these, by putting Holmes and Watson centre stage but, wherever possible, using ACD’s original prose. This became the short story here called ‘The Wrong

  Detective’ (originally ‘The Man with the Watches’ – I changed most titles so there could be no confusion that these are very different animals from the original).




  Now this re-engineering of a respected author’s work might seem like sacrilege, but I looked upon it the way a record producer might remix a track or a jazz musician play around with the

  music of John Coltrane or Charlie Parker. Although it might create something interesting and fresh, or prove a dead end, it in no way diminishes the original, which is still there to enjoy. I

  frequently hear this from authors speaking at festivals, whose books have been adapted for the screen, often with severe liberties being taken in the transition. ‘What do you think about what

  they did to your book?’ is the question. ‘What did they do my book?’ comes the answer. ‘Last time I looked it was still available at good bookstores, libraries and on Amazon.’




  I have to admit I enjoyed this process of introducing Holmes/Watson so much I wanted to do the same with some of ACD’s other short stories. These are nowhere near as widely read as the

  Holmes canon, yet there are some crackers in there (and some twee nonsense, too, it has to be said). The stories range far and wide, from historical to horror to comic, with some suggesting Edgar

  Allan Poe (‘The New Catacomb’), others Jules Verne (‘The Horror of the Heights’) or H. G. Wells (‘Danger! Being the Log of Captain Sirius’) and some, like the

  ones here, echo the Sherlock Holmes tales. There are more than two hundred of these short stories, the majority easily available, either in anthologies or on the Web.




  How much is my writing and how much is Conan Doyle’s in each of these adventures? It varies from story to story, apart from the final one, ‘The Broken

  Crocodile’, which, being a precursor to a future book in the Watson at War series, is 100 per cent me. Elsewhere, it depends on how much I had to twist the narrative to turn it into a Watson

  and Holmes story. The whole central section of ‘The Prisoner in B.24’ is nearly all ACD. But I like to think my bookends make for a more satisfying resolution than was offered in the

  original. I seem to recall that ‘The Brazilian Wife’ was the one that needed the most modification, although the essence of the story remains. But it isn’t up to me to judge how

  successful they are. That’s up to you.




  I occasionally did stop while writing them and question my right to tinker in such a way. But then I recalled Conan Doyle’s reply when he was asked by the actor William Gillette if he could marry Holmes off in his stage version of the

  detective’s adventures. ACD replied, ‘You may marry him, murder him, or do anything you like to him.’ So, I’d like to think I would have the author’s blessing on this

  one, having stopped well short of either fate for his greatest creation. And, anyway, as the title suggests, this time I have tried to make sure it is Watson, in the majority of stories, who gets

  some of the glory.




  Robert Ryan


  

  





THE WATSON AT WAR SERIES




  Dead Man’s Land. Watson, a doctor behind the front lines in Flanders, discovers that war is being used to hide a murder. Or two.




  The Dead Can Wait. Watson investigates murder and madness at a secret army establishment in Suffolk.




  A Study in Murder. Foul play in a POW camp in Germany. Out in paperback October 2015.




  The Sign of Fear. Crimes and murders in London during the great German blitz of 1917. Out in hardback in January 2016.




  All published by Simon & Schuster.


  

  





THE CASE OF THE SIX WATSONS: NO. 1




  THE BEETLE LOVER




  This immediately struck me as one of Conan Doyle’s short stories that most resembled a Holmes tale. It has a mysterious newspaper advertisement (as in ‘The Red-Headed League’),

  a job opportunity at a country house with some strange provisos (‘The Copper Beeches’) and the original narrator of ‘The Beetle Hunter’ (1898) was indeed a doctor, albeit

  somewhat younger than Watson. Until now. As with all the stories in this collection, I have changed the title slightly (from ‘Hunter’ to ‘Lover’) so that there is no chance

  of confusion with the non-Watson original.


  

  





  THE BEETLE LOVER




  I have written before of how, after my marriage and my subsequent purchase of a private medical practice, the relations which had existed between Holmes and myself became somewhat modified. I

  still called on him from time to time for the pleasure of sharing a pipe of Arcadia before his fire and listening to his latest adventures. And he still called upon me from time to time when he

  desired a companion in his investigations. On those occasions Mrs Watson was usually most accommodating, realising the friendship predated our marriage and that it oft did me good to see my old

  friend again for extended periods.




  And so my notes recall that it was a bright morning in early May 1890 when I called on Holmes and first heard talk of beetles. It was the kind of day that makes a man feel the need to hum a

  cheery tune and puts a spring in his step. Cherry blossom was swirling on the breeze and London appeared to have shrugged off the torpor of an overlong winter and a dank, uninspiring April. Mrs

  Hudson was crouched behind the door of 221b in the vestibule, straightening, she later explained, the contents of the umbrella stand in the hallway, and so opened the door on my first ring. She showed me up and promised tea. I found Holmes at the window, peering down at the street. He did not turn.




  ‘You have had a visitor this morning,’ I declared after a moment. ‘A youngish, clean-shaven man, in something of a hurry. And, I would imagine, of a nervous

  disposition.’




  He turned from the window and raised an eyebrow. ‘Watson, what a pleasant surprise! Come and sit down and tell me how you deduced such a thing.’




  ‘It is true, though, is it not?’ I asked, with some trepidation.




  ‘Quite true. I just want to hear how you learned the trick.’




  Both seated, I let him have my reasoning. ‘I detect the aroma of extract of limes, an astringent for closing the skin after a shave. It is the trademark of Trumper’s of Curzon

  Street, which tends to attract a younger clientele than Truelove. Whoever the caller was, he carelessly knocked over the umbrella-and-cane stand in the hallway, probably when he was leaving. Mrs

  Hudson would have shooed him out, preferring to tidy it up herself, which she was doing when I rang the bell. I suspect, therefore, he was rushed, clumsy and possibly nervous, as many of your

  clients tend to be before or after meeting you.’




  Holmes said nothing.




  ‘Well? Aren’t you going to tell me how wrong I am in every aspect? That it was an old, arthritic gentleman with a full set of whiskers?’




  ‘No,’ Holmes said softly. ‘You did well, Watson. Those years spent together in these rooms were far from wasted.’




  I couldn’t help feeling a warm glow inside at the compliment. ‘So, Holmes, what has caught your attention? This newly shaved client?’




  Holmes dismissed that thought with the wave of a hand. ‘A most straightforward matter. The man’s father is having a dalliance with the housekeeper and together

  they stole the jewellery. Even Lestrade should have no trouble with that. No, I feel my mind stagnating for the want of an interesting case. But you might be in luck. Tell me, Watson, how are you

  fixed for a few days?’




  ‘Fixed?’




  ‘Where is your wife?’




  ‘She is visiting her family.’




  He nodded as if this were good news. ‘And the practice? Could you free yourself from its duties for a time?’




  ‘Alas,’ I said truthfully, ‘that would be all too easy. London is not yet hammering on my door for consultations. What do you have in mind?’




  ‘How much do you know about beetles?’




  ‘Beetles? Insects, you mean? Not a great deal.’




  ‘You haven’t read my monograph on using the presence of certain beetle species to determine how long a corpse had been buried?’




  ‘I’m afraid I missed that one,’ I admitted.




  ‘No matter. Have a look at this.’




  He threw me a copy of The Times and directed my attention to a small notice at the bottom of Page 1. ‘Read it aloud, if you will.’


  

  I did as he asked. ‘“Wanted for one or more days, the services of a medical man. It is essential

  that he should be a man of strong physique, of steady nerves and of a resolute nature. Must be an entomologist – coleopterist preferred. Apply, in person, at 77B, Brook Street. A substantial

  remuneration will await the successful candidate. Application must be made before twelve o’clock tomorrow.”’




  ‘Does it not cause a faint stirring of the memory?’


  

  We were interrupted by Mrs Hudson with the tea tray, which gave me a chance to rack my brains, but to no avail. ‘I

  can’t say it does, Holmes.’




  He looked vaguely disappointed. And then he quoted another notice, from two years previously. ‘“On account of the bequest of the late Ezekiah Hopkins, of Lebanon, Pennsylvania, USA,

  there is now another vacancy open which entitles a member of the League to a salary of four pounds a week for purely nominal services. All red-headed men who are sound in body and mind and above

  the age of twenty-one years are eligible. Apply in person on Monday, at eleven o’clock, to Duncan Ross, at the offices of the Red-Headed League, 7 Pope’s Court, Fleet

  Street.”’




  ‘Indeed, who could forget the Red-Headed League?’ I said. ‘You think this beetle business is something similar?’




  ‘It doesn’t . . .’ – his face wrinkled, as if he had caught a whiff of smelling salts – ‘smell right.’




  ‘And what do you propose to do?’ I asked.




  ‘Of all branches of zoology, the study of insects is the most attractive to me, and of all insects beetles are the most fascinating. Oh, butterfly collectors are numerous and fashionable

  these days, but beetles are far more varied, and more accessible in these islands than are butterflies. I can teach a man like you everything you need to know about them by tomorrow

  morning.’




  ‘But, Holmes—’ I began.




  ‘As to the other requisites of the advertisement, I know that your nerves can be depended upon, and were you not a very fine rugby player in your youth? And you are still capable of a

  burst of speed? And resolute? There is no more resolute fellow in the whole of London. Clearly, you are the very man for the vacancy.’




  I shook the paper at him. ‘But, Holmes, what if there is simply an innocent explanation?’




  ‘Then, Watson, you shall be richer by a substantial remuneration.’




  One would hardly call what I made at the practice in a whole week substantial. Mrs Watson, at least, would be pleased if I returned with a fat pocket book.




  Holmes could sense my temptation. ‘We could start your lessons at once and finish with dinner at Goldini’s. I shall send for an overnight bag from your maid, and you can spend the

  night here. What do you say?’




  At eleven o’clock the next day I was in a cab on my way to Brook Street, my head spinning with the likes of the lesser thorn-tipped longhorn beetle and the etymology of scarabs. As the vehicle proceeded, I kept turning the matter over in my mind, trying to make a guess as to what sort of employment it could be which needed such curious qualifications. A strong

  physique, a resolute nature, a medical training and a knowledge of beetles – what connection could there be between these various requisites? What had Holmes seen in this combination that I

  had missed? The more I pondered over it the more unintelligible did it become; but, at the end of my meditations, I always came back to the ground fact that, come what might, I had nothing to lose

  and, I had to admit, the day in Holmes’s company and a fine dinner at Goldini’s was enough reward for whatever I was about to face.




  No. 77B, Brook Street, was one of those dingy and yet imposing houses, dun-coloured and flat-faced, with the intensely respectable and solid air which marks the Georgian builder. As I alighted

  from the cab, a young man came out of the door and walked swiftly down the street. He cast an inquisitive and somewhat malevolent glance at me as he passed by, and I took the incident as a good

  omen, for his appearance was that of a rejected candidate, and, if he resented my application, it meant that the vacancy was not yet filled up. Full of hope, I ascended the broad steps and rapped

  with the heavy knocker.




  A footman in powder and livery opened the door. Clearly, I was in touch with the people of wealth and fashion.




  ‘Yes, sir?’ said the footman.




  ‘I came in answer to the notice in The Times.’




  There was a hesitation as he looked me up and down. I was obviously older than the average applicant. ‘Quite so, sir,’ said the footman eventually. ‘Lord Linchmere will see you

  at once in the library.’




  I had vaguely heard the name, but could not for the instant recall anything about him. Following the footman, I was shown into a large, book-lined room in which there was seated behind a writing

  desk a small man with a pleasant, clean-shaven, mobile face, and long hair shot with grey, brushed back from his forehead. He looked me up and down with a very shrewd, penetrating glance, holding

  the card that the footman had given him in his right hand. It did not contain my real name, Holmes feeling that what little celebrity I had might be too much to ensure anonymity.




  ‘You have come in answer to my advertisement, Dr Hamilton?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Do you fulfil the conditions which are there laid down?’




  ‘I believe that I do.’




  ‘Older than I expected.’




  ‘I recently quit my practice, sir, after a disagreement over my partner’s rather old-fashioned ideas.’




  ‘I see. You are fit for your age, or so I should judge from your appearance.’




  ‘I hope so.’ Associating with Sherlock Holmes had a way of keeping one in trim. ‘I think that I am fairly strong.’




  ‘And resolute?’




  ‘I believe so.’




  ‘Have you ever known what it is to be exposed to imminent danger?’




  How to answer that? There is peril, too in being Holmes’s companion. ‘I have army experience. Afghanistan.’




  ‘Excellent. And you think you would be prompt and cool if you faced peril again?’




  ‘I think I might.’




  ‘Well, I think so too. I have the more confidence in you because you do not pretend to be certain as to what you would do in a position that is new to you. My impression is that, so far as

  personal qualities go, you are the very man of whom I am in search. The fact that you are of more years than your rivals also counts in your favour – I have seen nothing but rather immature

  applicants, more larva than imago you might say. That being settled, we may pass on to the next point.’




  ‘Which is?’




  ‘To talk to me about beetles.’




  I looked across to see if he was joking, but, on the contrary, he was leaning eagerly forward across his desk, and there was an expression of something like anxiety in his eyes.




  ‘I am afraid that you do not know about beetles,’ he said.




  ‘On the contrary, sir. Of all the branches of zoology, the study of insects is the most attractive to me, and of all insects beetles are the most fascinating. Oh, butterfly collectors are

  numerous and fashionable these days, but beetles are far more varied, and more accessible in these islands than are butterflies.’




  ‘I am overjoyed to hear it. Please talk to me about beetles.’




  I talked. I do not profess to have said anything other than what Holmes had primed me to say. I gave a short sketch of the characteristics of the beetle, and ran over the more common species,

  with some allusions to the specimens and a reference to my article upon ‘Burying Beetles’, which was awaiting publication in the Journal of Entomological Science.




  ‘You are certainly the very man in London for my purpose,’ he said when I had finished. ‘I thought that among five millions of people there must be such a man, but the

  difficulty is to lay one’s hands upon him. I have been extraordinarily fortunate in finding you.’




  He rang a gong upon the table, and the footman entered.




  ‘Ask Lady Rossiter to have the goodness to step this way,’ said his lordship, and a few moments later the lady was ushered into the room. She was a small, middle-aged woman, very

  like Lord Linchmere in appearance, with the same quick, alert features and grey-black hair. The expression of anxiety, however, which I had observed upon his face was very much more marked upon

  hers. Some great grief seemed to have cast its shadow over her features. As Lord Linchmere presented me, she turned her face full upon me, and I was shocked to observe a half-healed scar extending

  for two inches over her right eyebrow. It was partly concealed by plaster, but, nonetheless, I could see that it had been a serious wound and not long inflicted.




  ‘Dr Hamilton is the very man for our purpose, Evelyn,’ said Lord Linchmere. ‘And he is inordinately fond of beetles.’




  ‘Really!’ said Lady Rossiter. ‘Then you must have heard of my husband. Everyone who knows anything about beetles must have heard of Sir Thomas Rossiter.’




  Thank goodness for Holmes’s thoroughness, for he had tutored me not just on beetles, but on the most eminent experts on the subject in the land. Foremost he spoke of Sir Thomas Rossiter.

  He had made beetles his lifelong study, and had written a most exhaustive work upon it. I hastened to assure her that I had read and appreciated it.




  ‘Have you met my husband?’ she asked.




  ‘No, I have not,’ I admitted.




  ‘But you shall,’ said Lord Linchmere, with decision.




  The lady was standing beside the desk, and she put her hand upon his shoulder. It was obvious to me as I saw their faces together that they were brother and sister.




  ‘Are you really prepared for this, Charles? It is noble of you, but you fill me with fears.’ Her voice quavered with apprehension, and he appeared to me to be equally moved, though

  he was making strong efforts to conceal his agitation.




  ‘Yes, yes, dear, it is all settled, it is all decided; in fact, there is no other possible way, that I can see.’




  ‘There is one obvious way.’




  ‘No, no, Evelyn, I shall never abandon you – never. It will come right – depend upon it; it will come right, and surely it looks like the interference of Providence that so perfect an instrument should be put into our hands.’




  My position was embarrassing, for I felt that for the instant they had forgotten my presence. Their conversation, however, reassured me that Holmes was right: there was more here than a merely

  eccentric request. Lord Linchmere came back suddenly to me and to my engagement.




  ‘The business I have in mind for you involves putting yourself absolutely at my disposal. I wish you to come for a short journey with me, to remain always at my side, and to promise to do

  without question whatever I may ask you, however unreasonable it may appear to you to be.’




  ‘That is a good deal to ask,’ I said.




  ‘Unfortunately I cannot put it more plainly, for I do not myself know what turn matters may take. You may be sure, however, that you will not be asked to do anything of which your

  conscience does not approve; and I promise you that, when all is over, you will be proud to have been concerned in so good a work.’




  ‘If it ends happily,’ said the lady.




  ‘Exactly, if it ends happily,’ his lordship repeated.




  ‘And terms?’ I asked, remembering the substantial remuneration promised.




  ‘Twenty pounds a day.’




  I was amazed at the sum, and my surprise must have shown itself.




  ‘It is a rare combination of qualities, as must have struck you when you first read the advertisement,’ said Lord Linchmere. ‘Such varied gifts may well command a high return, and I do not conceal from you that your duties might be arduous or

  even dangerous. Besides, it is possible that one or two days may bring the matter to an end.’




  ‘Please God!’ sighed his sister.




  ‘So now, Dr Hamilton, may I rely upon your aid?’




  ‘Most undoubtedly,’ said I. ‘You have only to tell me what my duties are.’




  ‘Your first duty will be to return to your home. You will pack up whatever you may need for a short visit to the country. We start together from Paddington Station at three thirty this

  very afternoon.’




  ‘Do we go far?’




  ‘As far as Pangbourne. And thence to Delamere Court. Meet me at the bookstall at three fifteen. I shall have the tickets. Goodbye, Dr Hamilton! And, by the way, there are two things which

  I should be very glad if you would bring with you, in case you have them. One is a case for collecting beetles, and the other is a stick, and the thicker and heavier the better.’




  I had plenty to think on from the time that I left Brook Street until I set out to meet Lord Linchmere at Paddington. The whole fantastic business kept arranging and rearranging itself in

  kaleidoscopic forms inside my brain, until I had thought out a dozen explanations, each of them more grotesquely improbable than the last. And yet I felt that the truth must be something

  grotesquely improbable also. At last I gave up all attempts at finding a solution, and contented myself with exactly carrying out the instructions which I had received. I called at 221b to tell Holmes, over

  a bottle of Montrachet and some cold meats, of the developments so far. He listened without comment to my account of all that had transpired at Brook Street.




  ‘Well, Holmes, what do you make of it?’




  ‘I think we are dealing not with crime, at least not of the kind that called for the creation of a Red-Headed League. But it is possible that murder might be involved.’




  ‘Murder! How?’




  ‘That I don’t know. But have a care, Watson, have a care. I may have propelled you into a singularly unattractive situation. Unfortunately, I must travel, too, for I have been

  engaged by the Abernetty family in Oxfordshire and you must excuse me.’ He stood and reached for the Bradshaw’s railway guide.




  ‘But, Holmes, all this is your doing,’ I protested.




  He gave a wintry smile. ‘You can thank me later.’




  And so, with a hand valise, specimen case and a loaded cane, I was waiting at the Paddington bookstall when Lord Linchmere arrived. He was an even smaller man than I had first thought –

  frail and peaky, with a manner which was more nervous than it had been in the morning. He wore a long, thick travelling ulster, and I observed that he carried a heavy blackthorn cudgel in his

  hand.




  ‘I have the tickets,’ he said, leading the way up the platform. ‘This is our train. I have engaged a carriage, for I am particularly anxious to impress one or two things upon you while we travel down.’




  And yet all that he had to impress upon me might have been said in a sentence, for it was that I was to remember that I was there as a protection to himself, and that I was not on any

  consideration to leave him for an instant. This he repeated again and again as our journey drew to a close, with an insistence that showed that his nerves were thoroughly shaken.




  ‘Yes,’ he said at last, in answer to my looks rather than to my words, ‘I am nervous, Dr Hamilton. I have always been a timid man, and my timidity depends upon my frail

  physical health. But my soul is firm, and I can bring myself up to face a danger which a less nervous man might shrink from. What I am doing now is done from no compulsion, but entirely from a

  sense of duty, and yet it is, beyond doubt, a desperate risk. If things should go wrong, I will have some claims to the title of martyr.’




  This riddle was too much for me, for I was no Sherlock Holmes. I felt that I must put a term to it.




  ‘I think it would very much better, sir, if you were to trust me entirely,’ I said. ‘It is impossible for me to act effectively when I do not know our objective, or even where

  we are going.’




  ‘Oh, as to where we are going, there need be no mystery about that,’ he said. ‘We are going to Delamere Court, the residence of Sir Thomas Rossiter, with whose work you are so

  conversant. As to the exact object of our visit, I do not know that at this stage of the proceedings anything would be gained, Dr Hamilton, by taking you into my complete confidence. I may tell you that we are acting – I say “we” because my sister, Lady Rossiter, takes the same view as myself – with the one object of

  preventing anything in the nature of a family scandal. That being so, you can understand that I am loath to give any explanations which are not absolutely necessary. It would be a different matter,

  Dr Hamilton, if I were asking your advice. As matters stand, it is only your active help which I need, and I will indicate to you from time to time how you can best give it.’




  There was nothing more to be said, but I felt nonetheless that Lord Linchmere was acting rather scurvily. I realised I must trust to my own eyes and ears to solve this mystery, but, with

  Holmes’s confidence in me to shore me up, I had every confidence that I should not trust to them in vain.




  Delamere Court lies a good five miles from Pangbourne Station, and we drove for that distance in an open fly. Lord Linchmere sat in deep thought during the time, and he never opened his mouth

  until we were close to our destination. When he did speak it was to give me a piece of information that surprised me.




  ‘Perhaps you are not aware,’ said he, ‘that I am a medical man like yourself.’




  ‘No, sir, I did not know it.’




  ‘Yes, I qualified in my younger days, when there were several lives between me and the peerage. I have not had occasion to practise, but I have found it a useful education all the same. I never regretted the years which I devoted to medical study. These are the gates of Delamere Court.’




  We had come to two high pillars crowned with heraldic monsters, which flanked the opening of a winding avenue. A rather shabby-looking man with a stooped back was waiting at the gate. He had the

  grime of the road on his face, but he had not forgotten his manners and he removed his hat and bowed low as we approached. Linchmere ordered the driver to slow and tossed him a coin, which he

  caught with surprising dexterity, as it was a poor throw. ‘I am not the master of this house, but the head gardener is Thornton,’ Linchmere said. ‘He might have some work for you.

  But use the deliveries entrance, for I fear the real master will give you short shrift.’




  The itinerant pulled at his forelock, replaced his hat and shuffled off down the road.




  As we clopped along the drive, I peered over the laurel bushes and rhododendrons. I could see a long, many-gabled mansion, girdled with ivy, and toned to the warm, cheery, mellow glow of old

  brickwork. My eyes were still fixed in admiration upon this delightful house when my companion plucked nervously at my sleeve.




  ‘Here’s Sir Thomas,’ he whispered. ‘Please talk beetle all you can.’




  A tall, thin figure, curiously angular and bony, had emerged through a gap in the hedge of laurels. In his hand he held a small trowel, and he wore gauntleted gardener’s gloves. A

  broad-brimmed, grey hat cast his face into shadow, but it struck me as exceedingly austere, with an ill-nourished beard and harsh, irregular features. The fly pulled up and Lord Linchmere sprang out.




  ‘My dear Thomas, how are you?’ he said, heartily.




  But the heartiness was by no means reciprocal. The owner of the grounds glared at me over his brother-in-law’s shoulder, and I caught broken scraps of sentences – ‘well-known

  wishes . . . hatred of strangers . . . unjustifiable intrusion . . . perfectly inexcusable.’ Then there was a muttered explanation, and the two of them came over together to the side of the

  fly.




  ‘Let me present you to Sir Thomas Rossiter, Dr Hamilton,’ said Lord Linchmere. ‘You will find that you have a strong community of tastes.’




  I bowed. Sir Thomas stood very stiffly, looking at me severely from under the broad brim of his hat.




  ‘Lord Linchmere tells me that you know something about beetles,’ said he. ‘What do you know about beetles?’




  ‘I know what I have learned from your work upon the Coleoptera, Sir Thomas,’ I answered.




  ‘Give me the names of the better-known species of the British Scarabaeidae,’ said he.




  Holmes had suspected an examination and fortunately I was ready for one. My answers seemed to please him, for his stern features relaxed.




  ‘You appear to have read my book with some profit, sir,’ he said. ‘It is a rare thing for me to meet anyone who takes an intelligent interest in such matters. People can find

  time for such trivialities as sport or society, and yet the beetles are overlooked. I can assure you that the greater part of the idiots in this part of the country are unaware that I have ever written a book at all – I, the first man who ever described the true function of the elytra. I am glad to see

  you, sir, and I have no doubt that I can show you some specimens which will interest you.’ He stepped into the fly and rode up with us to the house, expounding to me as we went some recent

  researches that he had made into the anatomy of the ladybird.




  I have said that Sir Thomas Rossiter wore a large hat drawn down over his brows. As he entered the hall he uncovered himself, and I was at once aware of a singular characteristic which the hat

  had concealed. His forehead, which was naturally high, and higher still on account of receding hair, was in a continual state of movement. Some nervous weakness kept the muscles in a constant

  spasm, which sometimes produced a mere twitching and sometimes a curious rotary movement unlike anything I had ever seen before. It was strikingly visible as he turned towards us after entering the

  study, and seemed the more singular from the contrast with the hard, steady, grey eyes which looked out from underneath those palpitating brows.
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