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Chapter One
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I have perhaps left the impression among my readers (such stalwarts as remain!) that, when Sherlock Holmes retired to his villa in Sussex to pursue his avocation as a beekeeper, his extraordinary career as the world’s first consulting detective came to a lamentable end. This was true in the main. But there were some few instances of such importance to the Crown that Holmes felt obliged to assist, even in his waning years. And there were certain cases, no more than a handful, of such bizarre aspect and puckered logic that he simply could not resist the temptation to wade back into the black cesspools of London’s vast criminal underworld. I have hesitated to record, much less publish, any accounts of these latter-day adventures. My friend has begged privacy, and earned it. Yet there was one case so singular, so wholly outside the pale of human understanding, that even after all these years I feel compelled to set down at least a précis of the matter. Whether it will ever see the light of day, I cannot hazard to predict. When I have finished it, I shall place it among my personal papers, and leave instructions with my publishers in case accident should befall.


The story begins with my old comrade from Afghanistan, Colonel Hugh Pickering. And a very odd place it is to begin such an odd story, for there was never anything in the least bit odd about old Pickering. There were those among his associates who swore that his uncanny gift for languages was the result of a compact with the infernal, but that was only japery, or jealousy, more like. In all other respects, he was a paragon of conventionality, with the mildest disposition of any man I ever met. Then again, were it not for that peculiar linguistic facility, he would never have met Miss Eliza Doolittle. Nor would Sherlock Holmes and I.


In the year 1912, it had been more than a decade since I had corresponded with Pickering. When last I had news of him, he was still traipsing about the subcontinent, ostensibly collecting scraps for a grammar of Sanskrit he was always threatening to publish. I thought it more likely a cover for his role in British intelligence. Pickering’s reports, idiosyncratic though they were, were always widely disseminated at the Foreign Office, although of course his contributions were never officially acknowledged.


So I was both surprised and delighted that mild September evening when my housekeeper announced a visitor, and laid a card upon my table that read simply, “Colonel Pickering. 27A Wimpole St.” Colonel! He had been a lowly subaltern when first we met in Kandahar. And a Wimpole Street address to go with the title. Pickering had evidently done well for himself.


As for myself, I was once again dwelling and practicing medicine in the flat in Queen Anne Street which I had taken after the death of my dear wife all those years ago. I had decorated the sitting room in a muted style meant to soothe the most anxious patient, with a portrait of Victoria Regina over the mantel and a marble bust of Admiral Nelson on a plinth by the door. The chairs were a compromise between Victorian rigor and modern indulgence: a patient might sit back in them, but never wallow. The articulated human skeleton hanging in the surgery gave some ladies palpitations, but it had been a gift from Holmes upon his retirement. I would not part with it.


It was evident when Pickering appeared on the threshold that he had not haunted Wimpole Street for any great length of time. (My years with Sherlock Holmes have taught me some few things about reading people.) He was still brown as a walnut from his years in the southern sun. He still sported an erect regimental bearing. Yet there was also that mild diffidence about him that westerners sometimes pick up from the Hindoo native, a certain philosophical equanimity.


“Wobbly!” he cried upon seeing me. “Pixie!” I returned—our old regimental nicknames, which I had long since forgotten, leapt unbidden to my mind. We shook hands warmly. I offered him a chair, a cigar, and a brandy, in that order, and soon we were knee-deep in misremembrance of our gallant youth. There was a great deal of “Remember old what’s-his-name?” and “When was it that droll thing happened?” but we pushed on through the gaps with the best will possible.


Eventually we ran out of halcyon days to memorialize. Pickering’s brow clouded over. He set down his brandy and extinguished his cigar. “I’m looking for a fellow, Wobbly, a sort of human bloodhound, I’ve been told he is. And more, I’ve been told he’s your particular friend.”


The allusion was obvious. “You mean Sherlock Holmes.”


“Sherlock Holmes! That’s just the fellow! You do know him, then?”


Here lay further proof that Pickering had not long been stranded upon the shores of Albion. He was barely familiar with the name of Sherlock Holmes, and wholly ignorant of my role in chronicling the great detective’s exploits.


“You’re not in any sort of trouble, are you, Pixie?” I asked.


“Oh, bless me, no!” The corners of his mouth dipped. “At least, I don’t think so. But I’ve come up against a sort of a puzzle, or enigma, or whatever. Damnedest thing. Could you introduce me to this fellow Holmes, do you think?”


“I’m afraid Mr. Holmes has long since retired from detective work.”


Pickering’s face creased in disappointment.


“Perhaps I can be of help?” I suggested. “I worked with Holmes hand in glove for many long years. I don’t claim to share his natural gifts, but I’m as familiar with his methods as any man on earth.”


Pickering brightened. “I’ll be glad to tell you the story, old fellow. If you can squeeze anything out of it, you’re a marvel.”


Storytelling is thirsty work, and so is listening. I poured us both another bumper of brandy. He launched into his story, the tale of a distinguished phonetician, a girl of the streets, and a singular wager. It was indeed one of the strangest problems I have ever encountered, and I will admit without compunction that I could make nothing of it at all. I confessed it unabashedly.


Pickering put on a stoic face. “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised, Wobbly. It’s a preposterous tale on the face of it.”


“It is indeed, my friend. So much so that I would have called the fellow who told it me a fabulist or a madman, were it not solid old Pickering. But in its very absurdity is its allure. I think even the great Sherlock Holmes would agree with that assessment.”


“You mean you’ll take my problem to him? By Jove, that’s capital.”


Pickering’s excitement was infectious. “I’ll do you one better. I’ll take you down to meet him and let you plead your case in person.”


Pickering clapped his hands upon his thighs. “Better still. Where can we find the fellow?”


“He has a villa down in Sussex, near Eastbourne. We can take the train from Victoria tomorrow. I’ll wire him to let him know we’re coming.” I had surrendered to the demands of the modern age a few years ago, and had a telephone installed. Holmes had not.


Pickering left beaming, humming one of the old marches from our Kandahar days. My own spirits were considerably lifted in his wake, if only temporarily. But an hour of somber reflection left me in doubt that Sherlock Holmes would indeed take an interest in this case or any other. Pickering had described him as a human bloodhound; it had once been an apt description, but nowadays the old hound was as likely to be found lolling in the sun or stretched before a fire, dreaming of former glories. I had in my possession a whole dispatch box of cases meant for examination by Sherlock Holmes, clipped from a dozen newspapers—crimes that had baffled Scotland Yard, tangled mysteries and bizarre occurrences that would appeal to his yen for the baroque. I had never summoned the temerity to post a single one to him. Under scrutiny, none seemed really worthy of the great man’s attention. I didn’t know whether he even took the London papers anymore. He had been wont to pore over them like a Baptist with his Bible. Now perhaps they would only dredge up memories of a life deliberately abandoned. This was after all the same man who had ignored the French government’s pleas for help when the Mona Lisa was stolen. His exodus from public life had been abrupt and was still unexplained.


I had even tried to soldier on without him, attempting to solve some of those cases myself, sitting in my armchair on Sunday mornings, applying his methods, mumbling his old aphorisms to myself. I had never got anywhere with a single one. Perhaps Pickering’s mystery would prove to be another such disappointment. But even if the affair provided no more than an excuse to introduce two of my dearest friends to one another, I told myself, it would suffice. Had I any idea of the events which were about to be set in motion, I would have quailed at the thought.




Chapter Two


[image: image]


Sherlock Holmes’s tumbledown old villa on the Sussex downs was the very sine qua non of a country squire. That squire was not Sherlock Holmes, who had made little alteration to the place since inheriting it from some distant relation. There was a quiet courtyard in front, undisturbed by visitors, and an overgrown garden in the back, red and white with clover, enjoyed only by the bees. There were rooms that Holmes swore he had never entered, for lack of any good reason to do so. Whether his housekeeper kept those rooms neat as a pin or whether they had become infested with field mice and black beetles was all one to him. His chief contribution had been to refit the old stable as an apiary. The drone of bees about the place seemed menacing at first impression, but gave way over time to a pleasantly soporific feeling.


The sitting room I was ensconced in with Holmes and Pickering was reminiscent of our old digs in Baker Street, where so many of our adventures had begun, save that the catalogues and scientific instruments which littered shelves and tabletops were now all devoted to the art and science of beekeeping rather than crime. But it was an airier chamber, with a high timbered ceiling, and the tall windows looked out not on the parade of unwashed humanity in Baker Street but on the wide green expanse of the southern downs, with white cliffs and a blue sea shimmering in the distance.


“So this is the great Mr. Holmes? All of London rings with your praises, sir,” said Pickering, shaking Holmes’s hand like a village water-pump.


“You do me too much honor.” Holmes always pretended that compliments did not move him, though he basked in their glow as much as any man. “Please do be seated, gentlemen. Watson, I see the new chef at Simpson’s meets with your approval.” I blushed. He had noticed the weight I had put on since last we had met. Simpson’s had always been one of our favorite haunts.


As soon as we were comfortably settled, Holmes’s housekeeper shot forth from the kitchen with a pot of tea on a tray and some marvelous seedcake. The housekeeper was herself round and plummy as a Christmas pudding. She was obviously devoted to her baking, and nearly burst with pride when she saw how avidly we wolfed down everything she put in front of us. Holmes was an indifferent epicure himself; he accepted the tea with an air of noblesse oblige, but abstained from the seedcake. “Mrs. Plymouth used to cook for my brother, Mycroft, before his death. She has never adjusted,” he said reproachfully.


“Holmes! My condolences!” This was the first I had heard that Mycroft had departed this world.


Holmes merely waved away the sentiment as if it were of no consequence. His saturnine countenance registered little in the way of emotion. He took a sip of tea, set the cup down on the arm of his chair, and settled back dreamily, his lanky limbs splayed out before him, his feet capped in carpet slippers, scuffed at the heel. His eyelids fluttered. I began to fear that he might doze off.


Then from those hooded eyes there flashed that quicksilver light that I remembered from so many previous interviews. “Now then, Colonel: the matter,” he said quietly.


Pickering set down his own teacup. “The doctor has told you everything?”


“The details may have escaped my memory.”


In fact, I had told Holmes very little, only enough to whet his curiosity. I had been half afraid that if I wired him all the details he would wire me back with his solution to the mystery and a remark or two disparaging my mental faculties. But I certainly had not expected this foggy-minded memory lapse.


“Well . . . the long and the short of it, Mr. Holmes, is I believe he’s done away with the girl!”


There was a beat of wings and a black shadow dropped like a plumb from the rafters. Pickering gave a start as it landed at his feet. The shadow let forth a raucous cry, picked itself up, and sorted itself into the shape of a bird: a large raven with glossy purple wings and an unwavering golden eye.


Holmes ignored the bird. “That may be the short of it, but it can hardly be the long, Colonel,” he said. “Who is the he you refer to, and who is the girl?”


Pickering had not heeded a word. His attention was entirely fixed upon the bird of ill omen at his feet. For its part, the creature seemed equally fascinated with him, glaring as if Pickering were a junior officer expected to give an account of himself. It let forth another gravel-throated cry.


“Moriarty!” Holmes scolded the bird. “He’s not dangerous, Colonel, despite his namesake. I confide in him my thoughts; he does not publish them abroad as some are wont to.”


He may have meant it as a backhanded reproach to me. I took it as an admission that he was lonely without me.


Moriarty advanced on Pickering, his eyes hard with suspicion. Pickering shrank back. “Perhaps if you start with your first meeting with Professor Higgins,” I said, hoping to draw Pickering back to the subject at hand.


He took a handkerchief from his sleeve and dotted at his brow. “Most extraordinary thing! I mean, if it hadn’t been for the downpour . . . but that’s not really where it begins, is it?” he mused.


“Then pray begin at the beginning,” said Holmes.


Moriarty paced the carpet back and forth in front of Colonel Pickering with the same nervous energy Holmes himself used to display when listening to the facts of a case. For his part, Holmes slouched back in languid repose.


“Yes, but what is the beginning, eh? Watson here can tell you that my military career was not made illustrious by bravery or skill, or the mind of a military strategist. But I was useful to the Raj almost from the beginning as a translator.”


“Not merely useful, but indispensable,” I said.


Pickering gave me a nod. “Thank you, Wobbs.”


I cast a sidelong glance at Holmes, praying that he had not heard the name “Wobbs.” He was a man who generally shunned society and had nothing but ridicule for school nicknames, club nicknames, or regimental nicknames. He rarely referred to me by my Christian name, and would have no more called me Wobbly than allow himself to be referred to as Sherry.


“Do continue,” Holmes urged. If he had noticed the nickname, he mercifully let it pass.


“Oh, yes. After the Afghan campaign wound up I was chivvied about from place to place, all over the subcontinent. I had a natural ear for native dialects and was usually able to pick up a new variant within a few days. But there were so many that I was forced to start taking notes to keep them all from running together in my head. Over the years my notes piled up so thick they could have made a book. Which is exactly what I did.”


 “Spoken Sanskrit” Holmes said quietly.


Pickering was delighted. “I’m amazed that you’ve heard of it!”


“Astonishing, Holmes!” I said.


“Not in the least. There is a copy sticking out of your coat pocket, Colonel.”


Pickering’s cheeks turned pink. “Oh, yes, of course. One never knows when one might need it, you see.” He looked down at his hands self-consciously, giving his nails a thorough inspection before he could go on. “Well then, a few years ago, I was posted to Bombay. Ever been there?”


“Some years ago, but only in transit, while journeying to Tibet.”


Holmes had never mentioned any such journey to me. But then his wanderings between the fateful events at the Reichenbach Falls and his return to London were largely a closed book as far as I was concerned.


“Glorious city, if you don’t mind the crowds. And the filth. And, well, the filthy crowds. What struck me most forcefully about the place was the amazing variation of dialect and pronunciation from one ward to the next, sometimes even from one street to the next. An absolute hotbed of languages. I thought there could not be another such polyglot city in the world. Then I came across Higgins’s Universal Alphabet. Don’t suppose you’ve read it?”


“The booksellers here in the country . . .” Holmes made a desultory gesture, as if the philistinism of local merchants was all that came between him and the joys of universal alphabets.


“Say no more. At any rate, Higgins’s book opened my eyes to another such polyglot city—London itself. I was so impressed with his work that I felt compelled to seek him out without delay.”


Holmes lofted an eyebrow. “You voyaged halfway round the world because of a book?”


“Sounds daft when you put it that way, doesn’t it? But here’s the truly astounding part: on my very first night in London, I attended the theatre—the American actor William Gillette. Tremendous stuff, had me on the edge of my seat. Who did I meet there, loitering about the porch of Saint Paul’s in the rain as if he’d come there a-purpose to meet me? Henry Higgins himself. Ten minutes after we discovered ourselves to each other, he had invited me to come stay with him in his home. And that was the very same night we met Eliza. What are the odds, eh? I ask you, what are the odds?”


Holmes ignored the invitation to do the calculations. “Eliza is the girl he’s done away with?”


“Miss Doolittle, yes. Or possibly no. She was selling flowers to the theatre-goers.”


“This was how long ago?” he asked.


“Six months? No, nearer to seven. Where does the time go?”


“And you’ve resided with Professor Higgins since?”


“I suppose that seems odd? Two bachelors with similar interests living and working together cheek by jowl?”


I could not repress a smile.


“When did Miss Doolittle join the household?” Holmes asked.


“The very next day. She had got it in her head that she wanted elocution lessons. Determined to get them, wouldn’t take no for an answer. Wanted to talk like a ‘lady’ so she could get a position in a flower shop.”


“Professor Higgins is a bachelor, you said?”


Pickering nodded vigorously. “Confirmed. Anointed, you might bloody well say. If you’ll excuse the camp talk.”


“Is it customary for him to provide lodging to his students?”


“Couldn’t say. Eliza’s the only one of his students I’ve ever been acquainted with.”


“The only student he’s taken on in the last seven months?”


“Higgins caters to a very exclusive clientele.”


“Yet that clientele consists solely of a Covent Garden flower girl.”


“That’s it in a nutshell! On the one hand he’s the most sensible, logical man I’ve ever met. On the other hand, nothing he does makes the least bit of sense. It’s enough to drive a fellow mad.”


“What about the girl? Was there anything unusual about her?”


“Yes . . . well, no.”


“Which is it?”


“She was the most ordinary sort of girl in the world, nothing to look at, certainly. But there was something . . . something wrong with her.”


“Something? Could you elaborate?”


“Was it a cast in one eye? Or was there a swelling on one of her— perhaps her hip was turned—I know I sound feeble-minded, but there was something wrong with her, and I can’t recall just what it was!”


“This something presumably has . . . gone away?”


“Well, there was the fit, you know.”


“She had a fit?”


“I had a fit. Relapse, really. Malaria. Souvenir of my days in India. That’s when the transformation occurred.”


“You were transformed?” I asked.


“She was transformed. Am I getting things muddled? We both took ill. I was down nearly a fortnight. When I got back on my pins, I toddled down to breakfast. Same old Higgins, same old Mrs. Pearce— the housekeeper, you know—same housemaids in their snowy caps, same insolent footman. Different Eliza. No one offered a word of explanation. Acted as if nothing had changed. I thought I must still be awash in the dreams of my malady. Except I suppose you’d call this one a good dream.”


“What had changed about the girl?” Holmes asked.


“Hard to pin down. She seemed taller. Straighter. More—what’s the word?— willowy. And her features were far more pleasant. Sunnier. And then her language—well!”


“You’ve said she was taking elocution lessons. Would that not explain the difference in her language? Could not every change you’ve mentioned be accounted for by a new position, new wardrobe, a new confidence?”


Pickering pondered the question. He appeared ready to accede. Then: “No, by thunder! She’s not the same girl! I’ll stake my fortune on it, Mr. Holmes.”


“Did you share your suspicions with anyone?”


“I discussed it with Mrs. Pearce, in a roundabout fashion. Mrs. Pearce is a most formidable woman. Like a tigress with her cub. And I talked to the doctor, same fellah who looked after me and Eliza both, don’t you know, but doctors are such a close-lipped bunch. May as well talk to an oyster. No offense meant, Wobbly,” he added.


“None taken,” I assured him.


“But you did not take your misgivings to Mr. Higgins?” asked Holmes.


“Couldn’t. On account of the wager.”


Pickering then recounted the wager he and Higgins had entered into when Miss Doolittle was first admitted to the establishment. “Higgins had bragged that he could teach her to speak so well he could pass her off as a duchess at last month’s embassy party. I offered to underwrite the lessons and all the expenses if he could pull it off. Plus five pounds to seal the bargain. It was by way of being a friendly wager, but it was a wager, after all.”


“So you believe that the girl may have been bundled off, or even done away with, and a second girl brought in to replace her, all to win this wager?”


“I know it sounds absurd. But Higgins doesn’t like to lose. And she won it for him going away.”


“By your own admission, you were recovering from a protracted illness which at times affected your perceptions.”


“You mean I shouldn’t trust my judgment? Perhaps you’re right . . . but I do trust my judgment, and so must you, if you’re to take this case. Perhaps you’d rather not?” said Pickering doubtfully.


Holmes sank back even further in his chair, until he was almost swallowed by the cushions. He cast a curious glance at me, as if sharing some secret joke. Then he steepled his hands upon his breast.


“On the contrary. I find several points of interest. First, there is the remarkable coincidence of your initial meeting with Higgins and the girl. Second, the fact that you and the girl became ill at the same time, and were treated by the same physician. Then there is your own inability to pinpoint Miss Doolittle’s physical defect. Lastly, the fact that the wager is won, yet the girl remains beneath Professor Higgins’s roof. This seems a particularly thorny problem. With your permission, I will make further inquiry.”


Pickering jumped up and shook Holmes’s hand again, nearly dragging him out of his chair. “Absolutely capital. I’m convinced there’s no man better suited to plumb the depths of Henry Higgins’s mind. Every time you open your mouth, it’s as if I hear him speaking.”


Holmes grimaced, and I winced. He never liked being compared to other men, at least not in terms of equality.




Chapter Three
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It was a glorious September morning the day the American millionaire came to Wimpole Street. The sky was blue as a Dutch platter. There was little traffic that morning in the well-ordered lane, most of it the horse-drawn kind rather than the bright, fierce chariots of the modern age. The gleaming red bonnet of the millionaire’s Moreau-Lepton seemed a brazen challenge to the august facades lining the street. Any loafer would have turned to watch as the car lurched to a stop in front of Professor Higgins’s establishment. The driver got out, an older fellow with a steel wool moustache, a bit shaky in the legs. He opened the door for his charge.


The millionaire emerged, tall, thin as a whippet, with grey hair standing up like iron filings from his scalp, an aquiline nose, and a pencil-thin moustache smudging his lip. He entered the house like a summer storm, unexpected and unsettling. Mrs. Pearce had been given no warning of his advent, and would have turned him away on the basis of his barbaric language alone. Professor Higgins was not at home, sir. His assistant, Miss Doolittle, was not at home. The two men—the driver was also a secretary, it seemed, a stocky Englishman brought along no doubt to serve as interpreter—pushed right past her into the hall and thence to the professor’s laboratory, settling themselves unerringly into the two most comfortable chairs. She would have summoned the police, had not Colonel Pickering intervened.


“What’s all this, then, Mrs. Pearce?” he asked, dropping in to the middle of the argument.


Mrs. Pearce was a woman of erect carriage and dignified demeanor. Her starched grey uniform put one in mind of the prow of a battleship. “I’m sorry, Colonel,” she said. “I tried to tell them they should wait in the front hall.”


The American pulled a thin cigar from his lapel pocket and lit it. The aroma was pungent. “G.B. Morello at your service, pal. You the butler? We could do with some drinks.”


Pickering drew himself up. “I am Colonel Pickering.”


“A colonel? We got a boatload of colonels back home. I was shooting for a duke, at least.”


Mrs. Pearce was aghast, but the colonel seemed unperturbed. “It’s all right, Mrs. Pearce. These gentlemen are expected. Leave them in my hands. I’ll keep an eye on them.”


The housekeeper gave the interlopers a last baleful glare.


“Run off to the kitchen and count the silverware,” sneered the American.


“Come, come, Mr. Morello, she’s only doing her duty. Thank you, Mrs. Pearce.” The housekeeper turned on her heel and went out, huffing to herself.


Morello, that was his name. G.B. Morello. It was the name on the tags on the luggage in the boot of the automobile out front. Mrs. Pearce was not unaware that there was an American millionaire of the same name. Since she was Mrs. Pearce, and no one’s fool, she was also acquainted with the rumors of the illicit means by which he had acquired his millions. Well, if this were the same fellow, the robber barons of America were no more civilized than the rabble, she told the kitchen maid. Then she forbade her to repeat it.


In the laboratory, Pickering was pouring sherry for Mr. G.B. Morello and his secretary—that is to say, for Sherlock Holmes and myself. (I use the word “laboratory” with reservation. The room we were in combined drawing room, library, and music room all in one. It was a scholar’s room, with a fine layer of dust over every piece of furniture but the piano, which was polished to a sheen. I was reminded of Holmes’s injunctions against Mrs. Hudson dusting his rooms at Baker Street. The peculiar equipment devoted to the discipline of phonetics was confined to one crowded corner of the room. But Henry Higgins always referred to the room as his laboratory, so everyone else followed suit.)


“Your timing is fortunate, gentlemen.” Pickering barely spoke above a whisper. “I’d wanted you to meet Eliza without Higgins being present. She’s always more constrained in his presence.”


I had expected Sherlock Holmes to transform himself into an American gangster with some elaborate costume and makeup, but the spiky hair, the American cut of his suit, and the moustache he had grown in the week since our meeting were more than enough to seal his new character. I had even feared I’d be required to wear some kind of disguise myself. But Holmes had vetoed the notion. “Even the most elaborate disguise holds up for only a short amount of time, Watson,” he had said. “We shall rely on the latter-day obscurity of Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson to mask our identities.” My costume consisted of rather sulky tweeds, worn at the elbows and grimed at the cuffs.


Now Mr. Morello stood in the middle of the room, drinking in every detail. I knew from experience that a few minutes’ patient observation of the surroundings would tell him more about his subject than most men would learn after months of intimacy. I wondered what he would make of the Piranesi engravings on the wall, or the score of Our Miss Gibbs on the piano. Some fascinating sidelights would follow shortly, or so I hoped.


“Tell me about Miss Doolittle when she first came to you,” he directed Pickering. “Before her transformation. What was she?”


Pickering stared hard at the sherry decanter. “‘Guttersnipe.’ Is that harsh? ‘Slattern.’ That’s not much better, is it? ‘Trollop?’ No.”


“No better than she ought to be?” I suggested.


“Really, Watson!” I had somehow managed to cross a line Pickering’s sense of chivalry would not allow.


“I don’t mean to blacken her name,” he explained. “I felt a sympathy toward her from the very first. But she was a creature of the streets, a bit of rough and tumble, as we used to say in the regiment.”


“Can you offer any reason why the professor would wish to foist such an elaborate deceit upon you as you propose?” asked Holmes.


The colonel shook his head. “Higgins is straight as they come.”


“Yet you said he tried to pass the girl off as a duchess?”


“He succeeded, too. But that was merely sport. Part of the wager.”


“So, by your own account, he’s a deceiver and a gambler.”


“And has a tongue on him like a sailor. But . . .”


“He is a gentleman,” Holmes said acidly.


“An English gentleman!” said Pickering. “Not some French powder puff or Oriental doormat.”


“Of course not.” Holmes seemed amused by Pickering’s staunch defense of the man he was asking us to investigate. “Let’s return to the girl, then, and this singular transformation Higgins is supposed to have effected upon her.”


“Everyone said it was because she’d been ill. But what kind of illness puts color in the cheeks and light in the eyes?”


On that cue, Miss Eliza Doolittle burst into the room like the ingénue in a Covent Garden comedy. She was a petite thing, barely twenty years of age, but sturdy and full of bounce. She was dressed in the latest mode, all tall-necked and cinched waist, with a jacket like a sailor’s, and a gay straw hat with cherries on it perched rakishly upon her head.


“Colonel Pickering? Do you have money for a cab? Oh, I didn’t realize you had company!” Her eyes flashed a challenge at us.


“Eliza, this is Mr. Morello from New York. He’s here to enlist Professor Higgins’s professional services,” said Pickering. “Mr. Morello, Miss Eliza Doolittle.”


“My sympathies, Mr. Morello. And— ?” Her eye rested on me.


“My jack-of-all-trades, Barton,” said Holmes, again slipping into his American accent.


I bowed obsequiously. “Secretary, mum. Pleasetomeetyou, mum,” I mumbled.


I don’t know what I had expected, but it wasn’t this. Eliza Doolittle had a way of looking at one that was direct and almost daring, not precisely offering a fight, but totting up your strengths and weaknesses in case she were to get into the ring with you somewhere further down the line. There was not merely light in the eyes but a quick intelligence; not only color in her cheeks but also a firmness of purpose in her line. It was a pleasure to look upon her.


“Welcome, Mr. Barton. Colonel, I’m offto Mrs. Higgins’s at-home. And I’m desperately late.”


“Want to borrow my heap, Miss Doolittle?” Holmes asked. “Barton can get you anywhere you need to go in a New York minute. I’d take you myself, but all your streets go the wrong way and I just about break my neck every time I get behind the wheel.”


“No, thank you. I don’t care for autos. I shall take a cab.”


I said a silent prayer of thanks. I had nearly cursed out loud at Holmes’s suggestion. We had dropped off our hired chauffeur a few streets away and I had managed to bring the vehicle to a white-knuckle stop in front of Higgins’s door as part of our deception. It was my maiden voyage as a motorist, and I had no desire to tempt fate further. As for Holmes, he could no more drive than he could fly. The car would shortly be removed to a nearby garage and forgotten. But I thought it boded well that the girl preferred a hansom to a motorcar. Too many young persons in these decadent days are enraptured by the spell of roaring motors and exhaust.


Pickering pressed a pound note into her hand. “You’re a dear,” she said to him. She kissed him on the cheek. He beamed.


“You going alone?” said Holmes. “Girl like you? City like this?”


“I’m perfectly capable of managing, thank you, Mr. Morello,” she answered with some asperity. “London is not New York. We are civilized here.” She turned to Pickering, dismissing the newcomer. “I may not be home till late, Colonel. There’s to be a speaker on temperance, or child labor, or the housing question. Or perhaps it’s all three. But it’s bound to be thrilling.” She made us an insolent little half-curtsey and was out the door, almost running.


“So that is the transformation you spoke of?” said Holmes. He extinguished the cigar and took pipe and tobacco from his pocket.


“A charming young lady,” I offered diplomatically. There was nothing in her bearing that marked her as a girl of the streets.


Holmes frowned. “A sharp-tongued minx.”


“The younger generation are more direct,” I ventured.


“No question, no question,” said Pickering, looking flustered. “But she’s also a brass-faced liar.”


“Why do you say that?” asked Holmes.


“Because I happen to know that Mrs. Higgins is in Cornwall.”


“Watson!”


After years with Holmes, a word and a nod was enough. I snatched up my hat and stick and made for the door.


“Don’t let her see you. Don’t let anyone see that you are following her!”


As if I needed to be told.




Chapter Four


[image: image]


I sprang down the steps of 27A. Miss Doolittle was already settling herself in the seat of a hansom. There was not another cab in sight in the quiet lane, and I had no time to whistle one up. Determined in my mission, I sprang up on the step next to the driver’s seat at the rear of the cab. He gaped at me in astonishment. I doffed my hat. He doffed his. As he leaned toward me I tore the hat from his hand and gave him a shove, sending him tumbling into the street. I jumped into the seat, pushed his hat upon my head, took up the reins and gave them a shake. The horse broke into what it must have imagined was a gallop, leaving the driver sputtering and shaking his fist in the dust of the road. I silently vowed to seek him out later and make restitution. My first responsibility, though, was the girl. “What was that address again, miss?” I called out.


Miss Doolittle called back the address. “You do know it?” she asked. “Please hurry!”


Did I know it! I knew it as one of the most dangerous streets in all of London. It was that very same part of Swandam Lane where Holmes and I had investigated the strange disappearance of Mr. Neville St. Clair in a lascar’s opium den years before. I was loath to carry any young lady to such an evil place, but what choice had I? I gave the reins another jog and we rattled along through the dusty streets of London, plunging into the strangle of midday traffic.


It required all my skill to avoid a mishap. Half the traffic these days seemed to be motor cars, and the horse evidently cared for their roaring and their fumes no more than I. They harried the slower traffic of hansoms and growlers, landaus and cabriolets and omnibuses like collies nipping at the laggards of the herd, worrying at traps and dogcarts and donkey carts and coal wagons and brewer’s drays, bicyclists with their knees up churning, costers plodding along with their barrows, a cats’-meat man with his cart and a half-dozen mongrel dogs leaping about in his aromatic wake, ragged children weaving among all in an eternal game of tag without a thought for life or limb. Even once untrammeled lanes seemed choked with vehicles of every kind. Here is a fellow walking in the middle of the street, reading his paper and smoking his pipe, oblivious to the railway van creaking at his heels. There goes a funeral procession all in black, at a stately pace, or a group with placards marching for home rule for Ireland or votes for women. Over there men have torn up the paving stones to work on a gas main. So it was some time before I noticed we were being followed—by a man on foot! My first idea was that the hansom driver, fueled by outrage at my piracy, had managed to dog our trail, armed with a knowledge of the streets even more encyclopedic than mine. But the driver had been as old as myself, and our pursuer was a young gentleman—and when I say gentleman, I mean dressed so, from patent boots to top hat, though his shoes were white with dust and his wardrobe showed an unfashionable amount of wear. Where he had picked us up I could not imagine, but I felt sure he would not be able to keep pace with us. Several times I was sure we had lost him in the turbid stream of humanity. Yet whenever traffic forced us to a crawl, there he was, puffing away behind us, indefatigable as Pheidippides. And at every halt Miss Doolittle begged me to make haste.


Finally we left the crowds behind and were bumping through the winding, rutted roads, which pock the riverside. There the high streets are knotted into dark alleys and dead ends meant to trap the unwary traveler in their coils. Only my years scouring those alleys with Holmes, sniffing out the black tar of moral turpitude, rendered them sensible to me. We had almost reached our destination when a singular event occurred. We were passing through a muddy strait so close upon the river that I could smell the oil and the brine. It was populated by a set of rather desperate-looking shops whose roofs on either side leaned toward each other as if to crowd out the spying sky. Suddenly a figure emerged from under a low awning and stepped into the street full in our path. It was a man small and stooped in stature, but broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, with the arms of a Borneo ape. His eyes were concealed behind brown-tinted spectacles. I strained with every sinew to drag the horse to a halt. It was sure the man would be trampled to his death. I cried a warning. Still he stood his ground. The horse reared snorting above him. Then it seemed to me that that he reached up and dealt a hammer blow upon the side of the poor brute’s skull. The horse shied and staggered. I heard a scream as the cab slued round, broadsiding a shop window, smashing the shutters to flinders. I was hurled from my seat into the street, striking my head upon the stones.


I must have blacked out. Yet I remember as in a dream staring up at the sky, blue as hyacinth, then an eddy of shadows, which resolved into a face demonic in outline. There was a prognathous jaw, with high, sunken cheekbones, and a beetling brow; the eyes peering over his spectacles were yellow as a cat’s. Gruesome as those features were, there was yet something beyond the merely physical, unseen and unseeable, an aura that was almost an odor, and absolutely loathsome. The entire vision was but the tick of the clock, and then the world slid away.


When I came to my senses, the horse was standing in the street, head down, listless. The cab was leaning against the wall of a crockery shop on the corner. The young man in the top hat was there, peering inside the ruin of the cab. He swore and kicked the footboard. “Gone!” he cried in anguish. He glowered at me. “You bloody fool!” He threw his hat to the ground and kicked it, but almost immediately retrieved it, dusted it off, and set it back on his head.


He stared round in a daze, stepping one way and then another in indecision, almost tripping over his own feet. From here the street forked into two snaggletooth alleys, impassable save on foot. Miss Doolittle and her abductor—or was he her escort?—could have escaped down either of them. Sherlock Holmes might have said which, but the muddled young fellow in front of me could hardly even guess. He looked back at me and cried shrilly, “You should have your license revoked!” Then he set off down one of the alleys, chosen willy-nilly, and was soon swallowed by the shadows. By the time I picked myself up and brushed the dust from my clothes, the street was silent. The shopkeeper stood in his window scowling at me, but he seemed disinclined to bring his quarrel into the street. Up and down the street there were eyes staring from blank windows, chinks, and crevices, like wolves shadowing a campfire, but no one stepped forth with aid or challenge. The horn of a steam packet lowed upon the air.


What must I do? Leave the horse and strike down one of the alleys? Or find a constable and cry up a search party? Miss Doolittle might be in the direst of circumstances, but again she might not. I remembered the horrid face from my vision, but had there been a second face? The features of Eliza Doolittle, etched with concern? Had I been party to an abduction, or a meeting of confederates? Any police involvement would inevitably lead to my real identity being discovered, as well as that of “Mr. Morello.” I deemed that the best I could do was get back to Holmes as quick as I might and let him decide our course.
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