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When the flush of a new-born sun fell first on Eden’s green and gold,


Our father Adam sat under the Tree and scratched with a stick in the mould;


And the first rude sketch that the world had seen was joy to his mighty heart,


Till the Devil whispered behind the leaves: “It’s pretty, but is it Art?”


—Rudyard Kipling













ABOUT THIS BOOK





I now have a website. The primary purpose is hawking my brand, selling merch (my books), touting my in-person appearances, etc.


There’s also a place where “the public” (that would be you) could “contact me” (that would be—you get the idea).


Most of these communications are swell. (“I really like your books.”) Some are questions. (“Why did Kirk’s son where a sweater?” Spelling is sometimes interesting.)


Some are requests. (“Would you sign my Company Business poster?” “Would you be on my podcast?”, etc.)


Some are not so nice. (“You stink.” “I hated Wrath of Khan!” “Election was stolen!”, etc.)


But a year or so back, I read this one (typos included):


Dear Mr. Meyer, I know from West End Horror you are always getting missing Dr. Watson manuscripts to edit so here’s one more. This is not BS! I live in Boca Raton and our library was unloading bunches of books we’re not allowed to keep on our shelves anymore, so anyone could take some. This folder with typed pages was in the kids’ section which is how come they had to throw it away. I took it home and read it. It kinda freaked me out so I get why it’s not allowed in the kids section but I showed it to my dad and asked what to do with it. He said maybe get in touch with you which I saw how on your website. If you’d like to take a look we could figure out how to get thefolder to you. I bet you probably don’t give out your address. It’s too big for me to scan (I have finals coming up), but after that maybe get the pages photocopied if you tellme where to send them? I’m scanning a few pages and pasting them so you get the idea.


I can’t tell if they’re real, but maybe you do?


Very truly yours, Michael Abernathy Jr. [14]


As the writer correctly understands, over the years I’ve received or been offered a lot of these things in one form or another. Most of them are, as he says, BS.


For that reason, and because I have other obligations, I didn’t intend to bother with the four scanned pages that were included in the website letter.


But the pages were right there on the screen below the letter, so I thought, What the heck.


To make a long story short, I didn’t (and still don’t) know if what I read is authentic. It’s not like the pages were handwritten or anything so convenient that might offer clues. And there wasn’t even any physical paper to inspect. It’s just images on my screen.


On the other hand, I did want to know what happened next, which is why I answered young Abernathy’s online submission and waited for his finals to be over (he says he passed), and offered to pay for photocopying the rest of the pages and send me the originals but at that point Abernathy Sr. got cagey and said we could talk about that later.


Well, it is later and the Abernathys have gone silent, but two weeks after I made my offer, I did get the rest of the photocopied pages (not the originals), in a package addressed to me care of my agent, with no return address, only a Baton Rouge postmark and “fragile” scrawled in blue magic marker. I can’t say why but I’ve the hunch Abernathy Sr. wasn’t informed about this. As for the contents, I can’t vouch for much as I don’t even have the actual pages to study, but I did have the font looked at (there are people who are into this stuff) and am told it comes from a Blickensderfer No. 5 portable typewriter, circa 1896, so at least that part is in the right ballpark.


It’s hard for me to read anything without automatically reaching for a Uniball, so I performed minor editing chores along the way. The original orthography is British rather than American but anyone can do that. And there’s stuff I know can’t be right (e.g.: when Watson says he and Holmes saw Houdini perform in London would seem to be off by years), but that could be a memory lapse on W’s part. A few times I added what I hope are helpful footnotes but you can always skip them.


I have no idea if what I’ve cleaned up is real but it kept me reading and I learned a lot of miscellaneous stuff I previously knew nothing about. To me it reads like Watson but that doesn’t mean anything these days. Maybe this is all ChatGPT. But we all want to believe.


What do you think?


Nicholas Meyer


Los Angeles, 2024















I

THE MIRACLE







Sherlock Holmes was bored. For the ruck of humanity, boredom is at worst an irritant or annoyance, but for the detective it constituted anathema. It required no great powers of observation on my part to diagnose his condition, though Holmes had often twitted me regarding my deficiencies (“you observe but you do not see,” he liked to say), for the symptoms in this instance were plain enough.


His researches into the mating habits of red ants lay scattered about the rug. Treatises on the Battle of Lepanto were likewise abandoned, while monographs on the dietary requirements of the Costa Rican sloth gathered dust below the deal table containing his malodorous chemical experiments, and these had not been touched in weeks. For this I was grateful, as the frigid weather made it impossible to open a window and the accumulation of pipe smoke as our confinement lengthened was bad enough. The haze in our sitting room was almost as impenetrable as a London fog.


But, as if to prove clues unnecessary, Holmes proclaimed his malaise in no uncertain terms. “I am stagnating, Watson! My brain requires activity the way a locomotive demands coal. Without both, everything grinds to a halt!”


We were in fact running short of coal by this time. Should resupply not arrive by the week’s end, our situation would deteriorate from uncomfortable to perilous. For the better part of a month we had been shut-ins, the result of a succession of late winter storms that pelted London with heaps and drifts of snow, clogging the great city’s arteries and bringing the nexus of civilization to a standstill. Each time the sweepers attempted to make headway, another silent white tempest would arrive, undoing their progress. Service on the Underground was intermittent and deliveries, whether by post or from the greengrocer, ceased altogether; even the papers no longer arrived. This last was yet another straw laden on the camel’s back, for Holmes was devoted to the agony notices, forever poring over each dolorous message in hopes of spotting something outré into which he could sink his teeth. His crestfallen expression this morning told me he had come up empty.


“It’s enough to make me cancel my subscription,” said he, contemptuously tossing aside a week-old number of The Globe. “What sort of newspaper is it that cannot muster content for its own agony column? A shoddy enterprise at best,” he fumed.


The crime famine was driving him to distraction. On several previous occasions indeed (“the years of plenty,” in his words), cases with what he called “features of interest” had trooped to our door, allowing Holmes to demonstrate his unique gifts to their fullest extent. Often momentous outcomes proved to be at stake, but in this fierce winter the pickings were few and scarce. Holmes was prepared to settle for some seemingly inconsequential difficulties, those not played out in the headlines or on the international stage, but which nonetheless gave him the opportunity and motive to put his brain in gear. It is one such case I now relate. It began innocuously enough with a seemingly trivial matter, but proved more sinister than either the detective or myself could have imagined. At one end was nothing more remarkable than overdue rent; at the other lay four corpses.


And, as it happened, it was a case that changed my life.


Prior to the onset of inclement weather, Holmes had solved the case of the purloined otter (an otter for which the world is not yet prepared) by cleverly noting the trail of koi heads leading from the Serpentine. A substantial reward was offered by the nobleman in question as well as an impressive medal issued by a foreign power, both of which the detective declined with lofty condescension.i (“My fees are on a fixed scale and I require no additional remuneration.”) And nothing in the way of interest had appeared either in the post or on our doorstep since then.


“Trifles, Watson,” he would say, heaving a theatrical sigh. “Nothing worth my attention. I ask you, what is the world coming to?”


“It may be the world is improving,” I ventured to suggest, “at any rate, when the weather clears, perhaps—”


“Improving? Perish the thought! And rob me of my livelihood? It’s very good of you, my dear fellow,” he went on, packing his blackened cherrywood with shag, “trying to raise my spirits, but I’m afraid it won’t do. I am in need of a miracle and miracles, it appears, are out of season. Without divine intervention, I shall subside into one of my spells of indolence and lassitude where I am quickly beyond redemption.”


I dreaded to hear these last words, for when the fit was on him, the detective had been known to drowse for days on end. This remedy thankfully seemed not to occur to him. Abruptly disdaining his pipe, now indifferent to the consolations of tobacco in addition to all else, he took out his prized Stradivarius and began tuning it. At this my spirits rose. Despite his disclaimers, my friend was an excellent violinist. I anticipated a concert (I was partial to his variations on “Poor Little Buttercup”), but instead he set the instrument across his knee and began idly sawing away at the strings, producing some of those queer sounds he favored when the standard repertoire failed to engage his interest or challenge his abilities.


The violin’s unsettling moans did nothing to improve my humour but I judged them preferable to some of Holmes’s previous alternatives to ennui. In similar straits, Holmes had amused himself by using my old service revolver for indoor target practice, once going so far as to spell out the initials V. R. above the hearth in bullet pocks before an outraged Mrs. Hudson put a stop to it. Neighbors were complaining, she informed him, warning that if he persisted, constables would shortly be breaking down the door.


At least he no longer had recourse to an earlier solution, a seven-per-cent mixture of cocaine and distilled water, taken intra syringe. As his friend as well as medical man, I had strenuously protested this practice from the time I first learned of it. One day perhaps I shall detail the sensational circumstances under which he finally rid himself of this loathsome habit.ii


“For all we know war with the Boers has broken out,” the detective mused, still producing unfortunate wails on his instrument. The fact that Holmes seldom took any interest in politics only served to indicate to what extremities our situation had reduced him.


It was with relief as well as astonishment that I beheld a hansom drawn by a blanketed horse, whose quivering nostrils exhaled steam, struggling to a stop amid waist-high snowdrifts below our window.


“I say, Holmes, I think we are about to receive a visitor.”


“Nonsense.” The infernal squeaks continued.


“A woman.”


Behind me, the wails persisted.


“Veiled,” I threw in.


“Really?” He stopped playing. “I suspect you are embellishing already.”


“Well, enveloped in a muffler,” I conceded. I had added a veil in hopes of diverting him.


The figure disappeared from view. The cab remained where it was. The driver, his face swaddled in a thick yellow scarf, huddled miserably under another blanket. Shortly thereafter, we heard the bell at 221.


“To be out on such a morning as this,” I went on, “I suspect her errand is an urgent one. That she has taken a cab suggests a certain affluence.”


“Unless someone else has paid for the cab,” was Holmes’s only comment.


In the event, both my assertions proved correct. Presently, Mrs. Hudson knocked briskly at our door and handed the detective a salver upon which reposed a white visiting card.


“Lady Glendenning is below,” she informed us, unable to resist casting a disapproving eye at our chaotic, smoke-filled rooms. “She says the matter is of utmost importance.”


Holmes examined the card, holding it up to the light, waving it back and forth under his nose, going so far as to sniff the engraved font.


“Bembo twelve point two,” he observed.


“Holmes, for heaven’s sake.”


“Very well, Mrs. Hudson, you may ask the young woman to come up.”


“How do you know she’s young?” I asked when the door was closed.


“The card is scented,” he replied, carefully setting aside his violin. “That is lately the fashion. It is a long shot but in moments we shall learn if I’ve hit the mark.”


“The only Glendenning I’ve ever heard of is Glendenning Properties,” I said.


“Yes, one sees those estate placards throughout the city.”


In anticipation of the new arrival, we rose to our feet.


“I wonder if this will prove miraculous,” Holmes murmured as we could now make out the tread on the stair.


In fact the visitor who presented herself was neither young nor old, but a lady of middle years, comely and well-dressed, but not conspicuously so, with a full figure and eyes of a remarkable sapphire blue. On her left cheek was an attractive mole of the sort fashionable women in an earlier era supplied with cosmetics. Her hat, coat, and muffler she had deposited in the entryway, revealing her most striking feature, a head of almost white-blonde hair of the type sometimes called platinum. She looked from one to the other of us uncertainly.


“Mr. Holmes?” She was slightly out of breath from the seventeen steps.


“I am Sherlock Holmes,” said my friend. “This is my associate, Dr. Watson, before whom you may speak as freely as myself.”


“Yes, I thought as much.” Lady Glendenning offered a tentative smile. “If I may say so, you look rather like your pictures.”


“Too kind,” said the detective producing a smile of his own. “Allow me to offer my condolences on your recent loss.”


Our visitor’s eyes blinked in confusion. “My loss? How did you—Oh!”


With mild surprise, Lady Glendenning followed the detective’s gaze to the black crepe on her left sleeve.


“Ah, yes, my mourning band. The act of sliding it on each day has become so reflexive I keep forgetting what it proclaims to others. Lord Glendenning died almost six months ago.”


“I recall reading of his death,” said Holmes in a soothing tone. “Won’t you tell us what has happened? Would you like some tea?”


“Thank you, no.” In the silence that followed, we waited expectantly. Lady Glendenning stood irresolutely on the hearthrug, taking in our furnishings, whose eccentricity struck me with renewed force as seen through the eyes of a stranger. Without turning to see, I knew the detective to be taking a detailed inventory of our visitor.


“Pray sit, Lady Glendenning. A journey in this weather has certainly tired you.”


“It has.” The woman snapped out of her trance and settled into the high-backed horsehair customarily reserved for visitors as we drew up our chairs. “Rupert Milestone has disappeared.” The lady made this announcement as though she anticipated the name would produce an effect, but seeing it made none, she went on. “Rupert Milestone, the artist. Surely you are familiar with his work?”


Holmes shook his head. “Though my family tree does boast a distinguished painteriii and while I possess some incidental knowledge, I must confess that music rather than art is more my line. Mr. Milestone is—”


“Mr. Milestone is a well-regarded portraitist. His rendering of Lady Windermere is very well known, if a trifle risqué,” she added, lowering her voice. “He is also my tenant.”


“Your tenant?”


“Oh, I see. I’m so muddled.” Again glancing uncertainly at her surroundings, Lady Glendenning gave the impression she wished she were elsewhere. “Permit me to explain. Lord Glendenning owns, or rather owned, a good deal of property in town.”


“One sees the Glendenning name on leaseholds everywhere,” I interposed.


“That is so, doctor,” she inclined her head in my direction. “But though we are well-off, my late husband was intermittently disposed to fits of what he termed, ‘economy.’ Penny-pinching, some might call it.” She shook her head with a trace of embarrassment. “He involved himself in all aspects of his business and since his demise, it has fallen to me to manage his affairs, rather a complicated undertaking as I am—or should say, was—inexperienced in these matters. Many of Basil’s—Lord Glendenning’s—properties are let or leased all over the city. We have clerks and bookkeepers, to be sure, but for more time than I would wish, a great many tiresome details are now my responsibility, as they were his. It’s all I can do to keep track of lease renewals, leaky taps, cracked drainpipes, and window sashes that require—”


The detective laid a soothing hand on her arm. “What has happened to Mr. Milestone? Pray be as precise as possible.”


“That’s just it,” said our visitor, her voice rising slightly. “I don’t know what has happened to him. What I do know is that he’s not paid his rent.”


Holmes tried to suppress any trace of disappointment. Lady Glendenning was not the sort of miracle he had in mind, but he determined to do the best he could with the hand fate had dealt. “Is that customary on Mr. Milestone’s part?”


Her next sentence proved more encouraging. “By no means! These last four years the man has been punctuality itself. Tenants frequently fall behind. It’s an occupational hazard for landlords, but Mr. Milestone is reliable as clockwork. Four years ago he let a large atelier of ours in Notting Hill, ’round the corner from the Underground. The studio was purpose-built by Burne-Jones and features a skylight and small but sufficient adjacent living quarters. I never heard his lordship complain of or ever known Mr. Milestone to be in arrears, but it’s been three months and despite leaving repeated messages, I’ve not heard a word.”


“Since before Christmas then?”


She nodded. “Nor seen any of the rent,” she added with a sniff. “I dropped by the studio two days ago and, hearing no answer, let myself in.”


“Let yourself in?” Holmes’s question prompted a blush.


“With so many properties, I find myself a veritable turnkey. I am obliged to carry a weighty valise of latch and passkeys that open doors all over the city, though I seldom have occasion to use them. Truthfully, it’s more a ball and chain, but in this instance I felt I must get to the bottom of things,” she added as if to justify her action.


“And?” Holmes had begun to hope.


“There was no sign, Mr. Holmes. The place was empty and dusty. And the unopened post was piled up inside the door.”


“Dusty?”


“It was evident no one had been within for some time. Perhaps weeks. I’ve no way of telling, but since the rent has not been paid in over three months—”


“Mr. Milestone employs no housekeeper or charwoman?”


“If he did I saw no evidence of her presence.” Lady Glendenning pushed aside a stray lock of white-gold hair. “I once offered him a recommendation but he only expressed irritation with the idea. ‘She will get underfoot and disturb my concentration,’ he said, or some such words to that effect. Oh, I know, Mr. Holmes, I just know, something is amiss.” Lady Glendenning was unable to suppress wringing her hands, still clad in the dark kid gloves she had failed to shed downstairs.


“Do take some tea,” I said, pouring from the pot. “It will do you good.”


She favored me with a look of relief and began tugging off the gloves, the right hand appearing to present some difficulty. “Thank you, doctor, I think perhaps you are right. I confess I am at my wits’ end.”


When the glove was removed, we saw the cause of the difficulty: a ruby the size of a quail’s egg in a gold setting on the lady’s third finger.


“Try to remember the smallest detail, even if you think it unimportant, Lady Glendenning,” said Holmes. “Apart from the dust, did you observe anything unusual?”


Lady Glendenning’s brows contracted in thought. “Not that I recall.”


Holmes closed his eyes and pressed the tips of his fingers together, trying his best, I knew, not to appear pleased. “No clothing scattered about? Nothing conspicuously missing or out of place? Any new or unfamiliar item you had not seen before?”


“I don’t think so.” She absently rubbed the ring against her lips.


“What about his work?”


“The pictures? There were plenty in evidence. On the few occasions I was inside, the studio was always full of stacked canvases and smelled pleasantly of oil paint and linseed. On my last visit, a drop cloth covered his easel but I didn’t think to remove it.”


“And when you found Mr. Milestone’s abode in the state you describe, what did you do next?”


“I went to the police, Mr. Holmes. Perhaps you will think I reacted disproportionately—”


“Not at all. Yours seems a perfectly natural response, given what you have told us. Pray continue and try to remember in detail what happened. Trifles in such matters may prove crucial.”


She nodded. “I told the police what I have told you. But they didn’t seem much interested. An Inspector Gregson suggested Mr. Milestone might be on holiday.”


“Ah, yes,” murmured Holmes, “that sounds like Gregson.”


“Or Lestrade,” I felt bound to add.


Our sarcasm was lost on Lady Glendenning.


“When I assured the inspector this was most unlikely, he suggested I file a missing person’s report and so I did. But oh,” her voice rose again, “I just know something untoward has happened. I tell you I can feel it in my bones and I am seldom wrong about these things! When I returned to the police and renewed my concerns, the inspector suggested that perhaps I ought to contact you. And here I am.” Having concluded her recital, she drew a deep breath as if a heavy weight had been lifted and sipped some tea.


Holmes took his time relighting his pipe, using tongs to pick up a glowing coal from the grate and drawing contentedly on the pleasing aroma. “Watson,” said he at length, “do you think the Circle Line is running today and might carry us as far as Notting Hill Gate?” He turned to our new client. “If the train is in operation, would you be willing for Dr. Watson and myself to examine your tenant’s premises? Say in an hour’s time? In your presence, to be sure.”


“So soon?” Lady Glendenning, I could see, was surprised by the detective’s timetable.


“If something untoward has in fact occurred,” Holmes explained, “the longer our investigation is delayed, the colder the trail is likely to become. And if, as you tell it, Mr. Milestone has not been heard from in months, the trail seems already rather chilly.”


“Oh, I see,” the lady responded with a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank you, Mr. Holmes. I shall be at number 7 Turncoat Laneiv in one hour. Thank you both,” she added, setting down her cup and rising to her feet.


“Will you be all right outdoors?” I asked, holding the door for her and gesturing to the snow flurries outside our window.


“Now that I am a landlady, I find myself obliged to travel in all weathers,” she answered with an air of resignation, “and my driver is waiting. The Circle Line is running—or it was this morning. I shall expect you both in an hour. Thank you again, gentlemen. I cannot begin to express my gratitude.”


“Well, Watson, what do you make of it?” Holmes asked after Lady Glendenning’s descending footfalls had died away. He was swirling the teapot to ascertain how much remained within.


“Most peculiar.”


“Or most ordinary. Nine times out of ten what seems inexplicable turns out to have the most disappointing explanation. You will recall how stunning it was when we saw the great Houdini walk through a solid brick wall last March at the Hippodrome.”


“I still cannot make heads or tails of that. The bricks were laid before our eyes, perpendicular to the stalls, such that we could see on either side of what soon became a six-foot-high wall. The bricks were laid directly over a large red carpet to preclude the use of trap doors. Hammer and nails were provided and the audience was invited to come on stage and pound in as many as they pleased. I believe I hammered one or two nails into that carpet myself.”


“You did. I remember the evening quite well. When the wall was complete, two Chinese screens were placed on either side. Houdini disappeared behind one screen and within less than a second reappeared behind the other on the opposite side of the wall. The audience went wild.”


“But how on earth …?”


“Think, Watson. Why the two screens? There can only be one answer: to prevent us seeing the moment when the magician actually passed through a brick wall.”


“Then—”


Holmes chuckled. “Of course there was a trap door.”


“But the rug—!” I protested, prompting an additional laugh.


“Houdini had no need to go through the rug. When the magician disappeared behind the first Chinese screen, his confederate beneath the stage opened the trap door directly under the wall, creating a sag in the rug. The rug covering the trap door had just enough slack over the opening to allow him to roll under the wall and straighten himself up on the other side an instant before emerging from the screen on the other. As he did so, the confederate closed the trap door and the floor appeared as solid and undisturbed as ever.”


“You know this? Someone revealed the secret?”


He shrugged. “I deduced it. “My dear Watson, no one can walk through a brick wall. Eliminate the impossible—”


“And whatever remains—” I had heard this maxim often enough to repeat it in my dreams. “Holmes what are you doing?”


The detective was perched on our stepladder, awkwardly lowering three heavy volumes.


“Behold! Debrett’s, Burke’s, and the Almanach de Gotha. I think it’s as well to learn what we can of Lord Glendenning and his lady. Do dress warmly, old man,” he added, thumbing through Debrett’s. “It won’t do for either of us to catch colds.”


With an exclamation of satisfaction, the tome was abandoned like so many others and he began throwing on layers of clothing when a thought caused him to stop in midmotion. “I say, Watson, a forced march to Edgware Road in all this”—his hand took in the world outside our window—“may be too much for your leg. I’m quite capable of going it alone.”


“Nonsense,” I retorted. “After being cooped up all this time, the air will do me good.”


Though the flurries ceased, the sky remained overcast and the arctic air cut like a knife. Mercifully, there was no wind. In truth, a forced march through dirty snow drifts to Edgware Road was precisely what ensued and my penang lawyer proved essential to my ability to carry on. By the time we reached the Edgware Road station, our trouser legs were soaked and I was spent.


Holmes did not enjoy the Underground and seldom made use of it, preferring to be where he could see the world, but I knew the prospect of being tardy unsettled him. With me, he might be late or sometimes disappear altogether for days on end if an investigation demanded it, but his business acumen told him that clients do not expect to be kept waiting—especially a new, well-to-do client.


The station, like the road above it, was almost deserted when we descended into its sooty warmth, but there was no train to be seen.


More to distract himself, I suspect, than enlighten me, the detective relayed what he had found in Debrett’s: “The Glendenning line goes back to the twelfth century and Dumfriesshire. Their coat of arms, let me see,”—he screwed up his features in an attempt to recall arcane terminology—“a sable quartered argent and rampant with gules, no that can’t be right—” he stamped his feet impatiently, eyeing the cavernous dark maw at the end of the platform. In the interim, more prospective riders filled the platform. Holmes consulted his watch.


“A watched kettle,” I reminded the detective. “Do go on, Holmes.”


He complied with a sullen grace. “The late Lord Glendenning’s first wife died over thirty years ago. There is a daughter, who seems to live in Australia, if she is alive. The late widower remarried our client some five years ago. Ah, here at last!”


He broke off his summary as the train roared in, crammed with riders. It was all we could do to force our way aboard with the Edgware Road passengers crowding behind us. The atmosphere inside the carriage was stifling, all those overcoats and mufflers stuffed together like—


“Our client lacks any trace of blue blood,” the detective, speaking into my ear, resumed where he had left off. “She is one Vera Pertwee from Islington.”


“Islington?”


“Did you not hear the lady’s distinctive East London accent? And if Debrett’s is describing the same Lady Glendenning, she is twenty-three years younger than her late husband.”


“Such liaisons are not unheard of,” I felt bound to point out. “But how might their paths have crossed? Vera Pertwee as was from Islington is not likely to have frequented Pall Mall or the Ritz. And I can’t see the lady as a guest at Boodles.”


“I don’t see that presents any great difficulty. Lord Glendenning owned and administered property all over town. It is not beyond the realm of possibility that Miss Pertwee was herself a tenant. Perhaps hers was one of the leaky pipes she felt bound to call to her landlord’s attention.”


Sometimes it was hard to know if the detective was joking.


“If she set her cap for him—” I began.


“She was indeed aiming high,” he agreed. “But if battles have been lost for want of a horseshoe nail, is it not possible that something as trivial as a squeaking door hinge might also alter the course of history? However they met,” he continued, “the marriage seems to have produced no offspring.”


“Would you call that ‘suggestive’?”


“I might.”


“So Lady Glendenning is now a wealthy widow,” began my summation. “We saw that ruby—”


“Not a ruby, Watson, but a carbuncle, sometimes called a garnet, traditionally red in colour. Nonetheless your point is taken. Lady Glendenning may now command as many hansoms as she pleases. A whole fleet, if she chooses. And have the drivers wait upon her all day, miserable as they may be, huddled in their blankets.”


“To say nothing of the horse,” I began when he interrupted me with a cry.


“Ah, here is Notting Hill Gate at last!”






	__________________



	i The nobleman appears to have been Graf Otto Helmuth von Holstein-Thyssen of Croatia, a fish lover with a vast estate and animal preserve in Kent. The Croatian medal in question features an image of St. Donatus of Zadar.



	ii A full account of Holmes’s cocaine cure is to be found in The Seven-Per-Cent Solution.



	iii Holmes claims descent from the sister of the French artist, Émile-Jean-Horace Vernet.



	iv Today Campden Hill Road.
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PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST







“You had no trouble finding it?” inquired Lady Glendenning. “I know it’s a bit of a walk from the Underground in this weather.”


The h in had was conspicuously shortchanged. Now that Holmes had drawn my attention to it, I had no trouble recognizing the faint traces of cockney and Lady Glendenning’s efforts to suppress them.


“Do come in, gentlemen.”


The vast, unheated room in which we found ourselves conformed to our client’s description. Perhaps seventy feet in length and roughly forty in width, it boasted a high ceiling entirely comprised of a skylight, whose cast-iron struts supported enormous glass panels. Under ordinary circumstances, I judged it would provide a painter with ample daylight and likely some warmth as well, but at present the glass was entirely blanketed with snow, rendering the chilly place in which we stood dark, until Lady Glendenning lit the gas. It occurred to me that if the snow resumed, it was possible the skylight might give way under its weight.


“It was purpose built to withstand the weather,” Lady Glendenning said, following my look. “By Burne-Jones,” she reminded us.


Sherlock Holmes took in the gloomy space at a glance. “I take it there is no electric lighting as yet?”


“Electricity is scheduled in Notting Hill and Holland Park for early next year.”


“I see. And what has become of the post?”


“I put it on his desk.” She pointed to a small alcove in which a plain desk of stained oak had been inserted.


“Watson, would you do the honors?” Holmes gestured to the desk where I sifted rapidly through a clutch of bills from various unremarkable quarters, patent medicine circulars, and subscriptions to several art periodicals.


“There doesn’t seem to be anything here in the nature of personal correspondence,” I noted. “Merely bills, invoices, and circulars from familiar sources.”


He peered over my shoulder. “Just the sort of thing expected to accumulate in one’s absence,” he murmured. “Though further scrutiny may yield additional lines of inquiry.”


Without additional comment, he pulled open the drawers and peered into their recesses.


“Hullo, this is curious.”


“What have you found?” I asked.


“Nothing. These drawers are conspicuously empty. I would call that curious.” He turned to Lady Glendenning, who waited expectantly. “What do you know of Rupert Milestone, Lady Glendenning?”


She offered an exasperated sigh. “Not a great deal, I’m afraid. Only his reputation.”


“Not where he is from? Nothing about his people?”


“Nothing, Mr. Holmes. Remember, I inherited him, as with many others, a tenant from my late husband. All I can state for a certainty is that he paid his rent on time. I think—” she hesitated, biting her lip, as if uncertain of what she was about to say.


“Yes?”


“I think I once heard him refer to a brother in Shropshire, but I may have misheard. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”


“That fault is none of yours, Lady Glendenning. Tell me, how does Mr. Milestone pay his rent?”


“He sends checks drawn from his account at the Saxe-Coburg branch of The City and Suburban Bank.i They always arrive on the first of the month. Until recently, that is.”


“I see.”


“It is very cold,” I remarked. “Is it possible to light the stove in the corner?”


She shook her head. “I’m afraid that is not a stove.”


“Oh?” Holmes moved closer to inspect the object, which, despite its imposing dimensions, took up very little space in the huge room. “This is a kiln,” he declared.


“It is,” Lady Glendenning agreed.


“A kiln?” I was not sure I’d heard correctly.


“A furnace built to bake and glaze ceramics such as are turned on a potter’s wheel.” The detective’s store of miscellaneous knowledge never ceased to amaze me. “The trick,” he went on, “is maintaining an even degree of heat, though I note this kiln has not been used in some time. Like all else, it wears a mantle of dust. In addition, I note the gas pipe that feeds it has been disconnected.” Holmes gestured to the valve.


“I never noticed that,” Lady Glendenning said, “though now I think of it, on none of my visits do I recall seeing it in use. And now you’ve drawn my attention to it, we’ve received no bills for the gas here for months.”


“May I retain this?” Reaching within the oven, Holmes extracted a piece of scorched cloth no bigger than a place mat, holding it to the faint light to reveal a burnt square at its center.


The landlady frowned. “If you like.”


Folding the stiff material gently, Holmes pocketed the square. He made no further comment but concluded his inspection of the massive porcelain device. Indifferent to the cold, he shed his greatcoat and commenced prowling the studio inch by inch, sniffing and employing his magnifier, emitting a series of whistles, yelps, and growls, reminiscent of a hound on the scent. Our client was evidently startled by the detective’s behavior but I had beheld it often.


The atelier contained very little. Standing like an island in the midst of its cathedral-like immensity was an easel supporting a large canvas, presently concealed by a drop cloth.


“May I?” Holmes asked, one hand holding a corner of the cloth.


“As you please,” responded Lady Glendenning.


Holmes drew off the cloth, revealing a view of Venice. I had never visited that picturesque location myself, but I had seen enough depictions to recognize the place at once, though the lower half of the painting was incomplete.
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